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Welcome to Community Schools Journeys! In this series, practitioners like you share how 
they bring various aspects of community schools implementation essentials to life in 
their unique school communities. Want to explore what a Journey could look like for your 
context? Get in touch.

INTRODUCTION
Founded in 1965, Garden Grove 
Unified School District (GGUSD) 
is the third-largest K-12 school 
district located in Orange County, 
California. Enrolling close to 
40,000 students, GGUSD serves 
families from Garden Grove, and 
neighboring portions of Anaheim, 
Cypress, Fountain Valley, Santa 
Ana, Stanton, and Westminster. 
GGUSD has been awarded a 
number of honors including being 
named a 2018 California Exemplary 
District, a California Honor Roll 
District, and numerous California 
Distinguished Schools. Home 
to three AVID (Advancement 
Via Individual Determination) 
Demonstration Schools, the 
district was also awarded the 
2021 Best Communities for Music 
Education Award from the National 
Association of Music Merchants 
(NAMM) Foundation. 

GGUSD is guided by the Garden Grove Way, a strategic plan launched in 2013 by the 
GGUSD Board of Education, long-serving superintendent Dr. Gabriela Mafi, and co-created 
by interest holders across the district. The plan was collaboratively developed by students, 
families, and staff, and guides everything that happens in GGUSD, from large-scale 
budgetary and programmatic decisions to site-level academic and school climate-related 
goals. The Garden Grove Way has three priority areas: 1) Academic Skills, 2) Personal 
Skills, and 3) Lifelong Success – all of which come together to enact the GGUSD vision of 
preparing all students to be successful and responsible citizens who contribute and thrive in 
a diverse society. 

Having recently been awarded close to $12 million as part of a state grant program 
to implement the community school strategy (the California Community Schools 
Partnership Program, or CCSPP), GGUSD focused first on ensuring a strong foundation for 
implementation. This Community Schools Journey draws on conversations with district-level 
leaders in the GGUSD community to learn how they went about planning and building the 
foundation for their community schools vision.

GARDEN GROVE UNIFIED

https://cslx.org/contact-us
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1. Distance from Standard (DFS) on the CA Dashboard (the state’s annual reporting of school/district 
performance) shows the average distance of how “far” above/below students are from meeting Standard 
– i.e., on track for college and career readiness at their grade level. These scores are based on how 
students(grades 3-8 and 11) do on the state’s standardized tests – the Smarter Balanced Assessments. 
Generally, for Math, scores are Very High if the average score is 35 points and above Standard, or Very Low if 
the average score is below -95 points from Standard.

2. For ELA/literacy, scores are Very High if the average score is 45 points and above Standard and Very Low if 
the average score is below -70 points from Standard.

District Snapshots
California Schools Dashboard Metrics

Number of Students 38,164

Number of Schools 68

Socio-economically Disadvantaged 78.9%

English Language Learners (ELL) 29.8%

Students with Disabilities 13.9%

Chronic Absence 22.2% chronically absent

College and Career 57.1% prepared

Math, Difference from Standard (DFS)1 10.5 points below standard

English-Language Arts (ELA) / Literacy (DFS)2 19.7 points above standard

Community Schools 
Forward: Essentials 
for Community School 
Transformation

LEGEND

 Why we do this work

 Who drives this work

 Enabling conditions

 Key practices

 Supportive infrastructure 
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The importance of planning 
in community schools 
development
The Essentials for Community School Transformation (from now on referred to as 
the Essentials Framework, Community Schools Forward, 2023) provides a robust 
implementation framework to understand the dimensions that are integral to an effective 
community school strategy. Each of the key practices in the Framework are core 
components of a successful community school.  Collectively, they contribute to a strong, 
interconnected system that supports whole-child learning and development for all young 
people. But meaningful development, implementation, and integration of these practices 
does not happen by accident.

Like any attempt at system-wide transformation, the community schools strategy demands 
significant leadership, time, and resources dedicated to planning and development. Put 
simply, community schools are not built in a day. While extensive planning time has not 
always been possible in every school community, the California Community Schools 
Partnership Program (CCSPP), launched in 2021, encouraged schools and districts who 
were interested in adopting the community schools strategy to undertake a comprehensive 
planning process prior to submitting an application for implementation grant funding. This 
focus on building a strong foundation has allowed many LEAs and schools across California 
to build their work systematically instead of “building the car while driving it.”

Key Practices for 
Community School 
Transformation

In concert, the key
practices create optimal
conditions for student

learning and development
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Through CCSPP Planning Grants – California’s unique funding opportunity to support 
inclusive planning across two years – districts without existing community schools would 
be able to learn more about the community school strategy, deepen relationships with 
key interest holders (e.g., students, families, educators, and community partners), and 
collaboratively develop a shared understanding and vision for what their community schools 
could be.

GGUSD was awarded a Planning Grant in the first round of CCSPP funding (2021) and 
initially proposed three focus areas: 1) integrated student supports for learning, social and 
emotional development, 2) school-based health and wellness, and 3) family support and 
community resource navigation. These areas built upon the district’s prior successes and 
aligned resources and supports that served eight school communities across two high 
school feeder patterns. The schools in these particular feeder patterns are distinct from 
the larger Garden Grove district in that they serve higher populations of English language 
learners and students eligible for the federal Free and Reduced Lunch Program. 

More importantly, each of the eight school communities has a rich and celebrated history of 
joy, resilience, and possibility despite the systemic challenges that they have faced. Through 
interviews with school and district staff, focus groups with families, and student empathy 
activities, it quickly became apparent that these school communities were willing to leverage 
their unique strengths and assets to ensure that their students thrive. 
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Planning to plan: The Garden 
Grove Way
A community school strategy is sometimes 
touted as a vehicle for transforming public 
schools. Transformation, however, is not just 
a technical challenge to be addressed by 
new programs, initiatives, or partnerships. 
Foundationally, community schools leaders 
and interest holders recognize that without 
attending to the enabling conditions for 
success, any change effort will fail or peter 
out. The four enabling conditions4 include: 
trusting relationships, shared vision, inclusive 
decision-making, and actionable data. While 
keeping the priorities of the Garden Grove 
Way (Academic Skills, Personal Skills, and 
Lifelong Success) at the forefront, GGUSD’s 
planning journey gives practical insight into 
how these conditions were cultivated and 
strengthened throughout the community 
schools planning process. 

Staff and school personnel support for the 
strategy began with a culture of deep trust 
in district leadership. District leadership, 
including the superintendent, assistant 
superintendents for K-12 instruction, and 
program directors, prioritized a clear and 
shared understanding of the community school strategy and what it meant for specific 
schools and roles. They started  with district-level leaders and subsequently expanded to 
site-level design teams. 

Representatives from families, teachers, community partners, and classified staff were part 
of the site-level design teams as GGUSD leadership wanted the insights and voices of all 
those connected to the school system at various levels to be meaningfully included. District 
leads, including Luisa Rogers and Anabel Pauline, respectively, the Program Director and 
Teacher on Special Assignment (TOSA) tasked with leading this work, also reviewed initial 
data (e.g., GGUSD strategic plan surveys, interviews with school-based staff, and family 
focus groups) to better understand what further data needed to be gathered to craft a 
shared vision of how the community school strategy might unfold in Garden Grove.

“Each school community 
contains unique assets and 
resources, specific needs, 
vision, and goals. For effective 
implementation, these are 
assessed and addressed through 
trusting relationships, shared 
accountability, and differentiated 
responsibility. Community school 
planning begins by convening 
youth, families, educators, and 
community partners to shape 
the future of their school and 
strengthen their community.

— Community Schools 
Forward, 20233

3. Germain, E., Oakes, J., & Maier, A. (2023). Theory of action for community school transformation. Community 
Schools Forward Project Series. Learning Policy Institute. 

4. For more detail, see the Community Schools Forward Essentials for Transformation framework: 
Community Schools Forward. (2023). Framework: Essentials for community school transformation. https://
learningpolicyinstitute.org/project/community-schools-forward

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/project/community-schools-forward
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/project/community-schools-forward


7v1/2025

Shared vision
After receiving a CCSPP Planning Grant, senior district leadership had clear hopes and dreams 
of what a community school strategy could look like in Garden Grove and how to develop this 
vision with their school sites. One of the initial steps was to ensure that those involved in the 
project had a shared understanding of what the community school strategy is, what it is not, 
and what it would take to support schools to successfully implement the strategy. 

Importantly, the district leaders most responsible for the planning process were long 
standing members of the GGUSD community. They had decades of experience in 
supporting the district and its schools across numerous initiatives and reforms, and insights 
into where the district had already been and what some initial priorities might be. 

Oftentimes, educators, parents and students are rightfully weary of new initiatives and efforts 
at school reform — “initiative fatigue”. To be successful, GGUSD leaders had to ensure that 
everyone understood that this wasn’t a new initiative, but as Anabel Pauline, the Teacher 
on Special Assignment for Community Schools explained, “all the different pieces to this 
community school wheel and puzzle are… the functioning of how we [at GGUSD] do school.”

This process of building a shared understanding included hosting multiple internal 
workshops and meetings with senior district leaders and site-level design teams to foster 
alignment across the first eight school sites. However, building a shared vision didn’t stop 
with a couple of training sessions and meetings. It was an iterative process that continually 
shaped the district’s strategy and action steps. Process provided a strong foundation in 
building a truly shared vision by including the perspectives and voices of site principals 
and other interest holders through formal and informal conversations and through an initial 
assets and needs assessment.  
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Table 1
Levels of Data Opportunities for Growth

Satellite Data (large grain) Allows us to identify broad patterns for further investigation

Map Data (medium grain) Allows us to identify specific gaps or challenges with a more 
intensive focus

Street Data (fine grain) Allows us to better understand experiences and perceptions 
of challenges through relational approaches to data 
collection and analysis

Adapted from Safir and Dugan (2021) Street Data

Assets and Needs Assessment
By drawing upon GGUSD’s strategic planning and leadership expertise, the district’s assets 
and needs assessment elevated questions like “What do we want to know more about?” 
and “Who do we want to hear from?” Using a “street data” approach (Safir & Dugan, 2021; 
see Table 1), these questions help school staff to learn more from their communities in a 
systematic and structured way. 

With support from CSLX,5 district staff and GGUSD’s eight site principals worked towards 
getting school staff and student perspectives through a variety of data collection and 
analysis methods. In order to facilitate a process that allowed site-level design teams 
(consisting of administrators, teachers, classified staff, and parents) to work together on 
analyzing and understanding the data, district leadership provided invaluable substitute 
coverage for each of the schools for two full release days so that staff could have focused 
planning time. These release days – which allowed for full participation of school and district 
leadership, along with teachers, classified staff, and families – were designed to incorporate 
new insights into the planning process.

For example, to better understand students’ experiences and perspectives, Anabel worked 
with principals to design a student empathy activity (e.g., empathy interviews, shadow a 
student for a day). The district also worked with principals to map community partners at 
each school site and consider which community partners could help with data collection 
(e.g., enrollment rosters, engagement activities). Each site team used their second release 
day to make sense of their findings and update their site-level community school visions. 
District leadership also refined their understanding of how each site-level plan rolled up into 
a cohesive district-wide strategy. 

5. The Community Schools Learning Exchange (CSLX) works directly with districts, municipal agencies, community-
based organizations, and the state-wide system of support to build and strengthen community school strategies. 
For more information see: https://cslx.org/about

https://cslx.org/about


9v1/2025

Lesson learned
Building a shared vision requires a shift in mindset. Oftentimes in schools, developing 
a “shared vision” is a top-down approach. While there may be listening sessions or focus 
groups or surveys seeking “input,” the critical work of collaborating on what all interest 
holders want in their schools is often rushed due to a lack of time and resources. However, 
the community school strategy demands a shift in this practice by ensuring that all interest 
holders understand the work that needs to be done and have the space and time to 
hold the conversations necessary to transform the typical way that we “do school.” Most 
importantly, to establish a shared vision, initial ideas (whether grassroots-driven or 
offered by senior leaders) must be consistently revisited with an ever-growing collection 
of voices and insights until there is a clear, full, and inclusive picture of where the school 
community would like to go. 

An iterative process is not easy, and can sometimes be seen as inefficient. It can be 
especially challenging in the early days of planning when there is often a desire for a 
rulebook or template that dictates where to go and how to get there. As Lorena Sanchez, 
Assistant Superintendent for K-12 services, explained, “dealing with hypotheticals and 
people [including herself] who want to be perfect from the very beginning…[while] not 
understanding that the process is what gets you there.” Through trial and error, along with a 
willingness to learn and grow, the district began to fully understand how important it was to 
let a shared visioning process play itself out. Engaging in this thoughtful process was also 
imperative to establishing the enabling condition of trusting relationships.
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Trusting relationships
Though not meant to be seen as “just one more thing”, community schools can require 
fundamental shifts in how people understand what it means to “do school.” Garden Grove’s 
long-standing reputation as a strong, well-performing district has led to widespread trust in the 
district’s senior leadership from teachers, site administrators, and families. Practically speaking, 
this also means that very little in the district happens without taking the time to gather the 
insights, contributions, and formal support from leadership. Although this reality may mean that 
district-level decision-making around change happens slowly, there is also a strong sense of 
solidarity and commitment across the district, including teachers, school leaders, and classified 
staff. Deepening trusting relationships that already existed (such as those among the senior 
leadership team), and building new ones (e.g., more intentionally including community partners 
and classified staff in planning), came through multiple avenues in the community schools 
planning process. One profound opportunity to build trust was through initial conversations 
with interest holders through the assets and needs assessment process. By viewing the assets 
and needs assessment as a process for school visioning and relationship building, rather than 
a compliance-oriented checklist, Anabel Pauline was able to leverage existing relationships 
within the district to build the foundation for new ones.

Building trusting relationships happens more easily when people really get to know one 
another, their values, and their motivations. One way this unfolded in GGUSD was through 
intentional exercises and workshops that incorporated personal stories, experiences, and 
team-building. For example, Luisa Rogers, the Program Director overseeing the community 
schools planning processes explained:

Of course, yes, trusting relationships are important, but 
you literally had to break down barriers to be able to 
get to a point where people are really speaking from the 
heart. And they’re not afraid to share what they’re feeling 
or whatever their belief is, because of fear of, you know, 
being judged, if you will. So…it’s like taking it to another 
level.

Luisa Rogers, 
Director of English 
Learner Programs



11v1/2025

Site design teams used the information from these experiences to talk about their ideal visions 
of environments for students, families, and educators. As conversations expanded from the 
internal district team to the site-level design teams, the influence and importance of trusting 
relationships became even clearer. For example, Lorena shared:

Well, for me, I had the opportunity to sit with teachers 
and parents, students and former students. So it was 
really nice for me to hear their perspectives to know that 
we can count on them. I never had any doubts, but it 
never never hurts to hear it again; that they want to work 
with us… So it really just lends itself to strengthening our 
circles of not just networking, but building relationships 
[with] everybody who was a stakeholder and came 
together. I feel like that was the most valuable piece 
for me. Obviously, the [quantitative student outcomes] 
data is important. And obviously, the whole mission and 
vision and the purpose for us getting together is our 
number one, but it was just icing on the cake to make 
connection[s] with the staff and the parents and to have 
this vehicle [the community schools planning process] to 
do it in. 

The connection and trust among principals, staff, students, parents and community members 
is essential to create transformative change. Leaders valued these spaces to strengthen 
relationships and held them at the forefront as they continued implementing their community 
school strategy. 

Lesson learned
Focusing on “street data” influenced how GGUSD strengthened trusting relationships. 
Leaders and partners created spaces where people (especially those who did not always have 
opportunities to regularly and meaningfully interact, like families and classified staff (e.g., family 
liaisons and front office workers)) connected on a human level to make the other enabling 
conditions possible. There was a need to address and break down barriers to get to the point 
where people could be vulnerable and speak more freely about their hopes for their school 
and community. 

Lorena 
Sanchez, 
Assistant 
Superintendent 
and Director of 
K-12 Educational 
Services
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Actionable data and inclusive 
decision-making
Actionable data affects all the other enabling conditions as it is integral to how shared 
visions are created, trusting relationships are built, and inclusive decisions are made. The 
GGUSD journey highlights the importance of expanding how leaders think about data. 
Luisa explained that “of course the district has data, but the data now included focus 
groups, interviewing students, empathy interviews”, which are often different from the more 
quantitative forms of data (e.g., student achievement results, large scale administrative data) 
that many districts are used to relying on. 

Similarly, site design teams were able to rethink the ways that they approached data 
analysis. Luisa explained that looking at data in this way was a direct result of their 
community school journey. She described how with this shift in thinking, it is impossible to 
go back to the “old way of doing things.” GGUSD’s strategic data and assessment data were 
important tools that gave some insight, but adding in other types of data brought a deeper 
understanding of how students are doing. Ultimately, speaking to such a wide range of 
interest holders as part of the planning process helped to foster inclusive decision-making.

In Garden Grove, inclusive decision-making was the other side of the actionable data coin. 
Having data to support conversations with diverse interest holders is central to most of 
the district’s crucial decisions, like funding priorities, program offerings, and cultivating 
external partnerships. But shared decision-making isn’t just a matter of having the right 
information and the right people; there needs to be a shift in who makes decisions and how 
those decisions are made. For example, GGUSD has strong centralized leadership that is 
generally trusted to make decisions that affect schools, students, staff, and families. This 
means decisions from ‘top brass” are usually well-received by district and school staff and 
the community, and the subsequent support from senior leadership is clear and consistent, 
further helping to mitigate confusion at the site level. 
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A community school strategy, however, isn’t always about following the lead of the grass 
tops, even if top-down leadership and decisions are in sync with the perspectives and 
priorities of students, families and staff. Authentic inclusive decision-making necessitates 
engaging as many voices as possible, as it’s not just about the ultimate decision, but the 
process in getting there. Throughout the design phase, bringing in the voices of interest 
holders was part of the needs and assets assessment, planning meetings, and listening 
sessions, but most importantly these perspectives all influenced the priorities and action 
steps for the district and each of its community schools.

From the beginning, district leaders wanted principals to build upon the strengths and 
areas of growth in their schools, and to iteratively engage their communities throughout 
their planning and implementation. As sites worked on their needs and assets assessment, 
principals led discussions with staff and design teams using the information from interviews, 
focus groups, and surveys to update site-level priorities. Principals and their site teams also 
brainstormed ideas for how they wanted to move forward in those priority areas. District 
leaders, including assistant superintendents and program directors, acted as thought 
partners, offering suggestions on how the perspectives of their community informed the 
Garden Grove Way.

The community school idea of inclusive decision-making called to go deeper than existing 
structures to truly involve more voices. Luisa explained:

The work that we were doing with this group of people, 
it was everyone at the table. There were parents at the 
table. There were classified staff members. There were 
teachers, administrators, district folks. We were all there 
together and there wasn’t a hierarchy… But everybody’s 
voice counted, everybody’s thoughts got jotted down. 
[What] were we going to do? How are we going to find out 
what we need? What should we do? How are we going 
to go about it? So it was more than just rubber stamping 
something; it was developing something together, and 
then going out and finding out and researching it, and 
bringing it back to the whole, which was a different 
process than what we traditionally do.

Lesson learned
Bring as many people along with you as early in the process as possible. This is one of the 
most challenging aspects of the community school strategy for school systems, but it is the 
cornerstone of being a true community school. All interest holder voices are valuable and 
should be what shapes a thriving school community. 

Luisa Rogers, 
Director of English 
Learner Programs
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What can practitioners learn 
from GGUSD’s community 
school journey?
Start with what you have
A community school strategy doesn’t start with a new checklist of activities and 
assessments. It is important that planning builds from the assets (and data) that you already 
have. Along with building a shared understanding of what the community school strategy is, 
GGUSD’s initial planning meetings focused on the district’s how, specifically the process that 
would be necessary for meaningful school transformation. Senior district leadership started 
with data from their annual strategic plan survey to set initial priorities for consideration. 
These data provided insight into staff perspectives on their personal skills and goals and 
how students were reporting progress on their scholarly habits, social emotional well-being, 
climate and culture.

Take your time
The CCSPP Planning Grant provided up to two years to work with as many members of the 
school community as possible to envision what the community school strategy could look 
like at each school. This opportunity provided schools with an invaluable resource, which is 
a rare feature of competitive grant programs—time! Rather than rush through a process that 
is inauthentic and leaves out the voices of harder-to-reach community members, community 
school leaders should commit to having protected time to learn from and work with all 
interest holders. This is the time to reflect on the past, talk about the present, and share 
dreams for the future of the school community. It will not be perfect the first time. You will 
repeat conversations or conduct new interviews or re-launch surveys to learn more about 
your community’s inherent strengths and challenges. However, that time spent together 
working is an invaluable asset in collectively building and working together towards a 
shared vision.
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What can policymakers learn 
from GGUSD’s community 
school journey?
In a May 2022 EdSource article,6 Linda Darling-Hammond, State Board of Education 
President, described the ways in which schools themselves must change, and how teachers 
and principals might rethink their roles and relationships. In that same article Milbrey 
McLaughlin, a professor emeritus of education and public policy at Stanford University 
expressed her concerns about whether administrators and teachers would fundamentally 
change how they operate schools, and connect to parents and their communities. 

Change, however, does not happen because of a grant program alone. GGUSD’s journey 
highlights some important considerations for policymakers and advocates to support 
successful planning processes for LEAs.  

 ⊲ Fund Planning Grants for LEAs. The CCSPP describes community schools as an equity-
enhancing strategy that aligns with and can help coordinate and extend initiatives at 
the school, district, county and state levels. Alignment and coordination take substantial 
time and resources, especially to meaningfully include students, teachers, families, and 
community partners.

 ⊲ Simplify expectations and provide planning guidance that prioritizes the development 
of enabling conditions. The partnerships and planning activities section of the 
CCSPP Planning Grant questionnaire included questions around: student and family 
engagement; meaningful involvement of all interest holders to identify assets and needs; 
shared decision-making around vision, goals and priorities, supports and services; 
and continuous improvement. These aspects – while foundational to community 
schools – are not simple and easy. The enabling mindsets, structures and practices of 
these “planning activities” require explicit attention and can take two years or more to 
develop. By strengthening the enabling conditions for success, it is more likely that other 
programmatic components – like services and partnerships – are more responsive to the 
priorities shared by the entire school community. 

 ⊲ Develop and share practices that support long-term thinking, continuous improvement, 
and partnership creation and collaboration. Many practitioners get stuck in the 
technical mechanics of the initial “steps” of community schools development. Instead of 
developing “muscle memory” for inclusive decision-making, meaningful reflection, and 
continuous improvement practices, decision-makers are quick to demonstrate impact by 
citing  “satellite data”-focused changes. However, the reliance on compliance instead of 
transformation misses the point. Sustaining community school practices for long term, 
transformative change must realistically account for the comfort and allure of the status 
quo to “just get things done”. 

6. California set to launch hundreds of community schools with $635 million in grants: https://edsource.org/2022/
california-set-to-launch-hundreds-of-community-schools-with-635-million-in-grants/672246

https://edsource.org/2022/california-set-to-launch-hundreds-of-community-schools-with-635-million-in-grants/672246
https://edsource.org/2022/california-set-to-launch-hundreds-of-community-schools-with-635-million-in-grants/672246
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Questions for consideration
1. What’s the current state of your district or school’s relationship with families? 

With community partners? What have these relationships been like historically?

2. Is there a shared understanding of the community school strategy across 
your LEA leadership team? Across your district? Across school sites? Across 
interest holders?

3. Who is currently involved in developing a vision for your district and schools? 
Who do you need to add to the mix? 

4. What data do you already have access to? What’s your starting point, and 
where are the gaps in knowledge that you need to fill? What’s your plan for 
filling those gaps? 

5. Do your district’s strategic plan and LCAP reflect the voices and priorities of a 
wide range of interest holders? Who might you work with to set out a plan for 
planning? What would your ideal planning timeline look like? 

6. Do existing school transformation efforts in your district align with each other 
(e.g., expanded learning, english language supports, mental health services)? 
What about school-level student-facing initiatives? How might you start to 
bring those pieces together? 

Luisa Rogers was the Director of English Learner Programs at GGUSD, serving in 
that position until her retirement in June 2024.

Anabel Pauline is Teacher on Special Assignment - Community Schools at the 
Office of K-12 Educational Services at GGUSD.

Lorena Sanchez, named as one of 2016’s Orange County Women of the Year, is 
GGUSD’s Assistant Superintendent and Director of K-12 Educational Services.

Danielle Jordan is a Research and Policy Associate with CSLX who recently worked 
as a research associate with Stanford’s Policy Analysis for California Education.

James Bridgeforth is an educator, researcher, and policy advocate working with 
CSLX as a faculty affiliate. He is also an assistant professor at the University of 
Delaware.
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