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Re: San Diego Unified School District Dismantles Race, Human Relations 
and Advocacy 
Department

On June 4, 2020, California State Superintendent Tony Thurman implored educators to address the current 
status of race relations in our society by having “hard discussions about race, bigotry and implicit 
predisposition.” Richard Barrera, the vice president of the San Diego Unified School District Board of 
Trustees agreed with Thurman’s plea and described his district as leading the effort to establish “Ethnic 
Studies,” wherein school leaders listen to students “about what we can do better, how we can do better, and 
we engage in those conversations and do it in a way that doesn’t assume we have all the answers.”

Sounds like a great plan . . . problem is, Trustee Barrera, the rest of the School Board and Superintendent 
Cindy Marten have done just about everything possible to undermine any and all efforts to effectively 
address racial and gender problems in the district . . . including dismantling a team of leaders who 
specialized in this very specific work.

In the 2016-2017 Local Control and Accountability Plan (LCAP) document, San Diego Unified School 
District’s Race and Human Relations Department (RHRA) was mentioned no less than 16 TIMES as 
assisting the district personnel in accomplishing specific goals related to student achievement. For example, 
the RHRA team is listed as providing opportunities for stakeholders in “cultural proficiency, restorative 
circles and academic expectation experiences.” Also, according to the document, the RHRA department 
“participated in the development of the Ethnic Studies course and in curriculum vetting to ensure cultural 
relevance of district materials.”

With the Race and Human Relations Department being featured so prominently in the superintendent’s 
LCAP document, one must wonder why it was one of the only departments ABOLISHED by the 
Superintendent Cindy Marten during the 2017 budget cuts. In June, the RHRA program manager position 
was eliminated and the remaining staff was dispersed to other positions around the district. The RHRA 
department had existed for over 20 years in the district, through numerous superintendents, only to have 
some of its important work doled out to an external agency and the rest halfheartedly reconceptualized in 
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Cindy Marten’s ever-expanding bureaucracy.  This disrespectful move is an absolute slap in the face to the 
decades of equity work that occurred before Ms. Marten’s tenure.

As a result of the abolishment of the RHRA, the students and communities of the San Diego Unified School 
District have suffered through some terrible instances of racial and sexual injustice:

An ill-conceived publicity stunt wherein Ms. Marten and the Board attempted to invite Trump’s 
controversial Secretary of Education, Betsy DeVos, to visit San Diego Unified, in the hopes that she 
could learn, “what the school district is doing to create quality public schools in every neighborhood.” 
The Board resolution and invitation were later rescinded, but not before the story had made 
embarrassing headlines across the nation. (See https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-
sheet/wp/2017/02/10/prominent-devos-critics-urge-protesters-dont-block-her-way-into-public-schools-
she-needs-to-see-them/ and http://www.breitbart.com/big-government/2017/02/14/teachers-union-
pushes-san-diego-school-district-to-drop-invitation-to-edu-sec-betsy-devos/)

Another contrived attempt to get somenotoriety was when Superintendent Marten and the Board 
attempted to collaborate with the Council on American-Islamic Relations to implement a program to 
combat Islamophobia. Because the plan was not well developed nor sufficiently explained, dozens of 
folks (many from outside San Diego County) attended Board meetings to publicly criticize District 
leadership for trying to force “Sharia Law” on students. This pathetic effort also garnered humiliating 
headlines throughout the country. (See http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-sd-islamophobia-
20170525-story.html and http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/may/31/san-diego-school-anti-
islamophobia-program-leads-t/) 

Four students were stabbed in a huge melee outside of Hoover High School during the 2017 summer 
school. Reports suggest that administrators at Hoover had knowledge of a brewing conflict days 
before the melee, but were ineffective in addressing it before it started. Three of the four families 
have retained lawyers and engaged in costly legal action against the district.

Consistent struggles at Lincoln High School, including:

Students failing community college courses (See https://www.voiceofsandiego.
org/topics/education/lincoln-highs-middle-college-program-takes-another-disastrous-turn/)

Teacher sued for sex talk (See https://www.sandiegoreader.com/news/2019/aug/28/cover-shark-bait/)

Parents nearly come to blows at Board meeting (See https://www.nbcsandiego.com/
news/local/parents-nearly-come-to-blows-at-sdusd-board-meeting/147122/)

On-going bullying (See https://www.sandiegoreader.com/news/2018/dec/12/lincoln-high-school-was-
designed-fail/)

Administrators removed (See https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/education/story/2019-06-
12/lincoln-high-administrators-are-ousted-in-leadership-overhaul)

Racist slurs during football game (See https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2019-09-23/racist-
slurs-san-clemente-high-football-game-investigation-confirms)

On-going racial and gender problems throughout the District
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Valencia Park Elementary Principal Lori Moore calls police on an 8 year-old for play money (See 
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/public-safety/story/2019-06-04/community-members-
parents-upset-young-students-questioned-by-school-police-over-fake-100-bills)

La Jolla Elementary Principal Donna Tripi warns her community about a “Black man in a hoodie at 
Starbucks” (See https://www.theroot.com/san-diego-elementary-school-principal-apologizes-for-wa-
1829840238)

State audit blasts District for Flawed English Learner Program (See https://www.voiceofsandiego.
org/topics/education/state-blasts-san-diego-unifieds-english-learner-program-as-seriously-flawed/)

Students and community struggling at Porter Elementary with no clear plan to fix them (See 
https://www.voiceofsandiego.org/topics/education/schools-like-porter-elementary-are-struggling-
badly-and-theres-no-clear-plan-to-fix-them/)

Deeply flawed graduation rates with disproportionate numbers of students of color leaving district 
schools for charter schools (See 
https://www.voiceofsandiego.org/topics/education/san-diego-unifieds-jaw-dropping-grad-rate-is-now-
official-heres-how-it-got-here/)

Four women sue the district for on-going sexual assault by a teacher (See 
https://www.voiceofsandiego.org/topics/education/students-sue-san-diego-unified-teacher-over-
groping-complaints/)

Even worse, a list of more than two dozen outstanding educational leaders of color have departed from the 
San Diego Unified School District during Superintendent Marten’s tenure. These leaders continued to 
advocate for students of color and provide excellent work to their new communities—truly unacceptable 
losses for the San Diego Unified School District.

Francine Maxwell, President

NAACP San Diego Branch

P.O. Box 152086 • San Diego, CA 92195-2086

619-431-1633 Phone/Text

Founded in 1919 after a visit by renowned author, activist and NAACP co-founder, W.E.B. DuBois, the 
NAACP San Diego Branch is celebrating a century of standing sentry over the civil rights of the people of 
San Diego. If you need more information about the NAACP San Diego Branch, please visit 
sandiegonaacp.org/presskit
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