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and employed more administrative positions. Another contributor to the District’s higher administrative costs were costs 
related to the District’s court-ordered desegregation programs, including legal costs and costs for staff who administered 
the desegregation programs as specifically required by the District’s court order. The two peer districts that also had 
desegregation programs in fiscal year 2016 did not spend any of their desegregation monies for administrative purposes 
likely because their agreements were not as complex as Tucson USD’s, and the agreements did not require the districts 
to hire additional administrative staff as is mandated by Tucson USD’s court order. 

Recommendations 

The District should determine and implement ways to reduce administrative costs.

High plant operations costs primarily for excess building space
In fiscal year 2016, Tucson USD’s plant operations cost per pupil was 31 percent higher than the peer districts’ average 
because it maintained a large amount of excess building space. To its credit, the District recognized that it had excess 
building space and high plant operations costs and closed 14 schools between fiscal years 2012 and 2016. However, 
the District continued to have some schools with excess space. Specifically, the District’s high schools operated at an 
average of only 52 percent capacity in fiscal year 2016. Maintaining more building space is costly to the District because 
the majority of its funding is based on its number of students, not the amount of square footage it maintains. Further, 
having older buildings and inefficient energy management systems led to the District’s higher energy costs. Although the 
District has taken steps to reduce its energy usage, more can be done, such as implementing comprehensive energy 
conservation plans.

Recommendations 

The District should:
• Continue to review the use of space at its schools and implement ways to reduce identified excess space.
• Develop and implement comprehensive energy conservation plans.

District spent $63 million on court-ordered desegregation programs
In 1974, two lawsuits alleging racial discrimination were brought against the District, and in 1978, the District reached a 
settlement agreement with the plaintiffs to begin the desegregation process. A federal court judge ruled in 2008 that the 
District had achieved unitary status, meaning it had eliminated the vestiges of past discrimination. However, the plaintiffs 
appealed, and in 2011, the District was placed back under court monitoring and required to develop a comprehensive 
unitary status plan (USP). Under the USP, the District is required to offer programs that provide meaningful access to 
advanced learning opportunities, extracurricular activities, opportunities to attend integrated schools, and facilities and 
technology for minority students and limited English proficient students among other requirements. In fiscal year 2016, 
Tucson USD spent $63 million, or $1,403 per pupil, to provide these programs, to comply with agreements it made with 
the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights, and to partially fund the state-mandated Structured English 
Immersion program. The USP requires outside oversight and approval of many district decisions before they can be 
implemented as well as a review of its desegregation expenditures. 

In March 2017, the District filed for partial unitary status, and in May 2017, the court ruled that the question of partial 
unitary status was moot because it was so close in time to the filing for full unitary status. The District faces several 
challenges as it moves forward with its efforts to achieve unitary status in all of the USP’s areas, including attaining racial 
integration at its schools and providing English Language Learner and dual language programs that meet the USP’s and 
the State’s requirements.

Recommendation 

The District should continue to evaluate its desegregation programs and determine practical ways to create sustainable 
long-term programs that will meet the USP’s requirements, which would help position it to attain unitary status.
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numbers, and symbols if permitted in the system; and be changed periodically. However, the District did not 
require that network and accounting system passwords meet all these requirements. Strengthening password 
requirements would decrease the risk of unauthorized persons gaining access to the District’s computer network 
and accounting system.

Inadequate procedures for removing access to network and critical systems— The District did not 
have sufficient procedures in place to ensure that only current employees had access to its network and student 
information and accounting systems. Auditors reviewed the District’s fiscal year 2017 user access reports and 
found 17 network user accounts, 13 student information system user accounts, and 41 accounting system user 
accounts that were linked to employees who no longer worked for the District. At least 1 of these individuals 
had not worked for the District for almost 1 year. Further, auditors found 10 user accounts linked to terminated 
employees who had the ability to access the District’s network using a Virtual Private Network (VPN). To reduce 
the risk of unauthorized access, the District should implement procedures to ensure the prompt removal of 
access, including VPN access, when a user is no longer employed by the District.

Lack of IT contingency plan could result in interrupted operations or data loss— In fiscal years 
2016 and 2017, the District did not have a formal, up-to-date, and tested IT contingency plan even though 
it maintained critical student and accounting information on its network and systems. A written and properly 
designed contingency plan would help ensure continued operations in the event of a system or equipment failure 
or interruption. The plan should include detailed information on how to restore systems in such an event. As part 
of a contingency plan, the District should also perform documented tests of its ability to restore electronic data 
files from backups, which are important to ensure continuous accessibility to sensitive and critical data.

Recommendations

1. The District should review its administrative positions, related duties, and salaries and determine and 
implement ways to reduce administrative costs. 

2. The District should implement and enforce stronger password requirements for its computer network and 
accounting system related to password length, complexity, and expiration.

3. The District should develop and implement a formal process to ensure that terminated employees have their 
computer network, systems, and VPN access promptly removed.

4. The District should create a formal IT contingency plan and test it periodically to identify and remedy 
deficiencies. 
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could help the District reduce its high energy costs by establishing acceptable room temperature settings and 
light settings for different times of the day. Other aspects of an energy conservation plan could be applicable to 
all schools regardless of their energy management system. For example, a comprehensive energy conservation 
plan could also set criteria regarding equipment usage, such as not allowing teachers to keep mini-refrigerators, 
microwave ovens, and coffee makers in their classrooms. The plan could also require other energy-saving 
measures, such as keeping doors and windows closed when heating or cooling rooms, and closing blinds to 
reduce heat loss in the winter and keep heat out in the summer. 

Recommendations

1. The District should continue to review the use of space at each of its schools and determine and implement 
ways to reduce identified excess space.

2. The District should continue its efforts to reduce energy usage and develop and implement comprehensive 
energy conservation plans to help further reduce its energy usage and costs. 
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1974
Two separate racial discrimination lawsuits, which are later consolidated as Fisher v. TUSD, are 
brought against Tucson USD by parents of African American and Mexican American students.

1978
Plaintiffs and Tucson USD reach settlement agreement and begin agreed-upon desegregation 
process.

1983 The first year Tucson USD is eligible to file for dissolution or dismissal of agreement.

1984
Tucson USD enters into OCR agreement requiring meaningful access to high school curriculum for 
minority students after complaints of inequities at multiple district high schools.

1996
Tucson USD enters into OCR agreement requiring meaningful access to curriculum and services for 
limited English proficient students in the District.

2002
Tucson USD enters into OCR agreements requiring meaningful access to translation and interpretation 
services and meaningful access to services at family resource centers for limited English proficient 
students and their families.

2005 Tucson USD petitions for unitary status and the removal of court oversight.

2008
Tucson USD's petition for unitary status is granted pending the acceptance of a post-unitary status 
plan to ensure that racial imbalances do not reoccur.

2009
Court accepts post-unitary status plan with additional internal compliance monitoring and public 
reporting requirements.

2010 Plaintiffs appeal court's decision.

2011
Appellate Court reverses and remands prior court decision, placing Tucson USD back on court 
monitoring.

2012
Court appoints a Special Master to work with the District on developing a new unitary status plan and 
overseeing its implementation.

2013
Unitary status plan is accepted by the court and becomes the agreement between Tucson USD and 
the court.

2017
District files for partial unitary status, but the court denies it as moot because it is waiting for more 
information before considering the District’s request.

Source: Auditor General staff analysis of court and district records and interviews of district personnel and district counsel.

With the court-appointed Special Master’s oversight, the District developed a USP that the court approved in 
February 2013 and encompasses requirements from the original Fisher v. TUSD court case and activities that 
began under the previous OCR agreements. The USP is described in more detail in the next section. 

District’s unitary status plan and expenditures
The stated goals of the District’s USP are to eliminate any remaining vestiges of past discrimination and for all 
students to have the opportunity to attend racially integrated schools instead of racially concentrated schools 
(see textbox on page 12). Table 4 on page 14 outlines each section of the USP, briefly describes the requirements 
of each section, and reports the District’s fiscal year 2016 expenditures for each section. In fiscal year 2016, the 
District spent over $63 million on its desegregation programs, to comply with OCR agreements, and to partially 
fund the state-mandated SEI program. This equates to about $1,403 per pupil. For the purposes of this report, the 
three sections with the highest spending are discussed in more detail below.

Figure 3
Key events in Tucson USD desegregation as of November 2017
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Accountability 
and transparency

Establishes requirements for annual reporting; procedures for notifying 
and seeking approval from the plaintiffs and Special Master on 
changes related to student assignment, attendance boundaries, the 
closing or opening of magnet schools or programs, or facilities; USP 
information available on the Tucson USD website; and improvements 
to the District’s accounting and student information systems to 
facilitate budget needs and data monitoring.

$1,911,674
3%

Family and 
community 

engagement

Requires the District to expand its existing family resource centers 
and/or develop new centers to educate the community on the 
transportation, education, and student support services available at 
the District. Also addresses the translation and interpretation services 
to be provided. 

$698,544
1%

Extracurricular 
activities

Requires the District to provide opportunities for interracial contact and 
equitable access to extracurricular activities regardless of students’ 
racial or ethnic background or language proficiency, including 
opportunities for students to participate in a range of sports as well 
as programs to develop leadership skills and pursue shared interests.

$93,873
<1%

Total $63,711,047

Quality of education— At over $16 million, quality of education was the USP section with the highest spending 
in fiscal year 2016. This USP section requires the District to improve the quality of education for African American 
and Latino students through various strategies including but not limited to:

• Providing equal access to advanced learning experiences (ALEs), which are programs offered at the District’s 
schools, including Advanced Placement (AP) and honors courses, Gifted and Talented Education (GATE), 
language acquisition courses, and dual language programs;

• Building and expanding dual language programs; 

• Addressing disparities in exceptional/special education, if or where they exist; 

• Providing academic and behavioral supports, including implementation of a Dropout Prevention and 
Graduation plan and positive alternatives to suspension;

• Implementing a system to automatically flag and provide supports for struggling students;

• Providing support services for African American and Latino students;

• Providing professional development for administrators and certificated staff on creating supportive and 
inclusive learning environments emphasizing curriculum, pedagogy, and cultural responsiveness;

• Implementing a multicultural curriculum;

• Implementing culturally relevant courses; and 

• Implementing strategies for reducing the achievement gap and improving educational outcomes for African 
American and Latino students. 

Source: Auditor General staff analysis of court and district records, interviews of district personnel and counsel, and analysis of district-reported 
fiscal year 2016 accounting data.

Table 4 (continued)
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Of the over $16 million spent in this area, the majority of these monies were spent on salaries and benefits for 
teachers and for support staff who ensured that the District complied with this section’s USP requirements. To 
address this USP section, the District has taken the following steps:

• Expanded the number of programs and increased student access— As of fiscal year 2017, the District 
had a total of 53 ALEs across its campuses, and it continued to identify schools at which it can provide 
additional opportunities. Since the USP’s inception, the District has expanded access to programs, such 
as AP, by reducing the prerequisites to allow opportunities for any students who are interested in attempting 
these courses. Additionally, the District offers assistance, such as mentors, tutors, and summer school 
classes, to help students be successful in these programs. Further, the District continued to implement and 
expand its Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) program, which is designed to increase the 
number of students enrolling and succeeding in higher education and in their lives beyond high school and 
includes school-wide instructional practices and an AVID elective class to provide additional support for 
college readiness.

• Increased teacher training— The District’s ALE department provides training and pays for additional 
external training for teachers to be able to teach AP courses. Each summer, the District also offers an institute 
where teachers can earn GATE teaching certifications for free. Other department staff, such as counselors, 
are trained on the opportunities available for students so they can help students find an appropriate program 
and then transition them into the identified programs.

Student assignment— This section of the USP, the District’s second-highest area of spending at almost $11.9 
million, covers not only the traditional activities of student assignment, such as evaluating and implementing school 
attendance boundaries and open enrollment policies, it also includes the District’s magnet school programs 
because magnet schools are identified in the District’s USP as a tool used to attract students to schools outside  
of their attendance area.10 The District spent the $11.9 million primarily on salaries and benefits for magnet 
school teachers, additional and sometimes specialized education equipment and supplies, and teacher training 
and support. The USP’s goal for student assignment is that students of all racial and ethnic backgrounds have 
educational choices and the opportunity to attend an integrated school. To address this, the District has taken 
the following steps:

• Magnet schools— According to the USP, a magnet school focuses on a theme, such as a specific academic 
area, a particular career, or a specialized learning environment; attracts students of diverse racial or ethnic 
backgrounds; and encourages students to choose a school outside of their attendance area school to 
participate in the magnet theme offered at the school. In fiscal year 2016, the District operated 19 magnet 
school programs and was surveying parents for interest in future magnet school themes. In addition to 
providing specialized educational opportunities, such as engineering and visual and performing arts, the 
goal of the magnet school programs is to attract students to these school sites to help meet integration 
goals. Therefore, the District has located its magnet programs in schools that were previously racially 
concentrated. To fund magnet school programs, the District uses not only desegregation monies, it also 
seeks out competitive private grants as required by the USP. In fiscal year 2017, three of the District’s magnet 
schools received merit awards from the National Association of Magnet Schools of America.

• Open enrollment— As with typical open enrollment policies, students at Tucson USD can attend a district 
school outside of their attendance area as long as there are seats available. In addition to traditional open 
enrollment, the District operates an incentive program that encourages students to attend schools outside 
their regular attendance area to improve the schools’ integration by providing them with free transportation. 
Further, the District uses a lottery system for cases where more students want to attend a particular school 
than there are seats available. Priority is given to those students whose attendance at another school would 
improve the schools’ integration.

10 
A.R.S. §15-816(2) defines open enrollment as “…a policy adopted and implemented by a school district governing board to allow resident 
transfer pupils to enroll in any school within the school district, to allow resident pupils to enroll in any school located within other school districts 
in this state, and to allow nonresident pupils to enroll in any school within the district ….”
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boundaries to help reach integration goals. Prior 
to open enrollment and the USP, the District 
could adjust a school’s boundaries to achieve 
integration or eliminate racial concentration. 
However, because students can choose to go to 
any school in the District if there are open seats, 
and because the USP requires that the Special 
Master and the plaintiffs approve of any school 
boundary changes, the District can no longer 
change boundaries as it sees fit in order to meet 
integration goals. Further, parents must choose 
to move their children to schools outside their 
regular attendance area in order to integrate all 
of its schools, which district officials indicated 
is difficult for some neighborhoods. Therefore, 
the District offers magnet schools, ALEs, and 
specialized transportation routes to provide 
incentives for students to attend certain schools 
where they will improve any racial imbalances. In 
fiscal year 2016, over 70 percent of the District’s 
$63 million of desegregation monies were spent 
on these programs and objectives (see Table 4, page 14). Despite spending the majority of its desegregation 
monies on school integration efforts, according to the District’s fiscal year 2016 annual desegregation report, 
only 18 district schools met the definition of an integrated school, 36 were defined as racially concentrated, 
and the remaining 32 were undesignated because they did not fit either USP definition (see textbox, page 
12).11

• ELL and dual language programs— As part of the USP requirements, the District is filing for an exemption 
through the Arizona Department of Education (ADE) from delivering its ELL program using the SEI models 
required by statute. Because these models require intensive English instruction outside the regular classroom, 
involved parties have expressed concern that this leads to additional segregation of students by national 
origin. Further, the USP directs the District to expand its dual language (English/Spanish) program, which 
requires a certain number of English proficient speakers and Spanish proficient speakers at early elementary 
grade levels. However, the dual language program is often unable  to enroll enough students for a successful 
cohort because many Spanish-proficient speakers are not yet proficient in English, and state statute requires 
ELL students to be placed in separate SEI classes if they are not proficient in English. To be in compliance 
with the legal requirements of its desegregation order and state statute, the District should continue working 
with ADE to develop an alternative model for ELL instruction.

• Student discipline— According to district officials, the District has had difficulties in restructuring its student 
discipline policies and practices to ensure that students remain in the classroom setting as often as possible, 
as required by the USP. Some parents and district staff members have spoken against these changes and 
are concerned that discipline is not being properly followed through on or is not adequate for the safety of 
other students. The District is currently taking into consideration community input on potential changes to the 
District’s policies and practices.

11 
As defined in the textbox on page 12, the District’s schools can be considered integrated or racially concentrated or not meet either of these 
definitions. Schools do not fall into either category when no single racial or ethnic group exceeds 70 percent of the school’s total enrollment, but 
one or more racial or ethnic group varies by more than 15 percentage points from the district average for that grade level. For example, in fiscal 
year 2016, one of the District’s K-8 schools did not meet either definition because, although no racial or ethnic group exceeded 70 percent of 
the school’s total enrollment, the school’s Native American enrollment was more than 15 percentage points higher than the district average, and 
its Latino enrollment was more than 15 percentage points less than the district average.

Figure 4
Tucson USD enrollment by race/ethnicity
Fiscal year 1974 versus fiscal year 2016
(Unaudited)

Source: Auditor General staff analysis of court and district records and 
district-reported fiscal year 2016 enrollment data.
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