Looking Ahead as LAUSD
Confronts Fire Recovery and
Federal Policy Uncertainty




Introduction

The Los Angeles Unified School

District (LAUSD) is at a critical

juncture, facing two urgent and
interrelated challenges: the aftermath of
historic wildfires, which have displaced
families and interrupted learning,
and a rapidly changing federal policy
environment with implications for both the
families the district serves and the district
itself. These crises create uncertainty for
students and families while introducing
new operational and financial pressures to
an already strained system.

How LAUSD responds in this moment
will have long-term implications. LAUSD
has already taken key steps to address
these new crises, and past disasters
offer additional consideration for the
path ahead, but ensuring a strong and
equitable recovery will require sustained
effort and collaboration.

The urgency of recovery in public
education and stability for students and
families is even greater when considering
what the district, and its students, have
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already endured. Guided by its strategic
plan, LAUSD has been in a phase of
recovery and strengthening — working

to improve academic achievement,
advance equity-driven initiatives, and
expand student support systems — in

the face of climate change and natural
disasters,' financial pressures,? workforce
issues,® declining enrollment,* and the
lasting effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.®
The combined impact of the wildfires

and shifting federal policies threatens

to disrupt hard-won progress, but it also
presents an opportunity: By doubling
down on its strategic priorities and
working in partnership with policymakers,
philanthropic and nonprofit partners,

and the community, LAUSD can turn

this moment of crisis into a catalyst for
resilience and long-term improvement.

This report examines the holistic impact of
the wildfires and the federal policy shifts
on LAUSD, how the district has responded
thus far, and what additional measures will
be necessary to ensure an effective and
equitable recovery.
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The January 2025 Wildfires
Caused Widespread Destruction
and Disruption for LAUSD
Students and Families

n January 2025, a series of wildfires broke

out that became the most destructive in

Los Angeles’s history, causing widespread
devastation, displacing thousands of
families, and severely disrupting education.®
Over the course of the month, the fires
burned more than 40,000 acres across the
county, destroying thousands of buildings,
including at least a dozen K-12 schools.” Total
damage and economic losses from this
series of wildfires are estimated to be more
than $250 billion, ranking it among the
most costly natural disasters in U.S. history.®

The first major fire, the Palisades Fire,
ignited in the Santa Monica Mountains
on January 7 and, driven by powerful
winds, spread across the Pacific Palisades,
Topanga, and Malibu, directly impacting
several LAUSD schools.? Meanwhile,

the Eaton Fire, which started in the

San Gabriel Mountains and spread into
foothill communities like Altadena,
remained outside LAUSD boundaries
but contributed to districtwide closures
starting on January 8.1°

At the height of the crisis, more than
700,000 students and staff were affected
by school closures and displacements.”
While some schools were able to reopen
relatively quickly, others were rendered
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completely unusable, necessitating the
relocation of students to other district
facilities or temporary learning spaces.
Marquez Charter Elementary and Palisades
Charter Elementary were among those
severely damaged, requiring their student
populations to be reassigned to nearby
schools. Other schools, such as Topanga
Elementary and Paul Revere Middle School,
remained inaccessible for weeks due to
lingering hazards, including poor air quality
and road closures in evacuation zones.

Even for schools that were not directly
impacted by the fires, the aftermath has
been deeply disruptive. Smoke damage,
debris, and environmental hazards have
required extensive cleanup efforts before
classrooms could reopen.”? Numerous
schools struggled with staffing shortages
as displaced employees were unable to
return, and poor air quality forced additional
temporary closures.”

Many of the schools directly affected

by the wildfires serve students from
across Los Angeles through the district’s
school choice program, broadening the
fires’ impact beyond their immediate
neighborhoods. For example, Palisades
Charter High School, which lost 40% of its
campus, drew students from 113 ZIP codes
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during the 2024-25 school year. Nearly
half of the members of its student body are
students of color, and almost one-third are
socioeconomically disadvantaged.'®

The fires have left many households across
the city grappling with displacement and
financial instability. A report by the Los
Angeles County Economic Development
Corporation estimates that economic
losses from business disruptions in

the fire-affected areas could total $4.6
billion to $8.9 billion over the next five
years (2025-2029), reducing Los Angeles
County’s overall economic output by

0.3% to 0.6%." In the first year alone,
8,200 jobs are projected to be lost, with
total employment impacts reaching
between 24,990 and 49,110 job-years.”®
The hardest-hit industries include health
care, retail trade, education services, and
food services, which employ many LAUSD
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families.”” More than 11,000 single-family
homes and nearly all mobile homes

in the burned areas were destroyed —
including 55.8% of single-family homes
in the Palisades Fire burned area and
50.6% in the Eaton Fire burned area —
exacerbating the region’s housing crisis
and leaving thousands without stable
living arrangements.?° The fires are also
expected to significantly impact public
revenue, with federal, state, and local
governments facing tax revenue declines
of $0.73 billion to $1.4 billion due to slowed
business activity and job losses.?

These widespread economic and housing
disruptions have ripple effects on students
and their education, contributing to
instability that can impact attendance,
learning outcomes, and overall well-being
— even for those whose schools were not
directly damaged.
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Federal Policy Changes Have
Increased Fear Among Many
LAUSD Families and Destabilized

Federal Funding

he federal policy landscape under

the second Trump administration

has been marked by rapid and
often destabilizing changes as the
administration moves to roll back policies
and programs from prior administrations
and implement its own agenda. While
some of these actions echo familiar
approaches from President Trump’s first
term, many are new and evolving quickly.

Immigration policy has been one

of the clearest examples of the new
administration’s impact. Recent actions by
the Trump administration have expanded
expedited deportations, increased penalties
for undocumented immigrants, ramped

up hiring for federal immigration agents,
and mandated detention for certain
undocumented individuals.?? In its first

30 days, the administration is on track to
arrest nearly 25,000 individuals — more
than any other month in the last 11 years.?
Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) averaged 800 arrests per day
nationwide in late January, compared to 300
daily arrests under the Biden administration
in 2024.%% Reports indicate that, on some
days, nearly half of those arrested were
nonviolent offenders or had no criminal
record.?®> Some news reports are emerging
that the administration is still not satisfied
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with the number of deportations and has
issued new, higher quotas.?®

The administration has also expanded

the reach of immigration enforcement.

In January, it rescinded policies that
designated schools, hospitals, and churches
as protected areas, allowing ICE agents to
conduct operations in these locations.?” It
also revived and expanded a program that
enlists local law enforcement agencies to
assist in federal immigration enforcement,
which has raised concerns about potential
racial profiling and decreased community
trust in law enforcement.?®

Beyond immigration, the Trump
administration’s federal policy agenda

has introduced uncertainty in other
critical areas affecting LAUSD students
and schools. In January 2025, a directive
to pause federal grants and loans raised
fears about the availability of funding

for programs that support vulnerable
populations.?® A federal judge temporarily
blocked the freeze, and the administration
ultimately rescinded the order. The Trump
administration has also called to eliminate
the Department of Education, though it
recognizes that doing so would require
Congressional action, and there is a legal
battle brewing over the administration’s
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obligation to distribute funds appropriated
by Congress.*° Taken together, these raise
the specter of volatility in federal funding.

The administration also issued an
executive order prohibiting federal
funding for schools that teach “Critical
Race Theory” or “gender ideology,”
threatening key resources for districts that
include these subjects in their curricula.®
Reflecting a similar policy direction, it
issued a February 2025 directive warning
schools that race-conscious policies in
admissions, hiring, and financial aid could
be considered discriminatory, following
the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in
Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard.*?
While not yet focused on K-12 schools, the
guidance raises concerns about whether
diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives
and race-based student support programs
— such as LAUSD's Black Student
Achievement Plan — could come under
federal scrutiny.

These policy changes also extend
beyond K-12 schools, impacting
nonprofit organizations that depend on
federal funding to provide after-school
programs, mental health services, and
food assistance to LAUSD students and
families.®®> Many operate with limited
financial reserves, making sudden
funding cuts especially destabilizing
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and threatening essential services for
vulnerable communities.?*

The Trump administration recently
terminated nearly $900 million in Institute of
Education Sciences contracts, significantly
reducing federal funding for education
research.* This has raised concerns about
the ability to assess student outcomes,
identify effective interventions, and support
evidence-based policymaking.*¢ With

fewer resources dedicated to studying the
effectiveness of programs, there there will
be less insight insight into the long-term
impact of federal policy shifts and the best
strategies for addressing learning recovery
and equity gaps.

Additional orders direct federal agencies
to find ways to expand access to private
school vouchers and use federal formula
funds to support K-12 educational choice
initiatives, likely diverting resources from
public schools.®” Disaster aid has also
become a point of contention, with threats
to dismantle the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) and
withhold wildfire recovery funds unless
California complies with federal priorities
on water, forestry, immigration, and voter
ID policies.*® These actions leave LAUSD
and its families facing a future in which
vital resources may be contingent on
political negotiations.
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The Impact of Recent Crises Is Most
Severe for LAUSD Students Who
Were Already Vulnerable

he combined effects of the wildfires

and federal policy shifts have

disproportionately harmed students
who were already at risk. Approximately
80% of LAUSD students are economically
disadvantaged.* Hispanic/Latino students
are the largest racial/ethnic group in the
district by a significant margin, and one in
every five LAUSD students (20% in SY23-
24) is an English learner.“® In Los Angeles
County, which includes 79 districts in
addition to LAUSD, over 554,000 children
(25% of all children living in the county)
either lack documentation themselves or
live with undocumented family members.
These students and their families face
significant systemic barriers, including
access to financial and social safety
nets. Many of these families work in low-
wage, cash-based jobs, leaving them
financially precarious and more likely to
be unbanked.”” These new crises have
exacerbated existing challenges.

Housing is an acute concern after the
wildfires. For families living paycheck to
paycheck, the sudden loss of a home or
rental property in the fires is particularly
devastating. Without savings or financial
reserves to fall back on, displaced families
face immense challenges securing stable
housing and covering everyday expenses.
Students who became housing insecure are
now living in temporary shelters, in motels,
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or with extended family — conditions that
make it harder to focus on learning. Others
have been forced to relocate outside the
district altogether, exacerbating enrollment
declines that were already underway before
the disaster.3

Even before the fires, Los Angeles County
faced a significant housing shortage, with
only 24 affordable and available homes

for every 100 extremely low-income renter
households and approximately 75,000
people experiencing homelessness.** The
influx of displaced families seeking housing
has intensified competition, driving up rent
prices across the county. In the two weeks
following the fires, average rents increased
by 20%, with some areas seeing illegal hikes
of more than 200%, as bad actors sought to
capitalize on reduced housing availability.*®

Rising demand, reduced inventory, and
increasing insurance premiums in high-
risk areas are likely to push housing costs
even higher. This makes it increasingly
difficult for lower-income renters, including
many LAUSD families, to secure stable
housing. Housing instability and financial
hardship are well-documented barriers

to student success, affecting attendance,
focus, and overall academic performance.
There is deep concern around the reality
that more families may face homelessness,
and LAUSD has long struggled to close
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academic gaps for homeless students,

who face some of the highest obstacles to
success. In 2022, nearly 70% of homeless
students in the district were considered
chronically absent, and they are significantly
less likely to graduate from high school or
pursue college.*®

Superintendent Alberto Carvalho, who
experienced homelessness as a child, has
emphasized that homeless students often
face multiple, compounding challenges,
including “poverty, English language
limitations, [and] immigration” issues,
which further hinder their educational
success.”” He has expressed deep concern
about their vulnerability and advocates
for a comprehensive, commmunity-based
approach, stressing that solutions “cannot
be solely the responsibility of the school
district” and must involve collaboration
with local social agencies and government
entities to provide meaningful support.“®

Many low-income and Latino families are
also dealing with job losses due to the
wildfires. These families are more likely

to work in industries such as domestic
services, construction, and hospitality —
sectors that have been directly affected

by fire-related damage and economic
disruption. Domestic workers — including
housekeepers, nannies, landscapers, and
gardeners — rely on in-person work that
may have been disrupted by evacuations
and property loss. In Los Angeles County,
85% of household workers are Latino,
meaning that the economic impact has
disproportionately affected Latino families.*®
Nearly 90% of house cleaners statewide
are Latino, and more than 80% are foreign-
born.>° Construction workers, who are
disproportionately Latino and often from
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immigrant backgrounds, are essential to
LA's recovery but have faced widespread
job losses and disruptions in the immediate
aftermath.®’ Estimates suggest that up to
35,000 jobs held by Latino workers may
have been temporarily or permanently lost
due to the fires.*?

Undocumented families are in a particularly
precarious position. They are ineligible

for critical safety nets like unemployment
insurance and federal disaster aid, and
without these protections, many may
struggle to recover financially, making it
difficult to afford rent, school supplies,
transportation, and other necessities for
their children. At the same time, fear of
immigration enforcement has deterred
many from seeking the assistance they

are eligible for. The Trump administration’s
expansion of deportation sweeps and the
rollback of safe-zone protections for schools
have heightened these concerns, leading
some immigrant families to withdraw from
public assistance programes.

In some cases, parents have stopped
sending their children to school altogether,
fearing exposure to immigration authorities
or law enforcement near public institutions,
further contributing to absenteeism among
students who were already vulnerable.

On February 3 alone, LAUSD attendance
was 20% lower than on a typical Monday

— equivalent to 80,000 students missing
school — due to both fear of immigration
enforcement and planned protests in
support of immigrant rights.>*

Research shows that heightened
immigration enforcement disrupts
education for Hispanic and immigrant
children, leading to absenteeism,
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declining enrollment, and widening
achievement gaps, while the constant
fear of deportation causes chronic anxiety,
depression, and PTSD.>* In LAUSD,
attendance challenges compound the
effects of declining enrollment, as the
district now serves approximately 408k
students, down from its peak of 747k
students in SY2022-23 and pre-COVID-19
enrollment of 694K in SY2018-19.°°

On top of housing and economic
challenges, current crises have had

severe health consequences for LAUSD
students and families, exacerbating

both physical and mental health
vulnerabilities. Exposure to wildfire smoke
has significantly worsened air quality
across Los Angeles, a concern particularly
acute in low-income communities,

where asthma rates were already
disproportionately high.*® Exposure to fine
particulate matter from wildfire smoke
can trigger respiratory illnesses, worsen
pre-existing conditions, and contribute

to higher rates of school absences—
making it even harder for students to keep
up academically.’” During the region’s
recent wildfires, fire-related hospital visits
spiked 16-fold across Los Angeles County,
according to the LA County Department
of Public Health.>® At the same time, the
mental health toll of successive crises

is mounting.>® UCLA researchers warn
that disasters of this scale can lead

to increased anxiety, depression, and
PTSD — challenges that many students
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were already experiencing due to the
pandemic’s social and emotional impact.©°

The students affected by current crises
were already struggling due to the lasting
impacts of COVID-19. Many had fallen
behind academically due to school closures,
online learning challenges, and financial
stress at home. Just as they were beginning
to recover from pandemic-related learning
loss, they are now facing another wave

of disruption. Some students have been
displaced from their school, forced to adjust
to a new campus, or unable to fully engage
in virtual learning due to a lack of internet
access or technology. The compounding
effects of these crises have resulted in
significant challenges for students.

Research consistently shows that multiple
major disruptions can have long-term
consequences on students, including
lower academic achievement, increased
dropout rates, widening opportunity gaps,
and diminished mental health.®’ Today's
ninth graders — who were sixth graders
during the height of the pandemic —

have endured years of instability, making
them one of the most destabilized

cohorts in modern public education. The
compounding effects of the pandemic and
current crises create barriers that make it
even harder for students to regain their
footing. Without targeted interventions
and sustained support systems, these
disruptions may continue to shape student
outcomes for years to come.
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LAUSD Was Making Progress on
Student Achievement and Key
Initiatives Before Recent Crises

Disrupted Stability

efore the wildfires and federal policy

shifts introduced new challenges,

LAUSD was on a trajectory of
progress. The 2022-26 Strategic Plan set
ambitious targets for increasing college
and career readiness, improving literacy
and numeracy, and strengthening social-
emotional learning.®? The Year Two
report on the district’s strategic plan
implementation highlighted measurable
progress in these areas.®® Since 2022,
students have made significant gains
in foundational academic skills, with
targeted student groups demonstrating
even greater growth.®* Smarter Balanced
Assessment scores have improved, Algebra
| pass rates have increased, and the district
is making progress toward its goal of
ensuring 70% of students demonstrate
college and career readiness by 2026.5°
Additionally, social-emotional learning
competencies — such as growth mindset
and self-efficacy — have shown upward
trends across all grade levels.®®

The district has also exceeded pre-
pandemic graduation levels and seen an
increase in students meeting University of
California (UC) and California State University
(CSU) admission requirements. The 2022-23
four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate
reached 84.0%, reflecting a 4.9% increase
since 2018-19.%7 More students are now
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meeting UC/CSU A-G requirements, with
53.0% of the graduating cohort completing
all necessary coursework — an increase of
2.5 percentage points from the previous
year and 4.9 percentage points since 2020-
21.%8 These gains have been consistent
across student groups, including English
learners, students with disabilities, and
socioeconomically disadvantaged students.

LAUSD's progress reflects its investments

in college and career readiness initiatives,
including expanded tutoring, academic
interventions, and holistic student support
programs. LAUSD has also implemented
student outreach and attendance initiatives,
enrollment strategies, and expanded access
to additional instructional time in an effort
to mitigate learning loss, reduce chronic
absenteeism, and provide students with
the necessary resources to succeed beyond
high school.

LAUSD has advanced equity through
targeted programs for historically
underserved student populations. The
Black Student Achievement Plan, launched
in 2021, allocates over $36 million annually
to address opportunity gaps through
academic support, mental health services,
and culturally responsive curriculum

in schools with high Black student
enrollment.®® Similarly, the Master Plan for
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English Learners (ELs) and Standard English
Learners (SELs), introduced in 2018, has
expanded bilingual programs, enhanced
language instruction, and strengthened
academic and social-emotional support for
linguistically diverse students.”®

The district’s recovery from the COVID-19
pandemic is particularly noteworthy given
the new challenges it faces today. Recent
analyses show that LAUSD has outpaced
many other large districts in recovering

from pandemic-era learning loss. LAUSD
was one of only three large districts where
the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) fourth-grade math scores
didn't decline from 2019 to 2024, and eighth-
grade math scores fell by less than a point.
By comparison, other large cities overall saw
an eight-point drop in the same period.”
According to Stanford University's Education
Recovery Scorecard, by 2024, LAUSD fully
regained pandemic learning losses in

math, surpassing 2019 levels by 0.08 grade

equivalents — outpacing both the California
average and similar districts.”? Preliminary
results from the California Smarter Balanced
Assessments reinforce this trend, showing
that English proficiency among students
increased from roughly 41% in SY22-23 to 43%
in SY23-24, while math scores rose by more
than two percentage points over the same
period, reaching a 32.8% proficiency rate
districtwide.”® Gains on this assessment were
particularly strong among English learners
and economically disadvantaged students.

This progress demonstrates LAUSD's
capacity to respond to crises. At the same
time, the disruptions caused by wildfires,
housing instability, and shifting federal
policies pose significant challenges to
sustaining this trajectory of improvement.
To maintain progress, LAUSD must prioritize
stability, equity, and expanded support
systems that meet the evolving needs of its
students, ensuring they have the resources
necessary to succeed.

Percent of Students in Tested Grades Meeting or Exceeding
Standards on Smarter Balanced Assessment

80% A California ELA A LAUSD ELA California Math LAUSD Math
60%
rone e 2 4
20%
0%
2021-22 2022-23 2023-24

Source: California Assessment of Student Progress and Performance, https:/caaspp-elpac.ets.org/caaspp/.
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LAUSD Has Taken Decisive Action
to Support Students and Families
in Response to the Wildfires and
Federal Policy Changes

AUSD has taken some early, important

steps to stabilize its schools, protect

students, and ensure continuity in
education. The district has focused both
on addressing immediate needs — such as
reopening schools and supporting displaced
students — and on implementing longer-
term strategies to safeguard vulnerable
populations from the impact of federal
policy shifts.

In the aftermath of the wildfires, LAUSD
prioritized getting students back into
classrooms as quickly as possible and

was able to reopen most schools and
district offices by January 13, after a week
of closures.” However, some schools

were completely destroyed and some
remained in evacuation zones or sustained
significant damage, requiring temporary
relocations. Governor Newsom issued

an executive order to assist in recovery
efforts, allowing displaced students to
enroll in schools outside their home district
and facilitating the use of temporary
facilities for fire-damaged schools.”®
Marquez Charter Elementary School and
Palisades Charter Elementary School were
either leveled or nearly destroyed, with
their students reassigned to Brentwood
Elementary Science Magnet and Nora
Sterry Elementary. Many other schools
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in evacuation zones were temporarily
relocated to other district schools; those
schools have since reopened, though

many students and families there continue
to grapple with the lasting effects of
displacement, housing instability, and
economic hardship described above.”® Some
schools have continued offering virtual
learning options for displaced students.””

To support students’ overall well-being,
LAUSD launched recovery efforts expanding
access to critical resources. The district
published a “Family and Community
Recovery Guide” that provides information
on food assistance, mental health
services, school-based wellness programs,
transportation, and legal aid.”® The district
expanded options for counseling for both
students and staff, prioritizing campuses
with high concentrations of displaced
students. School-based wellness centers
and mobile health units ensured students
had access to essential medical, dental,
and mental health care. To combat

food insecurity, LAUSD also established
emergency meal distribution centers,
offering free breakfast and lunch to
displaced students and families.

As the Trump administration ramped
up immigration enforcement, LAUSD
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reaffirmed its commitment to being a affirming the district’'s commitment to

“sanctuary district” and took deliberate protecting students.®' They also met

steps to protect and support its immigrant with advocates and parents to hear

communities. In November 2024, the concerns firsthand.®? LAUSD implemented

LAUSD Board of Education passed an mandatory training for staff on how to

updated “sanctuary” resolution, reinforcing respond if federal immigration officers

and expanding prior measures to shield appear at or near schools and distributed

students and families from immigration “know your rights” cards to students with

enforcement at school.”® The resolution guidance on what to do if approached by

bars district employees from voluntarily immigration agents.®*

cooperating with any immigration

enforcement actions and emphasizes that LAUSD's continued leadership and

schools remain safe spaces for all students, advocacy will be critical to protecting

regardless of immigration status.8° students in the months ahead. While the
district has taken strong initial steps to

To further mitigate the effects of support students and families, sustained

immigration enforcement and reassure effort and long-term planning will be

families, Superintendent Carvalho and essential to ensuring an equitable recovery.

district leaders held press conferences
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Lessons From Other School
Districts Can Strengthen LAUSD's
Recovery Approach

AUSD is not the first district to experience large-scale disruptions due to natural

disasters. Lessons from other communities — including New Orleans post-Hurricane

Katrina, Lahaina after the 2023 wildfires, and other California districts affected by
wildfires — offer valuable insights into effective recovery strategies. These examples
highlight the importance of long-term planning, community engagement, and sustained
investment in rebuilding efforts.

Lahaina, Maui, Post-2023 Wildfires

In August 2023, wildfires devastated Lahaina, Maui, destroying over 2,200 acres and
displacing thousands of residents.?* The wildfires had a direct impact on West Maui's
public schools. King Kamehameha lIl Elementary School was destroyed, and the three
remaining campuses — Princess Nahi‘ena‘ena Elementary, Lahaina Intermediate, and
Lahainaluna High — were temporarily closed due to unsafe conditions.8®

In the months following the disaster, the Hawaii Department of Education
implemented comprehensive measures to ensure students and staff could return to
learning. These included providing alternative learning hubs, conducting extensive
environmental testing to guarantee safety, and establishing a temporary campus for
King Kamehameha lll Elementary.¢ The department and community partners also
prioritized mental health services, offering trauma-informed care to support students
and staff during recovery.®’

Community-driven efforts played a central role in Lahaina’s recovery.® Residents
resisted relocation, advocating for rebuilding within Lahaina to maintain community
ties.®? Through forums, town halls, and partnerships with local organizations, families
actively shaped the recovery process.

The West Maui Long-Term Recovery Plan was developed to guide the island’s
resurgence.®® This plan, formulated with input from county, state, and federal partners
and community members, outlines projects focusing on education, housing, and
economic revitalization.” The plan includes initiatives like the Affordable Rental
Housing Program, aiming to reconstruct and expand affordable housing units lost

in the wildfires. Additionally, the plan emphasizes workforce development and
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community health projects to diversify the local economy and enhance residents’ well-
being and outlines improvements in emergency communication networks and energy
infrastructure.®?

Lessons for LAUSD:

«  Community input is vital; Lahaina's residents were vocal about not wanting to be
displaced, emphasizing the importance of keeping families in the community
during recovery.

*  Trauma-informed support services are essential to help students and staff recover
from the emotional toll of displacement and loss.

* Recovery must address both education and infrastructure to support long-term
community stability and student well-being; Lahaina’s recovery plan went beyond
reopening schools and aimed to solve larger-scale community problems like housing,
workforce development, and emergency preparedness that ensure resilience.

New Orleans Post-Hurricane Katrina

In 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans, leading to the destruction or
severe damage of over 100 of the city’s 128 public schools.** Partly in response, the
Louisiana Legislature transferred most Orleans Parish public schools to the state's
Recovery School District (RSD), an entity originally created in 2003 to take over and
improve persistently low-performing schools. %

Through the recovery period, the city was addressing the extensive infrastructure
damage caused by Hurricane Katrina. To rebuild and modernize school facilities, the
RSD and the Orleans Parish School Board (OPSB) collaborated on the School Facilities
Master Plan (SFMP), a multi-year initiative aimed at restoring the city’s public schools.?®
In 2010, a historic $1.8 billion settlement was reached with FEMA, providing the
necessary funds to help implement the plan.®®¢ The SFMP called for the construction

of 35 new schools, 18 full renovations, and 28 refurbishments, ensuring that all public
school students in New Orleans would have access to updated, high-quality learning
environments.

Lessons for LAUSD:
e Sustained financial investment is essential to support both school rebuilding and
long-term academic and wraparound services.

* School modernization is critical for improving infrastructure and making schools
more resilient to future disasters.
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Other California School Districts Affected by Wildfires

California has a long history of wildfire-related school disruptions, with multiple
districts implementing recovery strategies. Among the most devastating were the
2018 Camp Fire in Paradise and the 2017 Tubbs Fire in Santa Rosa, both of which
caused significant displacement and long-term challenges for schools and students.

The 2018 Camp Fire nearly destroyed Paradise Unified School District (PUSD), leveling
most of the town, including schools and family homes. The fire destroyed 18,804
structures and displaced nearly all residents, reducing the town'’s population from
26,800 to just over 9,000 five years later.””

The district prioritized mental health support by implementing Project Cal-Well, which
expanded access to school-based mental health services, created wellness centers,
and provided trauma-informed training for educators.®® Through partnerships with
Butte County Behavioral Health and other agencies, PUSD established dedicated
mental health clinician positions, launched mental health awareness campaigns,

and implemented universal screening tools to identify students in need of support.®®
Additionally, PUSD developed suicide prevention initiatives and social-emotional
learning programs, leading to measurable improvements in student well-being,
including a reduction in reported feelings of chronic sadness and hopelessness among
secondary students!®®

As part of the rebuilding process, PUSD collaborated with the state and federal
government to secure funding, including nearly $14 million in FEMA grants, and
passed a local bond measure to support reconstruction efforts.”” However, long-term
challenges remain. The district continues to struggle with declining enrollment due to
the slow return of residents, affecting school funding and operations.!®?

The 2017 Tubbs Fire brought similar devastation to Santa Rosa, where multiple schools
were destroyed. The recovery process focused on infrastructure resilience, insurance
negotiations, and securing legislative support to fund rebuilding efforts. One of the
greatest challenges was retaining displaced students, as the fire destroyed thousands
of homes, making it difficult for families to remain in the district.'®* School leaders
worked to provide temporary housing solutions and support services to help families
stay connected to their school commmunities. In addition to physical rebuilding, the
district prioritized long-termm mental health services, and educators underwent
trauma-based training to provide appropriate support upon their return.'°* The school
environment became a crucial space for healing, offering stability and a sense of
normalcy as students navigated their recovery.'%®
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Lessons for LAUSD:

» State and federal advocacy is crucial to securing necessary funding for rebuilding
efforts and supporting long-term recovery as declining enrollment and housing
challenges impact school operations.

* Flexible school relocation plans are essential to ensure displaced students can
continue their education through temporary learning sites or virtual options while
schools are rebuilt.

e Sustained mental health support is critical to help students and staff recover from
trauma, with school-based services, trauma-informed training, and long-term
social-emotional programs playing a key role in recovery.

While LAUSD must act quickly to address immediate challenges, crises also present an
opportunity to tackle big challenges. Rather than simply restoring what was lost, recovery
efforts present an opportunity to drive lasting improvements in public education, including
modernizing infrastructure, enhancing instructional models, and expanding support
services — all highlighted as priorities in the 2022-26 Strategic Plan that are even more
important now. By responding effectively to short-term needs, leveraging lessons from past
disasters, and continuing to prioritize long-term progress on its strategic plan, LAUSD can
create a more resilient, equitable, and student-centered school system.
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A Coordinated Approach Is Essential
to Ensure a Strong Recovery and
Long-Term Resilience for LAUSD

s LAUSD works to recover from

the recent wildfires and navigate

an increasingly volatile federal
policy landscape, the district faces a dual
challenge: addressing the immediate needs
of students and families while building
resilience for the future. This recovery
effort requires coordination across multiple
stakeholders, each of whom has a critical
role to play. LAUSD, elected leaders,
and philanthropic organizations all have
unique opportunities to contribute to a
comprehensive and sustainable recovery.

Opportunities for LAUSD:

« Continue implementing the strategic
plan to maintain momentum on key
educational initiatives while adapting to
new challenges.

- Ensure equitable resource distribution,
balancing support for directly affected
schools while sustaining services across
the entire district.

- Expand wraparound services by
improving coordination between
schools and community organizations,
strengthening housing partnerships,
and enhancing mental health, social
services, and trauma-informed
educational practices.

Opportunities for Elected Leaders:

« Secure state and federal education
funding to ensure that recovery efforts
do not come at the expense of long-term
investments in public education.

GP-N

« Advocate for displaced students
and families, pushing for policies that
protect student stability and prevent
educational disruption.

+ Support expanded social services
through local and state initiatives to
help affected communities rebuild
and recover.

Opportunities for Philanthropy:

 Fill critical funding gaps left by
federal recovery programs, ensuring
that essential services and innovative
education initiatives continue
uninterrupted.

- Balance long-term systemic
investments and short-term relief,
recognizing that resilience-building
reqguires sustained support.

« Increase support for nonprofit
organizations that advocate for
improved educational outcomes and
provide direct services to vulnerable
students and families.

Through the actions of these
stakeholders, LAUSD students can
experience an equitable and sustainable
recovery while LAUSD strengthens

its ability to withstand future crises.
With thoughtful planning, community
engagement, and strong partnerships,
the district can emerge from this period
stronger, more resilient, and better
equipped to serve all students.
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