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The California Impasse Process's Failure To Prioritize Students.

[. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

California’s mechanism to prevent teacher strikes
is indirectly facilitating them. The lack of a
binding mechanism in the pre-strike process, or
the impasse process, allows districts and unions to
essentially disregard the process, damaging
student outcomes - the SFUSD strike led to
50,000 students missing a week of school.
Students pay the price for a system that was
designed for the worst case but has become
commonplace. This brief will cover how the
impasse process indirectly allows for strikes, and
how policy reforms can amend the impasse
process to prioritise students.

II. OVERVIEW

The California Teacher Impasse is intended to
prevent strikes, yet it may be doing the exact
opposite. The process, declared by the district or
union when deadlock happens, has 2 key parts:
mediation, and non-binding fact finding. Strikes
are illegal until the impasse process is completed.
PERB, the California Public Employment
Relations Board, is California's labor agency
which appoints a neutral state mediator to
facilitate negotiations. If mediation fails, the
process moves to non-binding fact inding. The
process being entirely non-binding allows for
unions or reasonable
demands, risking student wellbeing. California’s

districts to stonewall
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public education is key to student outcomes — yet
strikes directly hurt students and put districts at
financial risks. This phenomenon is happening
throughout California alongside financial defcits.
The California funding formula, tied with
decreasing student enrollment, puts districts’
finances at risk, putting districts into a ‘double
bind’. This paper examines the underlying causes
of strikes with an examination of the California
Funding Formula and failures of non-binding
their impact on student
outcomes. Then, it analyzes binding arbitration
precedent in comparable professions. Finally, it
proposes reforms to the current impasse process to
allow districts and unions to prioritize student

mediation  with

success.

A. Relevance

Recently, across California, teacher strikes have
been occurring with increasing frequency. San
Francisco Unified School District had a historic 4
day teacher strike which led to a $182 million
payout to the union. However, SFUSD is facing a
$102 million deficit, and is being forced to pink
slip teachers - the result wasn’t a win for the
district or union. The strike paused student
instruction for over 50,000 students. SFUSD is
not unique - recently, the union at Little Lake
City School District in Los Angeles went on
strike, joining a broader trend of unions across
California. Even with strikes that were prevented,
such as the averted strike in LAUSD, the district
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is facing unsustainable demands, yet the prospect
of a strike would essentially cripple the district,
putting them into a double bind where the
students suffer the most. The impasse process was
designed to prevent strikes before they happen.
The evidence suggests it failed.

I11. History

A. Current Stances

The Rodda Act, signed by Governor Jerry Brown
in 1975, established collective bargaining rights
for public school employees in California. It
created PERB, the Public Employment Relations
Board, to oversee employer relations. Further, the
act allowed California teachers to strike over
contract issues.

This led to the current-day impasse process. The
impasse process currently consists of 2 key
branches: mediation by a state-appointed
mediator, and then non-binding fact finding,
which consists of suggestions and a report. PERB
appoints a mediator for the mediation stage, but
the mediator has no real authority. However,
only the mediator can terminate mediation and
send the parties to fact finding. Fact finding has a
panel of 3 — one neutral assigned by PERB, and 2
representatives chosen from either side. The
fact-finding report, which has no binding effect,
is released to the public 10 days after drafted.
Only once the process of fact-finding has
occurred is a teacher/union strike legal and
permitted. One of the main reasons for strikes is
funding within school districts — especially related
to teacher pay and benefits. Regarding funding
for districts, Proposition 98 in California, which
passed in 1988, guarantees an annual minimum
funding level for K-14 education. Historically,
this level has been around 40% of the state's

annual budget. The money is then divided to
districts through the LCFF. The LCFF, or the
Localized Control Funding Formula, was enacted
in 2013-2014, and determines how much state
funding districts receive. The LCFF has 3 main
grants which represent most of the money: The
Base Grant; The Supplemental Grant; The
Concentration Grant. The Base grant is the
uniform grant for all school districts based on
grade span of pupils, multiplied by the district’s
average  daily  attendance  (ADA).  The
Supplemental grant is equal to 20% of the base
grant multiplied by the ADA, and the percentage
of targeted disadvantaged pupils — Targeted
pupils are English learners, those who meet
income based requirements for free or
reduced-price meals, and foster youth. The
Concentration grant is given to districts who
have the percentage of targeted pupils over 55%
of their enrollment; it is equal to 65% of the base
grant multiplied by ADA and percentage of
targeted pupils over 55%. While the LCFF has
provisions for other funding, these three are the
biggest contributors to overall district funding.

The LCFF has clear flaws: it overrepresents
districts which have less advantages, and often
ignores and feeds less funding into high achieving
districts. For example, Irvine Unified School
District (IUSD) has per pupil funding that is less
than the state average by $2,789 per student,
which is a loss of $102 Million per year. IUSD in
specific is advocating for more equity with the
concentration funding, with the 55% threshold
harming districts who fall short of receiving the
Concentration grant. Because funding is tied to
ADA, the state-wide trend of lower student
enrollment directly harms districts” funding. For
example, LAUSD is facing a $191 million deficit
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partially as a result of less funding. While strikes
may seem on the surface-level as a way to achieve
better teacher bargaining, the overall trend in
strikes across California is harming districts’
ability to secure funding, as strikes generally
mean less students attending school for a shorter
period of time. It starts with the LCFF funding
inequities, yet trickles to the issues with the
impasse process. With a state-wide trend of
strikes, even threats of strikes are forcing
unsustainable practices, such as LAUSD. The best
way to prevent strikes and facilitate real dialogue
and compromise with unions and districts is to
amend the impasse process to allow unions and
districts to be transparent and incentivise them to
cooperate in earlier phases of the process.

V. Poricy PROBLEM

A. Stakeholders

The primary stakeholders in education are
students, who often face the brunt of the
arguments and have their school days affected by
the strikes. These strikes shut down schools,
preventing students from learning and harming
overall student outcomes. Even in districts that
added extra days to their school year due to
strikes like SFUSD, parents are facing logistical
issues and concerns are ramping up that students
won't come to school regardless. In an ideal
world, students would have a stake in the impasse
process or policy reforms as they affect students
uniquely.

The next two main stakeholders that stand to
benefit from amending the impasse process would
be the union and the district. Contrary to the

goals of an economic strike — generally to
improve teacher pay and benefits — the effect of
the strike often leads to fewer teachers. With
districts in a double-bind, districts are facing
financial obligations to not allow a strike, but this
gives unions the unreasonable power to impose
unsustainable demands, such as in LAUSD. These
demands can increase a district's deficit, leading to
the district being forced to layoft teachers. For
instance, SFUSD is being forced to pink slip
teachers after their week-long strike, and LAUSD
has already begun layoffs. Historically, deficit
numbers lead to layoffs, and these deficit numbers
are only increasing statewide. Amending the
impasse process will allow districts and unions to
cooperate earlier on, preventing stonewalling
which uniquely harms them both.

B. Risks of Indifference

The risk of indifference to increasing amounts of
strikes lies in harming student outcomes and
educational funding. If stakeholders neglect the
increasing amount of strikes due to the lack of
educational funding and union/district strikes,
schools could face bankruptey, being forced to be
bailed out by the state government, which would
give the state government more control over
specific district actions. This lack of local control
could hurt districts — getting a state bailout is
what needs to be avoided. State control of local
districts hurt student outcomes and community
trust due to a lack of local ofhcials, and bailouts
lead to loans and other long-term conditions.
Apart from potential bailouts, indifference could
hurt unions due to less teachers, and hurt districts’
financial obligations. With the risk of indifference
being a perpetuating effect that uniquely hurts
students, it is clear that the system is broken, and
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the need for action outweighs inaction.

C. Nonpartisan Reasoning

Education shapes the next generations and will
inevitably ~define America’s future.  Since
education isn’t objectively partisan — both sides
and  currently  been
pro-education. Even with recent disputes in
education curriculum, it's clear that because
education doesn’t only affect one party — it affects
America’s future — nonpartisan intervention must
occur in order to ensure a literate and critically
minded populace, bolstering American ideas such
as democracy and freedom. Nonpartisan
intervention in the impasse process would
prevent strikes, protecting educational outcomes:

have  historically

1) Economic growth: It's important to note
that the US work force’s productivity
directly correlates with the standard of
living in the US. Indeed, growth in
education - in specific, increases in
educational attainment led to 11-20%
growth in US worker productivity. This is
because education expands the skills for
workers, leads to more adaptability, and
workers that use education to create

businesses create American jobs. Since

growth in an individual nation's
productivity stems from growth in
individual workers productivity,

education is key to economic growth as it
increases individual workers productivity.

2) A Stronger Democracy & Civic
Engagement: Education is needed for a
functioning democracy. Logically,

education leads to more interaction with

political ideas, such as enlightenment

ideals from laissez-faire capitalism to

socialism, boosting critical thinking.
Further, public education teaches all
students how to think critically and be
good citizens. Finally, education exposes
children to news or real-world politics,
increasing turnout. Indeed, a study by
Ethan Kaplan of the University of
Maryland and Cody Tuttle of the
University of Texas at Austin found that
for every additional year of education a
person receives, their likelihood to vote
increases by 3 percentage points.

3) Social Mobility — the American Dream:
Education provides the foundation for
people to attain skills and opportunities
needed for social mobility. Education
allows for better job placements, allowing
individuals to receive higher pay. Further,
education increases the skills needed for
adaptation and employability: critical
thinking, collaboration, teamwork, and
independence are all taught within the
schooling system.

All of these outcomes are a result of the current
education system. Strikes uniquely gut education,
thus hurting these educational outcomes. The
impasse process needs to be fixed in order to
preserve and improve the Californian education
system.

V. TrieD Policy

There is precedent with binding arbitration
being used in the impasse process for other
public-sector employees, such as firefighters and
police. An important distinction to make is that
firefighters and police are legally not allowed to
strike. Regarding special impasse processes, such
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as adding binding arbitration, the LA County
Police ofhcers use binding arbitration in their
impasse processes. It's clear — if police are
considered public ofhicials that are so important
that strikes are illegal, then why are teachers not
given this elevated status? Further, there is a ballot
proposal for LA county firefighters to have
binding arbitration in their impasse process.

More education-specific examples would be the
status of arbitration in Connecticut’s impasse
process. Firstly, the distinction is important to
make between Connecticut and California:
Connecticut doesn’t allow teachers to strike, and
has significantly less teachers and students than
California. Even so, binding arbitration is used in
the impasse process to come to final decisions
with budget disputes. Connecticut hasn’t had a
teacher strike since 1978, and was ranked #2 of all
US states for high school rankings. Indeed, a
study by WalletHub has corroborated  this,
ranking Connecticut as having the second best
school system in the nation.

There have been a few proposals regarding
amending the impasse process to have a form of
binding, yet nothing has had serious substance.
California actually does have a binding arbitration
standard in the impasse process, but it only
happens if both sides agree. This means that
either side and simply not agree to binding
arbitration and stonewall the impasse process. In
fact, CTA themselves have called binding
arbitration a “fair and neutral process for the
resolution of disputes”. It's also important to note
that any sort of proposal to make teacher strikes
illegal in California would never pass, especially
with the huge CTA lobby. Even so, it's important
to protect our tuture generations - this can

happen with one of three policy proposals.

VL

Reworking the LCFF to make it more
equitable to districts with financial deficits

Potricy OprTIONS

The LCFF alone is responsible for some district’s
financial deficits. The dual-threat of strikes
hurting district funding, and current decreasing
average district attendance leads to less funding
tor school districts. To combat the LCFF’s
outdated policies, implementing an additional
funding grant to school districts with over a $15
million deficit should be implemented. This
policy would give 25% of the district’s base grant
to school districts with over a $15 million defcit.
This money would stem from increasing funding
in the governor’s budget in California. California
has made $8.6 billion above the fiscal
year-to-date forecast; some of this increased
outlook can go to educational funding for
districts in deficit.

This solution doesn’t independently affect strikes,
yet it addresses the root cause — funding. Even
with an additional funding grant, strikes may
happen due to a lack of cohesion between
districts and unions.

Mandated Interest-Based Bargaining training
and implementation

Interested-Based Bargaining (IBB) is where both
sides work collaboratively to solve labor and
management disputes. Irvine Unified School
District has implemented IBB in its collective
bargaining agreement with the Irvine Teachers
Association, which is the local union. Irvine’s last
strike was a one-day strike in 1985, and the
union and district have empirically acted
cohesively since.
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IBB ensures that mutual agreements and
individual needs occur over institutional
positions. Mandating IBB training throughout
school districts and unions can increase cohesion
between district and unions and bring both sides
to the ‘same table’, preventing either side from
taking an adversarial position. IBB leads to trust,
team building, and transparency, which are all
essential to ensure both sides mutually benefit
from a bargaining agreement.

Adding binding arbitration to the teacher
impasse process

Adding binding arbitration to the teacher/district
impasse process will incentivise both sides to act
favorably in the mediation phase, as to not have
an unfavorable outcome in the arbitration phase.
The binding arbitration will have the exception
of ULP (unfair labor practice) strikes, allowing
teachers to strike if the district violates an unfair
practice, such as retaliation against an union
employee.

This approach is a middle ground between the
extreme no-strike of Connecticut and moderate
California impasse process. Having binding
arbitration before a strike ensures that unions or
districts can’t stonewall the impasse process, will
incentivise cooperation, and still allows strikes in
the worst-case scenario. The binding arbitration
will be funded on a sliding scale to ensure poorer
unions won’t be financially pressured.

High-poverty districts, where 75%+ of students
on free or reduced meals will have the state pay
75% of arbitration costs, and the district and

union each pay 12.5%. For other districts, if the

district's budget is 10x or more the union's dues,
then the district pays 70%, and the union pays
30%. If the district's budget is 5x to 10x the
union's dues, then the district pays 60%, and the
union pays 40%. In all other cases, the cost is a
50/50 split between district and union. PERB, the
Public Employment Relations Board, which is
California's state labor board, will calculate these
ratios using the most recent fiscal year's ﬁgures
and publish a statewide schedule that it updates
every year.

VII. CONCLUSIONS

In this policy brief, I've explored the causes and
effects of the teacher impasse process, from LCFF
failures to a lack of district and union cohesion.
I've also gone over the double-bind burden
districts face, and the importance of ensuring the
impasse process works to improve and maintain
stability in education. Out of these policy options,
the most realistic and implementable one would
be adding binding arbitration to the impasse
process — it fits at a nice medium between the
Connecticut model of no strikes, and the
California model of too many strikes. It ensures
that districts and unions cooperate while still
maintaining the right for unions to strike.

With this said, it's clear that the teacher impasse
process isn’t black and white. Even with binding
arbitration, inevitable disputes will occur, and
without the LCFF being fixed, more districts can
fall into financial deficits, which are a main cause
of strikes. It’s important, short term, to implement
binding arbitration to protect students, as this
removes one of the two main factors affecting
districts. This allows districts to focus on their
financial deficits, and allows for lobbying for

more educational funding, in which the district
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and union can work together, instead of against
each other. Even with the issues in the LCFF,
adding binding arbitration is a step forward that
is needed to ensure students’ academic success in
California. With
state-wide, financial defcits putting districts in a
double bind, and a flawed funding formula, steps
are needed to prioritise students in California.
That step begins with adding binding arbitration
to the teacher impasse process.

teacher strikes increasing

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

The Institute for Youth in Policy wishes to
acknowledge Taylor Beljon-Regen, Patrick
Pickren, Tiffany Li, Asher Cohen, Paul Kramer,
and other contributors for developing and
maintaining the Fellowship Program within the
Institute.

REFERENCES

[1] Richmond, F. (2026, March 2). Disruptive
Effects Linger After SF’s Teachers’ Strike.
Richmond Review/Sunset Beacon.
https://richmondsunsetnews.com/2026/03/01
/disruptive-effects-linger-after-sfs-teachers-st
rike/

[2] Collective Bargaining Flowchart and
Fact-Finding Process | SFUSD. (2026).
Stusd.edu.
https://www.sfusd.edu/information-employe
es/labor-relations/negotiations-updates/colle
ctive-bargaining-flowchart-and-fact-anding
—-process

[3] Blume, H. (2026, April 15). LAUSD strike
averted as unions win contract agreements
with big raises. Los Angeles Times.
https://www latimes.com/california/story/202
6-04-15/lausd-strike-averted-with-utla-seiu-
local-99-2026-contract-agreements-raises

[4] EdData (2001) Negotiating Teachers'

Contracts in California",
https://www.ed-data.org/article/Negotiating
-Teachers'-Contracts-in-California

[5] Kaplan, J., & Saucedo, E. (2024, February).
Q&A: What is Proposition 98 and How
Does the State Budget Shortfall Affect It?
California Budget and Policy Center.
https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/what-is
—proposition-98-and-how-does-the-state-bu
dget-shortfall-affect-it/

[6] California Department of Education. (2013).
Local Control Funding Formula Overview -
Local Control Funding Formula (CA Dept of
Education). Ca.gov.
https://www.cde.ca.gov/fg/aa/lc/Icfloverview
.asp

[7] Brooks, L., Kim, J., Mcewen, K., Stone, C.,
Yu, C., & Parham, C. (n.d.). Average per
Pupil Funding Comparison LEGISLATIVE
PRIORITIES. Retrieved April 29, 2026,
from
https://iusd.org/sites/default/fhles/documents/
2026-legislative-priorities-FINAL.pdf

[8] EdSource Commentaries. (2026, April 9).
California’s school funding crisis is on the
picket line in LAUSD. EdSource.
https://edsource.org/2026/lausd-workers-stri
ke-april/755569

[9] Wallach, E. (2026, March 29). SFUSD added
a week of school. Families say it doesn’t
matter — they won’t come. Sfstandard.com;
The San Francisco Standard.
hetps://sfstandard.com/2026/03/29/sfusd-dela
ys-summer-break-students-families-push-ba
ck/

[10]FOX. (2026, February 19). LAUSD to send
3,200 layoff notices as district faces $877M
budget deficit. FOX 11 Los Angeles.
hetps://www.foxla.com/news/lausd-layoffs-2

© 2023 Institute for Youth in Policy - 7



Institute for

| )

= Youth in Policy
026

[11]Lambert, D. (2026, March 16). California
school districts issue thousands of pink slips
to close growing budget deficits. EdSource.
https://edsource.org/2026/california-school-1
ayoffs-budget-pink-slips/753606

[12] Walters, D. (2026, February 18). Opinion |
California school systems face red ink despite
boosts in education spending. CalMatters.
https://calmatters.org/commentary/2026/02/c
alifornia-school-systems-education-spending

[13]Hatfield, J. (2023, June 5). Partisan Divides
over K-12 Education in 8 Charts.
Research

Pew

Center.
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/20
23/06/05/partisan-divides-over-k-12-educati
on-in-8-charts/

[14]NCES. (2019). Findings From Education and
the Economy: An Indicators Report. Ed.gov.
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs97/web/97939.asp

[15]Kaplan, E. (2026, January 22). How Does
Education Shape Our Voting Habits?
Kellogg Insight.
https://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/artic
le/how-does-education-shape-our-voting-ha
bits

[16]Mian, L. (2023). The role of education in
promoting social mobility. Sociology and
Criminology-Open  Access, 11(2), 1-2.
https://doi.org/l0.35248/2375—4435.23.11.28
1

[17]Binding Arbitration: A Powerful Tool That
Protects Our Members and Our Profession -
Los Angeles County Professional Peace
Ofhcers Association. (2026, February 11). Los
Angeles County Professional Peace Ofhcers
Association.
https://ppoa.com/issue-article/binding-arbitra

tion-a-powerful-tool-that-protects-our-mem

bers-and-our-profession/

[18]Ellis, R. (2026, February 11). Ballot proposal
may change pay for L.A. County deputies,
firefighters. Los Angeles Times.
https://www latimes.com/california/story/202
6-02-11/la-county-sheriff-hrefighter-pay-bal
lot-measure

[19]2024 Connecticut General Statutes :: Title 10
- Education and Culture :: Chapter 166 -
Teachers and Superintendents Section
10-153f. - Mediation and arbitration of
disagreements. (2024).  Justia  Law.
https://law justia.com/codes/connecticut/title
-10/chapter-166/section-10-153f/

[20] The Long Shadow of the 1978 Bridgeport,
Connecticut ~ Teachers  Strike.  (n.d.).
Jacobin.com.
https://jacobin.com/2020/03/1978-bridgeport
-connecticut-teachers-strike

[21]Morse, R. (2019). How States Compare in
the 2019 Best High Schools Rankings. US
News & World Report; U.S. News & World
Report.
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-hig
h-schools/articles/how-states-compare

[22]McCann, A. (2021, July 26). States with the
Best & Worst School Systems. WalletHub.
hetps://wallethub.com/edu/e/states-with-the-
best-schools/5335

[23]Contract Enforcement Round-Up. (2023).
California Association.
https://www.cta.org/educator/posts/contract-
enforcement-round-up

[24] California (CTA).
(n.d.). Www.influencewatch.org.
heeps://www.influencewatch.org/labor-union

Teachers

Teachers Association

/california-teachers-association/
[25] Economic Update. (n.d.). Retrieved May 14,

2026, from

© 2023 Institute for Youth in Policy - 8



[27] COLLECTIVE

Institute for

= Youth in Policy

|

ED

https://dof.ca.gov/media/docs/forecasting/eco
nomics/economic-and-revenue-updates/Fina
nce-Bulletin-April-2026.pdf

[26]]Joint Problem-Solving for Mutual Gain
Interest-Based Bargaining  Does  your
organization seek to bargain in a highly
collaborative, transparent, and
problem-solving ~ way?  The  Federal
Mediation IBB Program Has Four Stages.
(n.d.).
https://www.fmcs.gov/wp-content/uploads/2
019/03/Interest-Based-Bargaining.pdf
BARGAINING

AGREEMENT between THE IRVINE
UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT and THE
CALIFORNIA SCHOOL EMPLOYEES
ASSOCIATION AND ITS IRVINE
CHAPTER 517. (2022).
https://iusd.org/sites/default/fhles/documents/
Agreement%20CSEA%2022-25%20rev.7-24
pdf

[28] Interest-based bargaining offers a better way.

(2025). Leadership
https://leadership.acsa.org/interest-based-bar
gaining-offers-a-better-way

Magazine.

© 2023 Institute for Youth in Policy - 9



