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Executive Summary

Executive Summary

Based on a range of categories, California’s government-run edu-
cation system is failing to educate adequately the state’s children.
Indicators such as test scores, the difficulty of classes taken by stu-
dents, graduation rates, remedial-instruction rates, teacher quality,
teaching methodologies, and expenditure patterns show that there
are fundamental problems with the state’s school system. Among the
key findings of this second edition of Pacific Research Institute’s
California Index of Leading Education Indicators:

• Between 1977 and 1997, the total public K-12 student population
grew from 4.16 million to 5.63 million. There are 1.4 million limit-
ed-English-proficient (LEP) students in California, nearly all of
whom are immigrants or the children of immigrants. Between
1998 and 2004, approximately $16.8 billion in funding for new
school construction and other building costs will be needed. By
2007, public K-12 enrollment is estimated to grow to 6.18 million.

• Student scores on the statewide SAT-9 exam improved incremen-
tally from 1997-98 to 1998-99, especially in the lower grades.
However, reading scores plunged dramatically at the ninth-grade
level. Also, although English-fluent students scored better than
LEP students, their scores were still below world-class standards.

• California student scores on the National Assessment of
Educational Progress math and reading exams showed students
performing far below proficiency. California’s fourth-grade read-
ing scores ranked next to last among the states. 

• California students’ 1998-99 average SAT verbal score of 497 was
43 points below the state’s 1971-72 average verbal score. The
state’s 1998-99 average SAT math score of 514 was just three
points below the 1971-72 average score. Students attending both
non-religious and religious private schools significantly outper-
formed public-school students on the SAT.

• Studies show that the SAT is a better predictor of success in col-
lege than high-school grades alone. Also, eliminating the SAT
would adversely affect minority eligibility for admission into the
University of California (UC) system.

• While the test scores of California students languish at low levels,
the average grade point average (GPA) of state high-school stu-
dents has increased from 2.62 in 1983 to 2.78 in 1996.
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• As a proportion of all California high school graduates, the per-
centage of Advanced Placement test-takers has increased from 7.8
percent in 1986 to 14.9 percent in 1997. 

• In 1981-82, 15.2 percent of the previous year’s LEP students were
redesignated as fluent-English-proficient (FEP). In 1998-99, only
7.6 percent of the previous year’s LEP students were redesignat-
ed as FEP.

• In 1998, the graduation rate in California was 67.2 percent. In
other words, nearly 33 percent of ninth-graders who were
enrolled four years previously did not graduate.

• Systemwide in 1998, 54 percent of California State University
(CSU) incoming freshmen had to enroll in remedial math, while
47 percent had to enroll in remedial English. At CSU Dominguez
Hills, 87 percent of entering freshmen needed remedial math,
while 80 percent needed remedial English.

• California ranked well below the national average in the number
of high-school students who had taken higher level math and sci-
ence courses. Also, in 1997, just 37 percent of California high-
school graduates had completed the A-F core course required for
entry into the UC and CSU systems. Studies show that the quali-
ty and difficulty of a student’s high-school curriculum is the most
important factor in determining whether that student will even-
tually earn a college degree.

• According to the most recent data, only half of California’s public
secondary-school teachers whose main assignment was to teach
math had a math or math-education degree. Only 62 percent of
California science teachers majored in science. 

• From 1996-97 to 1998-99, California spent approximately $5 bil-
lion on reducing class size in grades K-3. According to a recent
evaluation of the program, class-size reduction has had little
effect on student achievement. 

• In constant 1997-98 dollars, the average annual teacher salary
rose from $37,543 in 1979-80 to $43,725 in 1997-98—a real infla-
tion-adjusted increase of 16.5 percent.

• In 1999-00, total K-12 revenues in California from federal, state,
and local sources will be $44.3 billion. This is more than a 10-per-
cent increase over total revenues in 1998-99. Based on total K-12
revenues, average state per-pupil funding is $7,535.

• In 1997-98, 27.2 percent of seventh-graders, 43.4 percent of ninth-
graders, and 48.7 percent of eleventh-graders had used an illicit
drug at least once in the last six months.
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Introduction

CALIFORNIA INDEX OF
LEADING EDUCATION INDICATORS

2000 EDITION

Introduction

In 1997, the Pacific Research Institute for Public Policy (PRI)
issued the first edition of its California Index of Leading Education
Indicators. The Index not only gathered and presented data on topics
ranging from student test scores to teacher quality to government
education spending, it provided unique analysis of the data using
historical and national comparisons, alternative statistical methodolo-
gies, and fresh interpretive devices.

The 1997 Index was well received by lawmakers, educators, par-
ents, and the media, and led directly to important education reforms.
For example, according to Forbes magazine, data contained in the
Index on the failure of bilingual education in California “inspired Ron
Unz to spearhead a referendum drive aimed at ending the current
policy of teaching Limited-English-Proficient (LEP) students in their
own language.”1 Unz’s initiative, Proposition 227, eventually passed
with 61 percent of the vote. Also, the Index’s critique of the California
Department of Education’s (CDE) flawed dropout-rate methodology
contributed to the State Board of Education’s decision to order the
Department to revise its methodology to reflect more accurately the
actual numbers of dropouts, which was higher than claimed by the
state.

This new 2000 edition of the Index contains updated statistics,
information on new topics such as direct instruction, and content and
performance standards. Like its predecessor, the new edition seeks to
answer fundamental questions concerning education in California. Is
student achievement increasing or decreasing, and why? How much
bang for the buck is California getting from its government education
spending? What reforms hold the most promise in improving the
performance of both students and school personnel? These and other
questions will be addressed in the following pages.

Demographics and Capital Requirements

California’s K-12 student population continues to rise, but the
projections of future growth are not as high as estimated a few years
ago. Between 1977 and 1997, the total public K-12 student population
grew from 4.16 million to 5.63 million. In 1995, the California
Department of Finance (CDF) projected that by the year 2004, total
public K-12 enrollment would be nearly 6.4 million. In its most recent
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projection, however, issued in 1998, CDF estimates that by 2004 total
enrollment will be 6.05 million—a drop of 350,000 students from the
prior estimate. In fact, by the year 2007, the CDF estimates that K-12
enrollment will be 6.18 million. 

This drop in projected enrollment increase has important fiscal
implications regarding school facility needs. The CDE calculates new
school construction needs based on a formula of $12,000 per student
plus land costs of $3,000 per student. Using that formula, the
decrease of 350,000 students between the two CDF projections consti-
tutes a drop of $5.25 billion in new construction costs. The estimated
need for state school building funds, which consist of modernization
funds, deferred maintenance, class-size reduction, air conditioning,
and child care, will also be reduced. The total of these reductions in
estimated need for school building funds could reach three times the
drop in new construction needs.

These reductions, it should be noted, are reductions in increases.
Between 1998-99 and 2003-04, K-12 enrollment is still projected to
grow by about 270,000 students. With mandatory reductions in class
size to 20 students per classroom in grades K-3, and attempts to
expand the program to other grades, there will still be a significant
need for added school facilities. Again, based on the CDE’s new-con-
struction-needs formula, it is estimated that the added 270,000 new
students will require $4.05 billion in funding for new construction.
Also, $12.8 billion will be required for state school building funds.

The cost of new construction
needs for the period between
1998-99 to 2003-04, plus the esti-
mated need for state school
building funds, totals $16.85 bil-
lion. 

As a sidebar, it is interesting
to note the impact of immigra-
tion on the need for school facil-
ities. Today, approximately 25
percent of California’s student
population—1.4 million stu-
dents—has limited proficiency
in English. One can assume that
nearly all of these students are
either immigrants themselves or
the children of new immigrants.
Immigration, therefore, has
been hugely responsible for the
increase in California’s student
population in recent years. As
one recent report noted, nearly

Figure 1:
Projected K-12 Enrollment

2007

2006

2005

2004

2003

2002

2001

2000

Number of Students (In Millions)

Source: California Department of Finance 

5.7 5.75 5 .8 5.85 5 .9 5.95 6 .0 6.05 6 .1 6.15 6 .2
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1.8 million immigrants entered California between 1990 and 1997,
“and their children will continue to flood classrooms in some dis-
tricts.”2

Had the federal government carried out its responsibility to stop
illegal immigration and addressed the issues of legal immigration,
California taxpayers would not be facing the massive expense of pro-
viding thousands of new classrooms.3 Discussing the need for more
school facilities without also discussing the main source for that need,
therefore, misleads the public by artificially limiting the scope of the
problem and the field of possible solutions. 

Immigration reform, however, will require federal action. For
state officials and policymakers, the question is still how best to pro-
vide these facilities absent such federal action. Many in the political
and educational establishment wish to increase government school
construction revenues by lowering the passage requirement for local-
school-bond ballot measures from the current two-thirds vote to a
simple majority. Indeed, an initiative advocating such a change will
appear on the state ballot in 2000. 

The two-thirds requirement has been in the California
Constitution since the 19th century. California has coped with high
population growth in the past, so why the move to change things
now? Part of the reason is perception. The popular view is that
because of the two-thirds requirement, most local school bond mea-
sures fail. Yet, from 1986 to 1998, a majority of local school bonds (368
out of 691) received the requisite two-thirds vote. Indeed, in recent
years, the passage rate has been quite high. In 1998, 71 out of 118
local school bond measures, more than 60 percent, received a two-
thirds voter approval.

The two-thirds requirement does, however, force local school dis-
tricts to make a solid case to the public that bond money is really nec-
essary. Are current tax dollars being well managed by districts? Is
there significant waste of tax money? Have other alternatives been
considered and exhausted? For a bond to pass with a super-majority,
school officials must answer satisfactorily these and other critical
questions. The two-thirds requirement, therefore, acts as an important
incentive for school districts to operate efficiently and to account for
their performance.

The other major reason why so many politicians and school offi-
cials wish to change the rules has to do with political expediency.
State officials take less criticism if they ask voters to pass a bond than
if legislators themselves enact a tax increase. Further, by funding
school facilities through bond revenues, state lawmakers avoid
including school construction in annual state budgets in a pay-as-
you-go system. By avoiding tough annual decisions about spending
priorities (e.g., facilities vs. early childhood education, etc.), lawmak-
ers have more freedom to spend annual budget dollars on other pro-



-10- Pacific Research Institute

Demographics

grams. However, as California Taxpayers Association President Larry
McCarthy points out, “State-level funding for school facilities is the
most equitable method and the most likely to avoid district-to-district
disparities.”4

Although a simple-majority vote on school bonds may be appeal-
ing to the political and education establishment, there are important
and convincing arguments against it. First, there is the simple fact
that bond measures are more expensive than straight tax increases
since bonds require taxpayers to pay for both the principal of the
bond plus interest.

Further, making it easier to pass local school bonds limits flexibili-
ty. Since bonds are paid back over a length of time, taxpayers are
committed to paying off the bond even if demographic changes
negate the need for extra facilities. Consider the aforementioned
changes in the projections of statewide K-12 enrollment. Even though
the projections have been revised downward by a significant amount,
bonds based on the overestimated earlier projection would still have
to be paid back regardless of whether the facilities end up not being
needed after all.

Perhaps most important, going to a simple-majority vote for local
school bonds is profoundly unfair because a voting majority can force
a small group within the population—property owners—to pay for
all or most of the costs of school construction. This unfair situation
occurs because the principal and interest on local school bonds will
be paid mostly by increases in local property taxes. Had a simple-
majority rule for local school bonds been in place from 1986 to 1997,
it would have resulted in an increase of $400 million in property
taxes.5 The current two-thirds requirement for passage of local school
bond measures is, therefore, not meant to be an onerous impediment
to school construction, but, rather, to prevent an unfair tax burden
from being placed on a minority of the populace.

Further, increased reliance on property taxes for school construc-
tion doesn’t necessarily help poor school districts. Much of the state’s
enrollment growth has been in poor urban districts. Yet, poor districts
have less valuable property to tax than rich districts. Thus, making it
easier to pass local school bonds will not guarantee that construction
money will go to areas with the greatest need. This could leave
California open to Serrano-type lawsuits charging unequal funding of
school facilities.6

Finally, it is unfortunate that some of California’s top elected offi-
cials claim, on the one hand, that a simple-majority vote for local
school bonds is needed because of increased student enrollment,
while, at the same time, they oppose innovative and less costly alter-
natives such as home study and distance learning. California
Governor Gray Davis, for example, campaigned on reducing the two-

Had a simple-majority rule
for local school bonds been
in place from 1986 to 1997,
it would have resulted in an
increase of $400 million in

property taxes.
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thirds vote requirement to a simple majority. Yet, in his first year in
office, Governor Davis supported and signed a senate bill, SB 434, that
severely limited the ability of the state’s charter schools—autonomous
deregulated public schools—from employing innovative home-study
and distance-learning teaching methods.

If eliminating the two-thirds vote requirement on local school
bonds is unfair and less than effective, then what should be done to
ensure that there is enough classroom space for California’s children?
State funding through the budget process, reducing school construc-
tion regulations, eliminating prevailing wage requirements on school
construction, and giving opportunity scholarships to parents so the
private sector can absorb some of the increasing student population
are better and less costly alternatives.

STAR Test

For years, California had been without a statewide student-per-
formance assessment device. During his second term, then-Governor
Pete Wilson pressed for a standardized test that would be adminis-
tered to all students in California. He eventually succeeded, and for
the last two school years (1997-98 and 1998-99), California students in
grades two through 11 have taken the SAT-9 (Stanford Achievement
Test, Version 9) tests which form the basis for the state’s STAR
(Standardized Testing and Reporting) program.7

The test is administered in the spring and results are reported for
each school, district, county, and the state. Individual student scores,
however, are not reported. Test subjects in grades two through eight
include reading, mathematics, language, and spelling. Tests in grades
nine through 11 include the same subjects as in grades two through
eight, except for spelling, and science and social science are added.
With the approval of state academic content standards by the State
Board of Education, the 1998-99 test included an added set of ques-
tions aligned to the state standards in English/language arts and
math. These standards-aligned questions are graded separately
from the rest of the test.

The SAT-9 test results are published as the national percentile
rank (NPR) for the average performance of a group of students
(e.g., all California students, all limited-English-proficient (LEP)
California students, etc.). One may then compare, for example, the
NPR for all California second-graders on the reading test to a
national norm that has the national average performance as the 50th
percentile. On the 1998-99 second-grade reading test, the NPR for
all California second-graders was 43, meaning that these California
students ranked seven percentile points below the national average
of 50.



In reporting the results, California does account for demographic
differences from the national sample group. Whereas 1.8 percent of
the national sample are LEP students, approximately 25 percent of
California’s student population has limited proficiency in English.
Given this unique demography, the state’s SAT-9 results list separate-
ly the average scores for LEP students by grade level.

If one examines the 1997-98 and 1998-99 scores, there are a num-
ber of points of interest. First, the average scores for all California stu-
dents improved incrementally from 1997-98 to 1998-99, especially in
the lower grades. For example, among all second-graders, average
reading scores increased four points, average math scores increased
by seven points, and average language and spelling scores each rose
by five points. 

Many school districts which showed gains among students in the
early grades attribute the improvement not to class-size reduction but
to increased emphasis on the phonics method of reading instruction.
In the Sacramento City Unified School District, where second-grade
reading scores jumped by 15 points, officials credit the phonics-based
Open Court reading program now operating in almost all of the dis-
trict’s elementary schools. Scores improved among students across
the board, regardless of ethnic or socioeconomic backgrounds. Also,
since second-grade math scores showed similar improvement, district
officials suggest that improved reading ability is linked to improved
ability in other subjects. The bottom line, says District Superintendent

Jim Sweeney, is that how and
what one teaches children are
the keys: “We proved it’s not
the kids. We didn’t change the
kids. We changed what we did
in the classroom.”8

The improved reading
scores in the early grades, and
the role played by phonics
instruction in producing them,
should be pleasing to former
Governor Wilson. It was the
Wilson-appointed State Board
of Education that adopted rig-
orous phonics-based state read-
ing standards for the early
grades. The then-governor suc-
ceeded in directing more state
funding into phonics-based
reading programs, and
Governor Gray Davis has fol-
lowed suit. Although the full
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Figure 2:
1998-99 STAR Math Test Results

Grade
Source: STAR Test

All Students          Fluent English            Limited English



California Index of Leading Education Indicators 2000 -13-

STAR Test

effects of these reforms have
not yet been felt at the district
and classroom level, if
Sacramento Unified’s experi-
ence is any indication, the end
result could be long-term sig-
nificant improvements in stu-
dent achievement.

Although there has been
improvement in the early
grades, there was little or no
improvement in the middle
and higher grades. Indeed, any
minor improvements can be
attributed simply to students’
familiarity with the testing for-
mat. 

Further, a disturbing pat-
tern can be seen in the 8th- and
9th-grade reading scores. In
both 1997-98 and 1998-99, read-
ing scores plunged once students got to high school. In 1998-99, for
example, California ninth-graders scored at the 34th percentile com-
pared to eighth-graders’ score at the 46th percentile. Why the nose-
dive (which isn’t seen in math)? 

The testing formats in reading for eighth- and ninth-graders are
similar. However, at the ninth-grade level, vocabulary and sentence
structure are more complicated and the questions require more atten-
tion to detail.9 Nothing definitive, though, has been offered to explain
the scoring drop. However, given that the 1998-99 SAT-9 reading
scores for grades nine to 11 were the lowest for all subjects and
grades tested, fundamental changes in teaching methodology seem
necessary in the higher grades. 

Marilyn Astore, assistant superintendent with the Sacramento
County Office of Education, says that schools should restructure the
school day for low-performing students and substitute their electives
with intensive reading instruction.10 Ms. Astore also says that social
promotion has passed too many students through the lower grades
without teaching them how to read properly: “We must be honest
with these students and say, ‘Susie, the system has failed you. We
didn’t get it right. But we are not going to let this happen to you. We
are going to teach you to read.’”11

Although California students as a whole failed to reach the 50th
percentile in virtually all grade and testing categories, it should be
noted that non-LEP students (students fluent in English) scored, for
the most part, at or above the 50th percentile in 1998-99. However,

Figure 3:
1998-99 STAR Reading Test Results

Grade
Source: STAR Test
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non-LEP students failed to score above the 60th percentile in any
testing category at any grade level. Non-LEP students, therefore,
may be performing around the national average, but they are far
from performing at the world-class level that California officials
claim is their goal.

However, LEP students, who constitute almost a quarter of the
state’s student population, failed to score above the 35th percentile
in any grade in any subject in either test years. LEP students did
show improvement from 1997-98 to 1998-99. Like their non-LEP
counterparts, score increases were especially marked in the early
grades. Among LEP second-graders, the average reading score
improved by four points, average math scores improved by seven
points, average language scores improved by four points, and aver-
age spelling scores improved by six points. Early evidence indicates
that Prop. 227, the successful 1998 ballot measure that virtually
eliminated bilingual native-language instruction, has contributed
significantly to this improvement. (A more detailed explanation of
this evidence is contained in the “Limited-English-Proficient
Students” section of this study). It should be noted that even pro-
bilingual-instruction teachers have been surprised at how fast LEP
students have learned English when taught through English-immer-
sion teaching methods. 

The improved scores of LEP students in 1998-99 rebut the argu-
ment made by some lawmakers and education officials that LEP
students should not be tested until they have fully mastered
English. Testing LEP students, claim these officials, makes no sense
since LEP students do not have the English skills necessary to read
and understand the test, which is written and administered in
English. The relatively low scores of LEP students, it is also argued,
stigmatize LEP students as low achievers. There have been legisla-
tive proposals to exempt LEP students from taking the SAT-9 for
two years after their initial enrollment. The San Francisco Unified
School District refuses to administer the SAT-9 to LEP students who
have been in district schools for less than 30 months. 

The improved scores of LEP students, however, show the impor-
tance of testing all students, including LEP students. The purpose of
testing LEP students is not to destroy their self-esteem, but to obtain
benchmarks of performance vital for the evaluation of education
reform programs. For example, Prop. 227 requires most LEP stu-
dents to go through an intensive one-year program of English
immersion before they are mainstreamed into regular classes. Does
this technique work? Certainly the information obtained through
the SAT-9 tests will help in the evaluation of Prop. 227. 

The significant improvement in scores of LEP students in the
early grades means that something positive is happening in the
classroom. In the Lynwood Unified School District in the Los
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Angeles area, for example, the scores of LEP students increased
more than those of English-proficient students. According to the Los
Angeles Times, “Researchers at UCLA are preparing to spend several
months combing the data for some insight into the effects of educa-
tional reforms and how much individual classroom practices can
account for cases such as Lynwood’s.”12 Had LEP students not been
tested, however, this improvement would have remained hidden
and researchers would not have known that they needed to pin-
point the cause of this improvement. 

Overall, the news from the SAT-9 results is not good. Students
are performing at or below the national average in most subject
areas at most grade levels. There is hope, though, that the signifi-
cant improvement being seen in the early grades can translate into
long-term improvement for the higher grades in the coming years.
With the wide variety of new education reforms and programs that
have recently been approved, Californians must be wary of future
claims that student achievement increased due solely to any partic-
ular reform. Only those reforms which show a scientific correlation
with increased student performance should receive credit and con-
tinued support.

National Assessment of Educational Progress

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests
basic math and reading skills at certain grade intervals (in California,
NAEP tests students in the fourth and eighth grades). The NAEP
exams are administered in approximately 40 states and are one of the
key instruments used to compare the achievement of students across
the nation.

NAEP is a matrix-sampling exam. Matrix sampling is a testing
technique that assembles different assessment documents covering dif-
ferent aspects of a subject. These are administered to different sample
sets of students (in other words, not every student answers the same
questions), and aggregate scores for all students are then calculated.
The major advantage of matrix sampling is that it allows for very wide
coverage of subject content in limited testing time.

Since the NAEP exam uses matrix sampling, it is impossible to
compare scores between students, schools, or school districts. This is
unlike the SAT-9 exam, which, since all students take the same test
and answer the same questions, is designed to allow for such com-
parisons. The NAEP exam produces statewide data and allows for
comparisons of performances among states.

Also unlike the SAT-9 exam, which scores students using a per-
centile ranking compared to a national norm, students’ raw numeri-
cal NAEP scores (which are termed “scale scores”) are categorized
using performance levels of “advanced,” “proficient,” “basic,” and an



-16- Pacific Research Institute

National Assessment

implied fourth level of “below basic.” The National Assessment
Governing Board (NAGB), which oversees the NAEP exam, says that
to be “advanced,” a student must display superior performance. To
be “proficient,” a student must demonstrate a solid academic perfor-
mance, i.e., they must demonstrate competency with challenging sub-
ject matter, including subject-matter knowledge, application of such
knowledge to real world situations, and appropriate analytical skills.
In contrast, to achieve the “basic” level, a student need display only
partial mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills that are funda-
mental for proficient work at that grade level. The NAGB believes
that all students should be able to achieve a “proficient” rating.13

The NAEP exam was most recently administered in California in
1996 for fourth- and eighth-grade math and in 1998 for fourth- and
eighth-grade reading. As in previous administrations, California
students performed poorly in comparison to their counterparts in
other states.

On the 1996 math exam, the average math score of California
public-school fourth-graders was 209, a one-point improvement over
1992, which tied the state with Louisiana for next to last. Only
Mississippi had a lower score. The national average score was 222.
The news was only somewhat better for California’s eighth-grade
math test-takers in 1996. California’s average eighth-grade score of
263, a two-point improvement over 1992, tied with Tennessee and
beat out eight other states. The national average score was 271.

It is interesting to note that California’s private-school fourth- and
eighth-graders did much better on the NAEP math exam, achieving
an average score of 236, versus the public-school average of 209.
Private-school eighth-graders scored 284, versus the public-school
average of 263. The vastness of the gap between the state’s private-
and public-school scores can be underscored by the fact that the aver-
age score of California’s private-school fourth-graders significantly
exceeded Maine, Minnesota, and Connecticut’s top-ranked public-
school scores of 232. The average score of California’s private-school
eighth-graders tied the top-ranked public-school scores of Maine,
North Dakota, Iowa, and Minnesota. 

Although there are certainly demographic differences between
the private- and public-school student populations, these huge varia-
tions in scores cannot be explained by such differences alone. Studies
of the Milwaukee and Cleveland voucher programs, conducted by
Harvard University’s Paul Peterson, show greater student achieve-
ment among low-income, mostly minority, students in private
schools and are worthy of note in this regard.14

When California’s public-school NAEP math scores are grouped
according to NAEP’s performance levels, the results are also dismal.
Among California’s public-school fourth-graders in 1996, only one
percent scored at the “advanced” level, only 10 percent scored at the

The vastness of the gap
between the state’s private-
and public-school scores can
be underscored by the fact
that the average score of

California’s private-school
fourth-graders significantly
exceeded Maine, Minnesota,
and Connecticut’s top-ranked
public-school scores of 232.
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“proficient” level, and 34 per-
cent scored at the “basic” level.
A full 54 percent of the state’s
fourth-graders scored “below
basic.” Among California
eighth-graders in 1996, three
percent scored at the
“advanced” level, 17 percent
scored at the “proficient” level,
31 percent scored at the “basic”
level, and 49 percent scored
“below basic.” These 1996 dis-
tributions were virtually identi-
cal to the 1992 distributions.

Although California’s math
scores have been low, the
state’s reading scores have
been even worse. On the 1992
NAEP fourth-grade reading
exam, California’s average
score of 202 surpassed only
Mississippi’s average score of 199. In 1994, California’s public-school
fourth-graders tied Louisiana’s fourth-graders for dead last, with an
average score of 199. In 1998, California’s average public-school
fourth-grade reading score inched back to 202, but the state still
ranked next to last, edging out only Hawaii. The 1998 national aver-
age for public-school fourth-graders was 215.

The eighth-grade NAEP reading exam was administered for the
first time in 1998. California and Florida tied for the third-from-the
bottom ranking, with both states scoring a public-school average
score of 253. Only eighth-graders in Hawaii and Mississippi fared
worse. The national average was 261. 

There was some improvement, however, when student scores
were categorized in the NAEP performance levels. In 1994, only two
percent of California public-school fourth-grade test-takers scored at
“advanced” level, while 12 percent scored at “proficient” level. Only
27 percent scored at “basic” level. An appalling 59 percent scored
“below basic.” In 1998, things improved slightly, with 4 percent of
fourth-graders scoring at the “advanced” level, 16 percent scoring at
the “proficient” level, 28 percent scoring at the “basic” level, and 52
percent scoring “below basic.” 

The scores of California’s African-American and Hispanic stu-
dents were even worse. In 1998, only seven percent of African-
American fourth graders and eight percent of Hispanic fourth
graders scored at or above the “proficient” level. However, 31 percent
of Asian-American fourth graders scored at or above “proficient,” a

Figure 4:
1996 NAEP 4th-Grade Math Achievement Levels for California

Percentage of Students

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress
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At or above proficient

At or above advanced



-18- Pacific Research Institute

National Assessment

higher proportion than the 29
percent of white fourth graders
who scored at or above that
level. Among eighth graders,
12 percent of African
Americans, nine percent of
Hispanics, 27 percent of Asian
Americans, and 36 percent of
white students scored at or
above “proficient.” 

Like the improvement in
California’s SAT-9 reading
scores in the early grades, the
improvement in the fourth-
grade NAEP reading scores
may indicate the positive influ-
ence of the back-to-phonics
movement in the classroom.
However, only 16 percent of
California fourth-graders
reached the “proficient” level,

which the NAGB says all students should reach,
and more than half rated “below basic,” meaning
that they do not even have a partial mastery of
reading. These dismal results underline the contin-

uing unsatisfactory situation in
most of the state’s public-
school classrooms.

Figure 5:
1998 NAEP 4th-Grade Reading 

Achievement Levels for California

Percentage of Students

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress
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Figure 6:
Percentage of California 4th-Graders Scoring at or above Proficient 

on the 1998 NAEP Reading Exam (By Ethnicity)

Percentage of Students

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress
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Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT)

Of all standardized tests, people are most familiar with the
Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT). Taken by high-school seniors, the
SAT is a multiple-choice-format exam with math and verbal sections
of equal weight. Most colleges and universities use the SAT as one
tool for determining admission. 

In the public’s mind, the SAT is often viewed as an indicator of
general student performance. The test, however, is at best a crude indi-
cator of such performance. Unlike the SAT-9, which tests all students,
or the NAEP, which tests scientifically-representative samples of stu-
dents, there is no control over who takes the SAT. The percentage of
California high-school seniors taking the test has increased from 30
percent in 1971-72 to 49 percent in 1998-99. Since SAT test-taking popu-
lations vary from year to year, using SAT results to say something
definitive about general student achievement is problematic.

This is not to say that revisionists are correct in their claim that
drops in SAT scores have been caused by the increase in the number
of test-takers from minority and low-income groups. The real culprit
for the decline is not the demographic change in the test-taking popu-
lation, but the lower-quality public education received by those tak-
ing the test.15

In order to raise the scores of increasingly large numbers of poor-
ly prepared test-takers, the College Board, which administers the
SAT, has changed both the difficulty of the test itself and the scoring
scale of the exam. In the mid-1990s, the College Board decided to
decrease the difficulty of the SAT by increasing the time allotted to
take the test, reducing the total number of questions, allowing calcu-
lators on the math section, and eliminating the difficult antonym por-
tion of the verbal section. 

Moreover, due to the change in the SAT’s scoring scale, a process
called “recentering,” less-than-perfect scores under the original scor-
ing scale now earn perfect marks. Each portion of the SAT, verbal and
math, has a perfect score of 800, so that a perfect score overall would
be 1600. A verbal score of 730, based on the original scale, now
receives a perfect 800 under the “recentered” scoring system. 

Thus, California’s 1998-99 average verbal score of 497 would be
equivalent to approximately a 420 on the original non-recentered
scale, while the 1998-99 average math score of 514 would be equiva-
lent to approximately a 480 on the original scoring scale. The 1998-99
“recentered” national average verbal score was 505 and the “recen-
tered” national average math score was 511.

Under the new scale, California’s 1998-99 average verbal score of
497 was 43 points below the 1971-72 average verbal score of 540. The
1998-99 average math score of 514, however, was just three points
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below the 1971-72 average of
517. Remember, though, that
the percentage of high-school
seniors taking the SAT in 1998-
99 was significantly larger than
the percentage in 1971-72.

In some large urban school
districts, the SAT news was
worse. In the Los Angeles
Unified School District
(LAUSD), the 1998-99 average
verbal score was 433, 72 per-
cent below the national aver-
age, and the average math
score was 447, 64 percent
below the national average.

It should be noted that the
state’s average scores combine
the scores of both public- and
private-school students. When
disaggregated, the public-

school students score much lower than their private-school counter-
parts. Scores for private-school students are separated into scores
from independent high-schools and scores from religious high-
schools. For example, in 1998-99, the average verbal score for

California public-school stu-
dents was 492 versus an aver-
age verbal score of 532 for
California religious-school stu-
dents and 579 for independent
private-school students.
Similarly, on the math section
of the SAT, the average score
of state public-school students
was 513 versus 525 for reli-
gious-school students and 585
for independent private-school
students. These sizable gaps
have persisted for years,
although it must be remem-
bered that the test-taking pop-
ulation for each type of school
cannot be controlled and will
differ from year to year.
Results also differ across eth-
nic groups.

Figure 7:
California Recentered SAT Scores

Source: College Board
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Figure 8:
1998-99 California Public School vs. Private Independent 

and Religious School SAT Scores
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These disparities have led to the charge that the SAT and other
standardized tests are biased against minorities. In 1998-99, African-
American test-takers had an average verbal score of 434 and an aver-
age math score of 422, while Mexican-American test-takers had an
average verbal score of 453 and an average math score of 456.

Charges of bias are the basis of recent calls for deemphasizing or
even eliminating the SAT as a college admissions tool. A draft guide-
line issued by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil
Rights suggests that colleges and universities rethink the role of SAT
scores if their use results in limiting minority admissions. Such argu-
ments attack the SAT not only as an indicator of student perfor-
mance, but also as a predictor of success in college.

As noted earlier, because testing populations vary from year to
year, the SAT is not a good indicator of general student performance.
However, as a predictor of a student’s future success in college,
research shows that standardized tests such as the SAT are valuable. 

For example, the College Board gathered data on college grades
in individual courses from 45 institutions of higher learning. Accord-
ing to the Board’s 1997 study of this data, “A significant finding of
this analysis of data by course category is that the correlation is high-
er for the SAT than for high school record alone in most areas.”16 In
other words, the SAT predicted grades in individual college courses
better than high-school GPAs. In addition, the study found, “As with
earlier validity studies, the combination of SAT scores and high-
school record yields the best set of predictors.”17 That is why most
colleges and universities use a combination of test scores and GPAs in
their admissions process. Indeed, regarding the SAT’s effectiveness in
predicting college grades, the study notes: “Literally thousands of
validity studies have been conducted for institutions for more than a
half-century. The evidence is clear: The SAT works and it works very
well in many different circumstances.”18

The SAT is an especially good predictor of the college grades of
ethnic groups. A data review of a 1993 College Board study of 46,379
students at 55 colleges and universities across the country found that
“for most ethnic groups the SAT alone is a better predictor of course
grades than are high school grades alone.”19 The review notes that
the best predictor of students’ college performance is a combination
of SAT scores and high-school GPAs, which, again, is exactly what is
used by most colleges and universities in their admissions process.20

Further, the review notes that the SAT actually benefits most
minorities: “For [African Americans, Hispanics and American
Indians], . . . the SAT tends to predict a slightly higher GPA than the
students actually earn.”21 It is, therefore, highly unlikely that minor-
ity students’ chances of admission are unfairly hurt by the SAT.22

The SAT is not a good indi-
cator of general student

performance. However, as a
predictor of a student’s

future success in college,
research shows that stan-
dardized tests such as the

SAT are valuable.
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The data review concluded:

Students admitted to colleges or universities where
the curriculum is beyond their level of academic
preparation are unlikely to be academically success-
ful, and placing students in such a situation does
them a disservice. The best use of information from
the SAT, and other academic performance measures,
is to judge the likelihood that a student has the acad-
emic preparation necessary to succeed at a particular
institution. . . . The SAT, in conjunction with high
school grades, is the best means available to identify
students who are likely to be academically success-
ful. . . . However, eliminating the best tool available
for judging the ability to succeed will not ensure
equal access to all who are capable of succeeding,
and runs the risk of increasing an already trouble-
some situation in which only 41% of Hispanics who
enter college seeking a four-year degree end up with
any degree at all.23

If SAT scores are an effective predictor of college grades, it should
come as no surprise that they are also a good predictor of whether a
student eventually completes a bachelor’s degree. A recent U.S.
Department of Education study found that the correlation between
test scores and bachelor’s degree attainment was higher than the cor-
relation between students’ high-school class rank/GPA and bache-
lor’s degree completion.24

It should also be pointed out that getting rid of the SAT would
not necessarily guarantee increased minority admissions to Cali-
fornia’s top universities. This is especially the case with regard to the
University of California (UC) system. 

The Master Plan for Higher Education in California recommends
that the UC system set its freshman eligibility criteria so that the top
12.5 percent of the state’s public high school graduates are eligible for
admission. A 1997 UC study found that if SAT scores were eliminated
as an admissions criteria (the UC system uses both test scores and
high-school grades in its admissions process), then the current grade-
point-average (GPA) admissions standard of 3.3 in core high-school
courses would have to be raised.25 Keeping the GPA standard at the
3.3 level would result in too many students becoming eligible, thus
exceeding the Master Plan’s 12.5 percent limit. 

Therefore, in the absence of SAT scores, the UC estimated that, in
order to conform to the 12.5 percent limit, the minimum GPA for
admissions would have to be raised to 3.65.26 Under this scenario,
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white students, not minority students, are the major beneficiaries.
According to the study, “eligibility rates of white graduates increased
by 17 percent (from 12.7 to 14.8) and the Hispanic eligibility rate
increased by 5 percent (from 3.8 to 4.0).”27 The big losers were
African-American students: “In contrast, proportionately fewer
African-American graduates within the fully and potentially eligible
groups had achieved a 3.65 or greater GPA. The African-American
eligibility rate falls from 2.8 percent to 2.3 percent, representing an 18
percent decline.”28

Further, the study found that eliminating the UC’s ability to use a
combination of SAT score and GPA (a combination which UC terms
its “index”) would have the greatest negative impact on African-
American and Hispanic students. The study concluded that: “Had
the index criteria not been a component of the eligibility policy, the
statewide eligibility rate would have been lower by eight percent,
yielding an overall eligibility rate of approximately 10 percent. The
greatest impact of the index criteria is on African-American and
Hispanic rates—index eligibility contributes 15 percent and 12 per-
cent to these respective subgroup rates.”29

It is clear that the opposition to the SAT is motivated more by
racial-and-gender politics than by any genuine interest in empirical
evidence regarding student achievement. Indeed, David Murray,
research director of the Washington, D.C.-based Statistical
Assessment Service, states that “every major premise on which
[opposition to the SAT] rests is false.”30 Murray observes that SAT
scores correlate “with those on a whole range of other measures and
assessments, including IQ tests, the National Assessment of
Educational Progress, and the National Educational Longitudinal
Study.”31

Neither is the SAT somehow uniquely unfair to minorities.
Murray points out that, “Far from being idiosyncratic, the scoring
patterns of whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asians on the SAT and
GRE are replicated on other tests as well.”32 Critics would retort that
all standardized tests, not just the SAT, are biased. Murray refutes this
charge by noting that, “the National Academy of Sciences concluded
in the 1980s that the most commonly used standardized tests display
no evidence whatsoever of cultural bias.”33 Murray notes that a
University of California study showed that the SAT actually overesti-
mates the first-year grades of African Americans and Hispanics in the
UC system.34

Murray also says that while the SAT may slightly underpredict
the college success of women, for more selective universities, “the
SAT predicts the grades of both sexes quite accurately.”35

Finally, Murray points out that research shows that SAT scores do
not depend heavily on the income of students’ families. Students of

It is clear that the opposition
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different races whose families have similar incomes perform very dif-
ferently on the exam.36

Murray concludes that those who are trying to eliminate the SAT
hope “to achieve the ends of affirmative action by other, more politic
means.”37 SAT critics, says Murray, want “more ‘nuanced’ measures
of scholastic merit like ‘creativity’ and ‘leadership,’ tacitly understood
as stand-ins for skin color.”38 As Murray points out, however, “there
is no reason to think that minority students possess these qualities in
greater abundance than do their peers.”39 Thus, Murray says, “The
attempt to substitute them for test scores will thus only perpetuate
the corrupt logic of affirmative action by piling deception upon
deception.”40

In sum, although the SAT is not a good indicator of general stu-
dent or school performance, it is a legitimate, fair, and useful tool for
college admissions officers in evaluating individual students. Given
the negative effects of eliminating the SAT, the prudent course of
action would be to retain use of the exam. 

Grade Point Average (GPA)

While low standardized-test scores in California indicate a gener-
al low level of student performance, student GPAs have steadily
increased. In 1983, the overall average GPA of high-school graduates
in California was 2.62. By 1996, the overall state high-school-graduate
GPA had climbed to 2.78.41

This GPA increase affected students of all ethnic groups. From
1983 to 1996, average African-
American high-school-gradu-
ate GPAs increased from 2.26
to 2.41. Hispanic-graduate
GPAs increased from 2.42 to
2.55. The GPAs of white gradu-
ates increased from 2.69 to 2.90,
and Asian-graduate GPAs
increased from 2.96 to 3.19.42

According to the California
Postsecondary Education
Commission, “Increased partic-
ipation in honors and AP class-
es probably accounts for some
of the increase.”43 Advanced
Placement (AP) courses are col-
lege-level high-school classes
that allow students to earn col-
lege credits. The reason why

Figure 9:
Grade Point Averages of California High School Graduates

Source:  California Postsecondary Education Commission
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increased participation in these classes increases GPAs lies in the fact
that students can earn grades with a higher point score than the nor-
mal 4.0 (up to 5.0). It is thought that the opportunity to earn higher
than a 4.0 grade gives students the incentive to take the more difficult
AP classes.

The other reason why GPAs have increased is grade inflation.
While there is no doubt that some students really earn their grades
by working hard and taking challenging courses, others receive
grades higher than their efforts warrant or receive high grades in less
difficult courses. As a University of California report notes, GPAs are
subject to “biases resulting from variations in school curriculum and
grading practices.”44 A 1997 College Board report notes that, nation-
ally, the first-year college GPAs of students are much lower than
their high-school GPAs. The report concluded that, “high school
grades depend as much on the difficulty of the curriculum to which
students are exposed, and on the grading standards of the individual
high school, as they do on what students actually learn and how pre-
pared they are for college-level classes.”45

One stunning example of grade inflation occurred at Balboa
High School in San Francisco in 1998. In an official memorandum,
administrators at the high school told teachers to increase the com-
bined total of all As, Bs, and Cs at the school by five percent over
the previous year’s total.46 In other words, administrators ordered
teachers to stop giving out so many low or failing grades. Said one
incensed teacher: “I will not give students grades they don’t
deserve. It implies that teachers at Balboa should lower their stan-
dards.”47 Given such grade manipulation, it is no wonder that col-
lege admissions counselors rate SAT scores a more reliable measure
than GPAs.48

As mentioned in the previous section on the SAT, a U.S.
Department of Education (USDOE) study found that when student
coursework, test scores, and class rank/GPAs are analyzed, the least
reliable predictor of future success in college (as measured by bache-
lor’s degree attainment) is class rank/GPA.49 Thus, schemes that
seek to increase admission of certain groups of students, usually
African Americans and Hispanics, into state universities by focusing
solely on high-school class rank and GPAs will likely fail to achieve
the desired result of degree completion by group members. 

In 1999, the UC Regents approved Governor Davis’s proposal to
admit students ranked in the top four percent of their high school
graduating class, based on GPA. Although not passing final judg-
ment on Davis’s scheme, the USDOE study warns that, “The com-
mon-sense odds, however, say that unless students in the ‘top X per-
cent’ by class rank/GPA also have the curriculum that comes from
opportunity-to-learn, we may not be doing right by them.”50

While there is no doubt that
some students really earn
their grades by working
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Higher overall GPAs are, therefore, a mirage of higher student
achievement. Unless accompanied by improvements in test scores
and other performance indicators, higher GPAs, by themselves, fail to
inform us as to whether students are learning more in the classroom. 

Advanced Placement Test

The Advanced Placement (AP) test is taken by high school seniors
who have taken one of 29 AP college-level academic classes. These
students may receive college credit for achieving a sufficiently high
test score, usually a three or above on a scoring scale of one to five.

The number of twelfth-graders in California taking the exam has
more than doubled from 19,633 in 1986 to 44,288 in 1997. This
increase in the rate of AP exam-taking greatly exceeded the rate of
increase in K-12 enrollment during this period. As a proportion of all
high school graduates, the percentage of AP test-takers has increased
from 7.8 percent in 1986 to 14.9 percent in 1997. Increases in AP test-
taking are viewed as an encouraging sign because they indicate that
more students wish to pursue further academic study in colleges and
universities.

The rate of test-taking has increased among all major ethnic
groups in California. As a proportion of each ethnic group’s high
school graduates, 26.2 percent of Asians took the AP exam in 1997
versus 13.2 percent in 1986; 5.1 percent of African Americans took the
AP exam in 1997 versus 2.0 percent in 1986; 8.7 percent of Hispanics

took the AP exam in 1997 ver-
sus 2.8 percent in 1986; and
11.5 percent of whites took the
AP exam in 1997 versus 6.4
percent in 1986.

The results of the AP exams
are reported according to a so-
called “qualifying rate” per 100
high-school juniors and
seniors. Thus, for example, in
California the “qualifying rate”
in 1984 was 3.4, which meant
that 3.4 students per 100 high-
school juniors and seniors
achieved an AP score of three
or better. Over the years, the
“qualifying rate” has risen
markedly. From the 3.4 rate in
1984, it has risen to 14.8 in
1999, a 335 percent increase.

AP Qual         National

Figure 10:
Advanced Placement Qualifying Rate per 100 Juniors and Seniors 
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Limited-English-Proficient Students

Limited-English-proficient
(LEP) students are those stu-
dents whose native language is
not English and who have yet
to acquire an oral or written
proficiency in the English lan-
guage. Since publication of the
first edition of the Index in
1997, no other area of the edu-
cational landscape has changed
so much as California’s policy
towards LEP students. 

Because of mass immigra-
tion, both legal and illegal, the
number of LEP students in
California has skyrocketed
since the 1980s. In 1982, there
were a little more than 430,000
LEP students in the state. By
1998-99, the number of LEP
students had more than tripled
to a staggering 1.44 million.

More worrisome has been the fact that the percentage of LEP stu-
dents redesignated as having become fluent-English-proficient (FEP)
has remained abysmally low
during the 1980s and 1990s. In
1981-82, 15.2 percent of the pre-
vious year’s LEP students were
redesignated as FEP. In 1998-
99, only 7.6 percent of the pre-
vious year’s LEP students were
redesignated as FEP. In other
words, the redesignation rate
had been cut in half from 1981-
82 to 1998-99. The 1998-99 rate,
however, was a slight improve-
ment over the low of 5.1 per-
cent in 1992-93.

Why the long-running
inability to impart English
skills to LEP students? The
principal reason: state and
local-district policies that

Figure 11:
Number of Limited-English-Proficient (LEP) Students vs. Number of LEP Students

Redesignated as Fluent in English
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Figure 12:
Percentage of LEP Students Redesignated as Proficient in English
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stressed native-language instruction. Under this teaching method,
LEP students were taught in their native language for long periods of
time (three to seven years). English instruction was limited so that
English language learning took five to 10 years. This drawn out
process resulted in many LEP students never becoming fully fluent in
English.

Confirming the California experience, recent national research has
shown that LEP students receiving native-language instruction had
lower English fluency acquisition, higher dropout rates, and lower
reading scores than LEP students whose instruction was mainly in
English.51

Frustrated by the obvious failure of native-language instruction,
California voters overwhelmingly passed Proposition 227 in 1998. Co-
authored by businessman Ron Unz and southern California teacher
Gloria Matta Tuchman, Prop. 227 barred the use of native-language
instruction in most classrooms in favor of sheltered English immer-
sion. Unlike the anti-227 propaganda that attempted to portray
English immersion as nothing more than “sink or swim,” immersion
instruction is based on a solid curriculum and teaching methodology. 

Key characteristics of immersion instruction include: 1) LEP stu-
dents receive a daily comprehensive program of English language
development which focuses on all aspects of the English language, 2)
all immersion students participate as fully as possible in core academic
courses through a modified instructional technique called “Specially
Designed Academic Instruction in English,” 3) all immersion students
spend up to 75 minutes daily engaging in varied learning activities

with non-LEP students so that
LEP students can use their devel-
oping English skills with native-
English speakers, and 4) districts
draw up daily time schedules for
teachers to assist in the planning
of daily tasks for immersion stu-
dents.52

The early post-Prop. 227 evi-
dence shows that English immer-
sion is working. According to an
analysis conducted by the San Jose
Mercury News, as the requirements
of Prop. 227 are implemented in
the classroom, “students are
rapidly acquiring at least a basic
understanding of English.”53

The Mercury News analysis
examined enrollment and STAR
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Figure 13:
1999 LEP STAR Results by Type of Instruction
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test data for LEP students for the 1998-99 school year—the first year
under Prop. 227—and the preceding year. The study divided LEP stu-
dents into those with enough English fluency to be enrolled in main-
stream classrooms where they received no special assistance (29 per-
cent), those enrolled in English-immersion classrooms (49 percent),
and those using waivers to remain in native-language-instruction
programs (12 percent). In the second, third, and fourth grades, based
on STAR test data, LEP students in mainstream or English-immersion
classes made more reading and math progress than those students
who continued to receive native-language instruction.54

For example, in 1999 LEP second-graders in mainstream class-
rooms scored at the 35th percentile on the STAR reading test, and
those in English-immersion classes scored at the 24th percentile,
while those in native-language-instruction classrooms scored at the
19th percentile.55 On the second-grade STAR math test, mainstreamed
LEP students scored at the 43rd percentile, English-immersion stu-
dents scored at the 34th percentile, and native-language-instruction
students scored at the 30th percentile.56

Although fifth-grade students receiving native-language instruc-
tion performed slightly better than those receiving English-immer-
sion instruction, Mercury News education columnist Joanne Jacobs
notes that “when ‘99 scores are compared to ‘98, fifth-grade scores
improved more in elementary schools that switched to English
immersion than in bilingual schools.”57 “Except for fourth-grade
math,” observes Jacobs, “there was more progress in every grade in
English immersion schools.”58

For a variety of reasons, it is still too early to say anything defini-
tive about the effect of Prop. 227 on the achievement of LEP students.
One problem has been that although the law is clear that English
immersion is supposed to be the teaching methodology, many school
districts, especially large urban districts, have dragged their heels in
implementing 227. 

After 227’s passage, then-San Francisco School Superintendent
Bill Rojas publicly stated that he would go to jail before implement-
ing the new law.59 The bilingual-education director in Contra Costa
County declared: “If a child is very limited in English proficiency, we
will offer [native] language instruction. It’s essentially the same as
last year.”60 Stephen Moore, director of fiscal-policy studies at the
Cato Institute and a visiting fellow at Stanford’s Hoover Institution,
found widespread violation of 227:

The Los Angeles Unified School District, for example, has
established two options for immigrant children. Model A is
conventional English immersion with 90 percent of instruction
in English. Model B is called “English immersion,” but in real-

Limited English

Recent national research has
shown that LEP students
receiving native-language

instruction had lower
English fluency acquisition,

higher dropout rates, and
lower reading scores than

LEP students whose
instruction was mainly in

English.
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ity it is the bilingual-education status quo ante, with up to
half of all instruction in native languages. Many school dis-
tricts are channeling all former bilingual-ed kids and new
immigrant arrivals into Model B. Other districts are busy issu-
ing waivers to students in order to fill the old-style bilingual
classes.61

The courts, however, are acting to put an end to this blatant defi-
ance of the the law. In the case of McLaughlin v. State Board of
Education, the California First District Court of Appeals in September
1999 upheld the integrity of Prop. 227 saying, “We conclude that the
plain meaning of Proposition 227 was to guarantee that LEP students
would receive educational instruction in the English language, and
that English immersion programs would be provided to facilitate
their transition into English-only classes.”62 Specifically, the appellate
court struck down efforts by local school districts to seek general
waivers from the state Board of Education which would have
exempted the districts from the requirements of 227.63 Any attempt to
get a waiver from 227’s provisions, said the court, would have to be
initiated by individual parents, not by school-district officials:

Proposition 227 also vests parents of LEP students with the
sole right to seek a waiver from the [measure’s] provision
requiring English-only instruction for their own children.
The [measure’s] language permits no other means by which
the program requirements may be waived, and in fact,
allows for civil action against school districts, educators, and
administrators who fail or refuse to provide English-only
instruction. To the extent there is any ambiguity as to the
intent of Proposition 227, the legislative history clarifies that
the [measure] was designed to wrest from school boards and
administrators decisionmaking authority for selecting
between LEP educational options and repose this power
exclusively in parents of LEP students.64

In December 1999, the California Supreme Court upheld the
appellate court’s decision. Also, in September 1999, the U.S. District
Court for the Central District of California issued a decision in the
case of California Teachers Association v. Davis that upheld the constitu-
tionality of the Prop. 227 provision which holds teachers, administra-
tors, and school board members liable for willfully and repeatedly
refusing to implement English immersion. The court observed that
teachers do not have a constitutional right to determine what curricu-
lum will be taught in the classroom, especially if the teacher’s cur-
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riculum contravenes duly adopted curriculum policies, such as those
required by Prop. 227.65 The state, says the court, “can dictate to
teachers that they teach in English.”66

Given the recalcitrance of many school districts to implement Prop.
227, many LEP students have yet to feel the effects, positive or nega-
tive, of English-immersion programs. Only when Prop. 227 is evenly
implemented across the state can the full effect of English immersion
be observed, researched, and documented.

Not all school districts, however, have been so hesitant in switch-
ing over to English immersion. A June 1999 report by the Institute for
Research in English Acquisition and Development (READ) examined
five California school districts which have implemented English-
immersion programs. Unlike administrators in other school districts
who tried to find loopholes in Prop. 227, the officials in these five dis-
tricts made strong conscious decisions to aggressively implement 227. 

Dr. Marilyn Hildebrandt, assistant superintendent of instruction
for the Ceres Unified School District in Central California, stated: “We
kept preaching the more English the better. If we had not made a
major statement about language use, it would have dissipated the
intent of immersion quickly.”67 Thus, Ceres Unified, which has a
large LEP population of Hispanic, Hmong, Lao, and Arab students,
adopted a policy which required that English be used at all times
during regular classroom instruction.68

The READ report also revealed a realization among officials in
these five districts that native language instruction was not working.
For example, James Brooks, superintendent of the Riverdale Unified
School District located near Fresno, observed that: “It came down to
the progress—or lack of progress—that our LEP students were mak-
ing in our previous bilingual classrooms. What we were doing was
very inadequate.”69 Dr. Neil McKinnon, assistant superintendent of
the Orange Unified School District in Southern California, who
repeatedly clashed with the California Department of Education over
the Department’s bias in favor of native language instruction, found
that: “Immersion turned out to be the most coherent program we
ever offered LEP students.”

Overhauling California’s teacher training curriculum is crucial
if Prop. 227 is ever to be fully implemented. According to the
READ report:

A review of [the California teacher training] curriculum shows
scant attention dedicated to informing California educators
about immersion education, its history, where it is used, and
its results. Instead, teachers are fed a steady diet of informa-
tion that basically endorses native language instruction.
Indeed, many non-bilingual educators emerged from these
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training programs probably more knowledgeable about bilin-
gual programs (one in which they could not teach) than about
English immersion, a program design at least more consistent
with most districts’ and schools’ resources (English-speaking
teachers and English-language materials).70

Finally, a well-designed evaluation and assessment plan must be
adopted to monitor the progress of LEP students. All five districts
adopted Orange Unified’s evaluation program that closely monitors
and records the English-fluency development of immersion
students.71 This program will allow the districts to compare the
progress of their LEP students over time and with other districts.
Also, since the state’s SAT-9 test scores are now broken down by LEP
and non-LEP scores, it will be easier to make judgements about
immersion’s effect on the performance of LEP students.

The voters, courts, and research have spoken loudly that native-
language instruction is dead in California. English immersion is now
the law and its full implementation should be a key goal for all
school districts in the state.

Dropout Rate

In the 1997 edition of the Index, PRI pointed out that the official
dropout figures provided by the California Department of Education
(CDE) were almost surely understated. The CDE issued two types of
dropout rates: the “single-year” dropout rate and the “derived”
dropout rate. The “single-year” dropout rate compared the enroll-
ment and dropout figures for the high-school grades in the same
school year.72 The “derived” rate calculated the dropout rate that a
graduating class has experienced since grade nine.73 These rate calcu-
lations seriously undercounted the number of dropouts, especially
over a four-year period. 

For instance, students who dropped out of school during the
summer and failed to enroll in the fall were not counted. Individual
schools could also eliminate a dropout from their books by transfer-
ring a student’s records to an independent study program without
verifying what had actually happened. Schools could also claim that
a student had moved out of state without any supporting evidence.
For its part, the state does not have the resources to verify the self-
audited reports of schools and school districts.74

Because these dropouts were missed in the CDE’s official dropout
calculations, the official dropout statistics were artificially low. For
example, the CDE’s 1998 “single-year” dropout rate was just 2.9 per-
cent and CDE’s 1998 four-year “derived” rate was 11.7 percent (a
decline from 20 percent in 1992). 
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In 1998, buoyed by these
seemingly positive trends, State
Superintendent of Public
Instruction Delaine Eastin
declared, “In the last decade,
we can be proud of the gains
we have made cutting the per-
centage of high school
dropouts by more than half.”75

Yet, such optimism did not
square with observed reality. 

As the 1997 Index pointed
out, if one used a “cohort”
method of calculating
dropouts, such as the gradua-
tion rate, then the dropout rate
would be three times the
“derived” rate. The graduation
rate takes the number of stu-
dents enrolled in the ninth
grade and compares that number with the number of students who
graduate from high school four years later.76 In 1998, the graduation
rate in California was 67.2 percent. In other words, nearly 33 percent
of ninth-graders who were
enrolled four years previously
did not graduate. California’s
graduation rate has held steady
at this low level for approxi-
mately two decades.

It is true that the method
for calculating the graduation
rate is not perfect. Some stu-
dents do leave the state, enroll
in a private school, or com-
plete graduation requirements
in adult school. However, an
analysis of Louisiana’s dropout
rate by Richard Fossey and Jim
Garvin of Louisiana State
University found that such
deficiencies in cohort dropout
rates are relatively minor.
Fossey and Garvin concluded
that cohort rates are more
accurate measures of true
dropout rates.77

Figure 14:
California Drop-Out Rate
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Figure 15:
California High-School Graduation Rate
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Forced by education activists and the press to justify the discrep-
ancy between the CDE dropout-rate figures and the graduation rate,
State Superintendent Eastin reversed her previous optimistic tone
and questioned the validity of lower state and local-district dropout
statistics saying she was “reluctant to emphasize this positive trend
because of the difficulties associated with collecting quality dropout
data.”78

Eastin acknowledged that even allowing for the minor deficien-
cies in the graduation rate calculations, there were still thousands of
students who were not graduating and who were not counted as
dropouts.79 According to Eastin, although calculating graduation
rates can also be problematic, those numbers are still better indica-
tors of the real dropout rate.80 Eastin also accepted the primary
importance of the graduation rate by saying, “the focus needs to be
on improving graduation and completion rates.”81

The absurdity of the “derived” rate is underscored when looking
at individual district rates. The mammoth Los Angeles Unified
School District (LAUSD), for example, posted an 18.6 percent
“derived” dropout rate in 1998, down from 26.2 percent in 1997 and
32.8 percent in 1996.82 Even CDE officials, however, warned that
such numbers are not reliable. In contrast, LAUSD’s 1998 graduation
rate was only 53 percent.83

One particular criticism of the graduation rate calculation merits
added attention. A partial explanation given by school officials for
the discrepancy between the graduation rate and the dropout rate is
that some students eventually earn a high-school equivalent diplo-
ma, although they earn it past the normal four-year high-school
diploma-granting period.84 Such students, it is argued, should not be
considered dropouts. Nationally, about 17 percent of all new high-
school degrees were awarded through an equivalency exam such as
the General Equivalency Diploma (GED) exam. Research, however,
shows that high-school equivalents like the GED are hardly equiva-
lent to a normal high-school diploma.

In their groundbreaking 1993 study, University of Chicago Pro-
fessors Stephen Cameron and James Heckman came to some very
sobering conclusions regarding the worth of high-school equivalent
degrees such as the GED. Cameron and Heckman found that GED-
certified persons are much less likely than high-school graduates to
attend four-year colleges or undertake any postsecondary
education.85 Even those GED-certified persons who do go on to
higher education are less likely than high school graduates to finish
the programs they begin.86

Perhaps most serious was the finding that GED-certified persons
were indistinguishable from high school dropouts in their perfor-
mance in the labor market. According to Cameron and Heckman,
both dropouts and exam-certified persons had comparably poor

Eastin acknowledged that
even allowing for the minor
deficiencies in the gradua-
tion rate calculations, there
were still thousands of stu-

dents who were not graduat-
ing and who were not count-

ed as dropouts.
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wages, earnings, hours of work, unemployment experiences, and job
tenure.87 They also found evidence that employers discounted the
worth of GEDs.88

Of special interest to today’s discussion of dropout rates versus
graduation rates, Cameron and Heckman found that what mattered
most was the number of years of actual schooling completed by indi-
viduals. Dropouts, GED-certified persons, and high school graduates
who had the same number of years of schooling actually had roughly
similar earnings. High-school graduates earn statistically higher
wages, however, when compared to GED-recipients or dropouts who
have fewer years of schooling.89 As Cameron and Heckman point
out, “There is no cheap substitute for classroom instruction.”90

A 1998 U.S. Department of Education study that examined 50
years of research data on the value of the GED came to many of the
same conclusions as Professors Cameron and Heckman. According to
the federal study, in 1995, GED test takers had completed a mean of
9.9 years of school. High school graduates had completed 2.1 more
years of schooling which translated into 861 more hours of core cur-
riculum courses.91 This disparity has real-world consequences. Once
in the labor market, GED-recipients earned less, worked less, and had
higher job turnover than high school graduates.92 As in the Cameron
and Heckman study, the federal study found that all differences in
earnings between dropouts, GED recipients, and high school gradu-
ates could be explained by differences in years of secondary school-
ing completed.93 In other words, the data once again proved that
there is no substitute for classroom instruction time.

Based on these and other findings, the federal study recommend-
ed that “the common practice of counting GEDs as high school grad-
uates in educational statistics should be reconsidered.”94

The graduation rate, therefore, has explanatory value because it
informs us as to the number of students not receiving that crucial
classroom instruction time. Those not receiving it, whether they be
dropouts who never earn a high school degree equivalent or those
who do, are not being given all the skills they need to function suc-
cessfully in today’s economy. In order to do something about this
problem, policymakers must be honest about the scope of the prob-
lem. That means having an accurate methodology to calculate the
dropout rate. 

In response to the complaints, the State Board of Education has
ordered the CDE to revise its dropout rate methodology. Eventually,
there are plans to track all students so that it will be possible to get a
very accurate dropout-rate figure. 
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Remedial Instruction

One of the most embarrassing education statistics in California is
the number of freshmen entering the California State University
(CSU) system who, because of poor preparation by the public K-12
system, are forced to take remedial classes in math and English.
These high remedial rates are especially frightening since students
admitted to the CSU system are in the top one-third of their graduat-
ing classes.

Systemwide in 1998, 54 percent of CSU incoming freshmen had to
enroll in remedial math courses—nearly double the 28 percent that
had to enroll in remedial math in 1989—while 47 percent had to
enroll in remedial English, down slightly from the 49 percent in 1994,
but still up from the 42 percent in 1989.

The remedial rates were much worse at certain individual CSU
campuses. In 1998 at CSU Los Angeles, 77 percent of entering fresh-
men needed remedial math and 79 percent needed remedial English.
At CSU Dominguez Hills, an astounding 87 percent of entering fresh-
men needed remedial math, while 80 percent needed remedial
English.

When broken down by ethnicity, the CSU remedial numbers mir-
ror the numbers in the NAEP tests. In 1998, 80 percent of African-
American CSU entering freshmen, 73 percent of Mexican Americans,
47 percent of whites, and 43 percent of Asian Americans had to take
remedial math. For those needing remedial English, the numbers
were: 66 percent of African Americans, 65 percent of Mexican

Americans, 65 percent of Asian
Americans, and 28 percent of
whites.

CSU officials, understand-
ably, blame the state’s K-12
public school system for this
tidal wave of academically
unprepared students. Fresno
State University admissions
official Vivian Franco says that
the bleak numbers at her cam-
pus, where 67 percent of enter-
ing freshmen need remedial
math and 53 percent need
remedial English, reflect prob-
lems in the K-12 system, “even
at some of our good schools.”95

The effect on the CSU sys-
tem of so many students

Figure 16:
Percentage of CSU Entering Freshmen Needing Remedial Instruction (1998)

CSU Systemwide

CSU Sacramento

CSU Long Beach

CSU Northridge

CSIU San Bernardino

CSU Los Angeles

CSU Dominguez Hills

0 1 0 2 0 3 0 4 0 5 0 6 0 7 0 8 0 9 0

Source: California State University
Percentage

English      Math



California Index of Leading Education Indicators 2000 -37-

Course Difficulty

requiring remedial assistance has been debilitating. According to J.
Michael Ortiz, provost and vice president for academic affairs at
Fresno State: “[Remedial students] are not at the same competitive
level [as other students]. They either dragged the class down, or
bright students tried to pull them up by the bootstraps. They placed a
huge strain on the faculty.”96 It is unsurprising that in a national
study, only 39 percent of college students assigned to remedial cours-
es completed their bachelor’s degree, versus 69 percent of those who
were not subject to remediation requirements.97

The CSU’s policy, adopted in 1996, is to reduce its share of fresh-
men needing remedial instruction to 10 percent by 2007. In the fall
of 1998, as part of that effort, and to address the problems cited by
Mr. Ortiz of Fresno State, CSU Chancellor Charles Reed announced
a new policy that required incoming freshmen to complete remedial
classes during their first year or leave school and make up work
elsewhere before reapplying. Previously, CSU students could take
remedial classes as late as their junior or senior years, simultaneous-
ly with advanced upper-division classes in their majors. At the end
of the 1998-99 school year, 1,200 students systemwide failed to com-
plete their remedial coursework in the required time period and
were disenrolled.

When employers ask why employees with college degrees seem
so ill-equipped for the workplace, they need look no further for the
answer than the remedial instruction rates at supposedly high-qual-
ity universities. Indeed, one must question the value of a current
college degree in the face of such statistics. The public K-12 school
system has contributed significantly to the degradation and cheap-
ening of the college degree. It is, therefore, incumbent on the K-12
system to right itself and, in the process, restore the prestige of the
college degree. 

Course Difficulty

It should come as no surprise that so many entering college stu-
dents need remedial math instruction when one considers that
California students take fewer difficult math and science classes than
students in other states. Indeed, while many students are not being
asked to take challenging academic classes, school officials are
increasingly requiring trendy politically-correct coursework. For
example, in 1999-2000, the Los Angeles Unified School District
(LAUSD) requires students to take a 20-week racial-sensitivity class.
District officials are forcing this requirement on students even though
LAUSD reported only three racially-motivated crimes in 1998.98

“[Remedial students] are not
at the same competitive level

[as other students]. They
either dragged the class

down, or bright students
tried to pull them up by the
bootstraps. They placed a

huge strain on the faculty.”
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Math
Higher level math courses

are generally divided into five
levels: 1) Algebra/Integrated
Math I (Level One), 2)
Geometry/Integrated Math II
(Level Two), 3) Algebra II/
Integrated Math III (Level
Three), 4) Trigonometry/Pre-
Calculus (Level Four), and 5)
Calculus/AP Calculus (Level
Five).

According to the latest
report of the Council of Chief
State School Officers (CCSSO),
for 1996 high-school graduates,
California ranked at the nation-
al average in percentage of stu-
dents who had taken Level
One courses, but below the
national average in the other

four levels.99 Indeed, in several of the levels California ranked near
the bottom. For instance, of the 32 states that reported statistics, just
49 percent of 1996 California high-school graduates had taken
Algebra II/Integrated Math III. Only Delaware and Hawaii were
ranked lower.100 Also, just 57 percent of 1996 California graduates
had taken Geometry/Integrated Math II. Only Alabama, New
Mexico, and Hawaii were ranked lower.101 And just 25 percent of
1996 California graduates had taken trigonometry/pre-calculus. Only
four other states were ranked lower.102

In fact, from 1990 to 1996, California beat out only Delaware and
Hawaii in the percentage of high-school students who had taken
Algebra II/Integrated Math III.103 This is a critical failing because fin-
ishing a math course beyond Algebra II more than doubles the odds
that a student who enters postsecondary education will complete a
bachelor’s degree.104

Science
The three science courses used as benchmarks by experts are

First-Year Chemistry, First-Year Physics, and First-Year Biology. As in
math, California ranks at or near the bottom in terms of high school
graduates who have taken these challenging science courses.

For instance, of the 33 states reporting statistics, California ranked
dead last in the percentage of 1996 high-school graduates who had
taken First-Year Chemistry (only 39 percent of California’s 1996 grad-

Figure 17: 
Percentage of Students Taking Higher Level Math Courses 
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uates had completed the
course).105 California was also
last in the percentage of 1996
graduates who had taken First-
Year Biology. A declining 79
percent of California 1996
graduates had completed the
course, a five percent decrease
from 1994.106 Also, just 18 per-
cent of 1996 California gradu-
ates had taken First-Year
Physics. Only six states were
ranked lower.107

If one looks at the percent-
age of high-school students in
1996 who took any science
course, regardless of difficulty,
one finds that only 65 percent
of California high-school stu-
dents were taking a science
course. The national average
was 82 percent. That percentage qualified California for a last-place
ranking.108

Core Courses
Another indicator of the difficulty level of students’ coursework is

the percentage of students taking the “A-F core courses.” These core
courses, required by both UC and CSU in order to be eligible for
admission, include specified numbers of classes in history, English,
mathematics, laboratory science, foreign language, and advanced
course/elective. The CSU also adds an extra requirement of a class in
visual/performing arts.

In 1997-98, just 36.6 percent of California high-school graduates
had completed this university-preparatory curriculum. Although this
was an increase over the 31.3 percent of California graduates com-
pleting the curriculum in 1989-90, the bottom line is that 63.4 percent
of California graduates in 1997-98 had not completed this core cur-
riculum.109 Although much attention has been focused on the impact
standardized tests, such as the SAT, have on the admissions eligibility
of certain groups of students, a University of California report points
out that low test scores are rarely the only reason for a student’s ineli-
gibility for the UC system. In 1996, about three percent of ineligible
students were deemed so because of an inadequate combination of
grades and test scores. In contrast, nearly 80 percent of 1996
California high-school graduates were UC ineligible because they

Course Difficulty

Figure 18:
Percentage of Students Taking Chemistry and Physics (1996)
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failed to complete the A-F cur-
riculum, and approximately 63
percent had curricular patterns
totally unrelated to UC prepa-
ration.110

Broken down by ethnicity,
23.8 percent of California’s
Hispanic graduates, 27.8 per-
cent of African-American grad-
uates, 41.0 percent of white
graduates, and 57.8 percent of
Asian-American graduates in
1997-98 had completed the A-F
curriculum. These were all
increases over the percentages
in 1990.111

To be fair, not all high
schools, especially those in
low-income areas, offer the
complete A-F university
preparatory curriculum. That

such a situation exists, however, is but another failing of California’s
public school system.

Standards

One of the most important education developments to occur in
California since PRI published the first edition of this Index has been
the adoption by the state Board of Education of rigorous state acade-
mic content standards in math, science, history, and English language
arts. A comprehensive analysis of California’s new standards and the
general standards/assessment process is contained in the 1999 PRI
study Developing and Implementing Academic Standards.

It is widely accepted that good academic content standards have
nine key characteristics. Standards must be: 1) rigorous, 2) intelligi-
ble, 3) measurable, 4) specific, 5) comprehensive, 6) academic, 7) bal-
anced, 8) manageable, and 9) cumulative. California’s standards score
high in all of these categories. 

For example, California’s math standards are very rigorous. They
give detailed information as to what students should know by the
time they complete a grade. In contrast to “new, new math” teaching
techniques which deemphasize computational skills, California’s
math standards require students to demonstrate specific computa-
tional knowledge. Fourth graders, for instance, must be able to count
into the millions, know decimal places to the hundredths, write frac-

Standards

Figure 19:
Percentage of California High School Graduates Who Have Completed

the A-F College Core Courses (1997-98)

Source: California Postsecondary Education Commission
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tions and equate them to decimal notations, use negative numbers,
compute sums and differences of numbers with decimals, and do
complex multiplication and division. All knowledge requirements are
built upon equally complete and detailed standards from previous
grades. The standards are precisely worded and challenge students to
understand and to perform at a world-class level. Indeed, California’s
math standards are similar to Japan’s, and in some cases even more
demanding. 

California’s English and reading standards are also excellent. For
example, the state’s first-grade reading standards, unlike fuzzy stan-
dards in other states such as New Jersey, cover critical areas such as
phonics, vocabulary, and concept development. The reading stan-
dards are part of a comprehensive set of English standards that
include similarly detailed standards on reading comprehension and
literary response and analysis. Further, subsequent standards in high-
er grades build on the knowledge students are asked to acquire in
earlier grades. The result is a set of standards that is complete, cover-
ing the subject in admirable depth and breadth.

California’s tough new academic content standards are helping
many teachers to focus their teaching efforts. For example, at 118th
Street Elementary School in South Central Los Angeles, whose stu-
dents scored the lowest among all schools in the Los Angeles Unified
School District on the 1997-98 SAT-9 test, the new state standards
have been an important curriculum aid to the school’s faculty.
According to the Los Angeles Times, “The school’s 38 teachers, many
of them new, say the state’s academic standards, posted in every
classroom, have helped them design consistent, focused lessons.”109

In addition, a recent report issued by the U.S. Department of
Education (USDOE) indicates that there is an important link between
a tough curriculum and student achievement. In his landmark study,
Answers in the Tool Box: Academic Intensity, Attendance Patterns, and
Bachelor’s Degree Attainment, USDOE senior research analyst Clifford
Adelman studied a national cohort sample of students over an 11-
year period, examining their high school and college transcripts and
their test scores. He found that the intensity, quality, and difficulty of
a student’s high school curriculum is the most important factor in
determining whether that student will eventually earn a college bach-
elor’s degree. According to Mr. Adelman, “high school curriculum
measures hold a stronger relationship to eventual bachelor’s degree
completion than the other major secondary school performance mea-
sures.”113 As mentioned previously in this paper’s section on math
course difficulty, Mr. Adelman discovered that taking higher level
math classes beyond Algebra II (i.e., trigonometry, pre-calculus, or
calculus) “more than doubles the odds that a student who enters
postsecondary education will complete a bachelor’s degree.”114

Standards
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What is especially interesting about Mr. Adelman’s findings is the
fact that when students were exposed to an intense, high-quality aca-
demic curriculum, factors such as race and socioeconomic status
(SES) became relatively unimportant. For example, students from the
lowest two SES quintiles (i.e., the lowest 40 percent in SES) who were
also in the top academic curriculum quintile (i.e., the top 20 percent
in the intensiveness and quality of high school academic curriculum)
earned bachelor’s degrees at a higher rate than a majority of students
from the top SES quintile.115

Similarly, Mr. Adelman found that, “No matter how many times
(and in different formulations) we try to introduce race as a variable,
it does not meet the most generous threshold criteria for statistical
significance.”116 Indeed, he notes that, “The impact of a high school
curriculum of high academic intensity and quality on degree comple-
tion is far more pronounced and positive for African-American and
Hispanic students than any other pre-college indicator of academic
resources.”117

Whereas only 45.1 percent of all African-American students who
enter a four-year college eventually obtain their bachelor’s degree, 72.6
percent of African-American students who had a high-quality math
curriculum completed their degree. Also, whereas 60.8 percent of all
Hispanic students who enter four-year colleges earn their bachelor’s
degree, 79.3 percent of Hispanics who had a high-quality math curricu-
lum completed their degree. Although having a high-quality math cur-
riculum helped whites and Asians, the magnitude of assistance was
not as dramatic as among African Americans and Hispanics.

Adelman’s findings powerfully counter the criticism that
California’s new high-quality academic content standards are inap-
propriate for low-income minority students. California’s math stan-
dards for the high school grades require all students, including
minorities, to master math subjects beyond Algebra II. Challenging
students to meet this expectation is exactly what will help ensure
their future success in college and in their careers. Lower expecta-
tions, on the other hand, merely ensure that students, especially
minority students, will fail to reach their full potential.

An important corollary to Adelman’s study is that a high-quality
high-school curriculum for all California students can only become
a reality if students in their K-8 careers receive foundational instruc-
tion. Such instruction is necessary if students are to build a knowl-
edge and skill base that allows them to handle a high-quality cur-
riculum once they reach high school. It is, therefore, imperative for
schools and school districts throughout California to make imple-
mentation of the State Board of Education’s K-12 academic content
standards its top priority.

Standards
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According to University of Rochester Professor Eric Hanushek,
one of the nation’s top education economists, “Considerable evi-
dence shows that by far the largest differences in the impact of
schools on student achievement rates relate to differences in the
quality of teachers.”118 Good teachers improve the achievement of
even the hardest-to-teach students, while bad teachers lower the
performance of even the most advantaged students.

Tennessee, for example, has a data system that makes it possible
to link teachers to achievement in their classrooms.119 In a study of
the effect of teachers of varying quality on low-achieving students
in Tennessee, William Sanders, head of the Value-Added Research
and Assessment Center at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville,
found that high-quality teachers had a huge effect on student per-
formance. Sanders grouped teachers into quintiles based on their
effectiveness in producing gains in student learning. On average,
the least effective teachers (those in the lowest quintile) produced
achievement gains of 14 percentile points among low-achieving stu-
dents during the school year. Low-achieving students taught by the
most effective teachers (those in the highest quintile) produced
average gains of 53 percentile points.120

Sanders also found that teacher quality had a significant effect
on middle- and high-performing students. Middle-level-achieving
students gained 10 points with the least effective teachers, while
those with the most effective teachers gained more than 30
points.121 Amongst high-achieving students, there was only a two-
point gain for those students who had the least effective teachers,
but a 25-point gain for those students with the most effective teach-
ers.122

The cumulative effect of good and bad teachers is startling.
When Sanders looked at fifth-grade math scores in Tennessee, he
found that students who had three straight years of very effective
teachers showed achievement gains nearly three times those of stu-
dents who had three straight years of very ineffective teachers.123

Sanders observed that students with initially comparable levels of
achievement have “vastly different academic outcomes as a result of
the sequence of teachers to which they are assigned.”124

The effect of teacher quality on student achievement has been
recorded in other studies. One study found that differences in stu-
dent achievement with a good teacher versus a bad teacher can be
more than one-and-a-half grade levels of achievement within a sin-
gle school year.125 A study of the Dallas school system found that
fourth-graders assigned to three highly effective teachers in a row
experienced significant achievement growth by the end of the sixth

Teacher Quality
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grade, while fourth-graders assigned to three consecutive ineffective
teachers saw their achievement fall by the sixth grade.126

If teacher quality has such an impact on student achievement, the
obvious question is what constitutes a high-quality teacher?
According to recent research, the key characteristics of high-quality
teachers are their verbal and math skills and their content knowledge
of the subjects they teach.127

For example, a Harvard study found that those teachers in Texas
who scored high on the state’s basic literacy exam for teachers were
more likely to produce significant gains in student achievement than
teachers who posted low scores.128 A similar correlation was found
between high teacher test scores in Alabama and student achievement
results.129 The Alabama findings also suggested that modest increases
in teacher test scores could shrink the test-score gap between African-
American and white students in that state by two-thirds.130

While teacher performance on competency exams is important,
one recent study cautions that “most of the states that require teach-
ers to pass competency exams have set relatively modest hurdles.”
The rigor of the exam and the scoring level needed to pass, therefore,
are critical. 

More crucial than even teacher performance on competency
exams is a teacher’s grasp of subject content. Economist Dan
Goldhaber and RAND Education Director Dominic Brewer have
authored several studies linking teacher knowledge of subject content
to student achievement. In a 1996 study of 10th-grade students,
Goldhaber and Brewer used data from the National Educational
Longitudinal Study of 1988 (an ongoing survey of individuals who
were in the eighth grade in 1988) and found that math and science
teachers who majored in those subjects produced higher achieving
students.131 They concluded that “in mathematics and science, it is
the teacher subject-specific knowledge that is the important factor in
determining tenth-grade achievement.”132 In a 1999 study, they found
that math students who have teachers with bachelor’s or master’s
degrees in mathematics outperform students whose teachers do not
hold these credentials.133

Given the vital connection between subject-area content knowl-
edge and student achievement, it is therefore troubling that, although
there has been some improvement, California still continues to lag in
terms of teachers with degrees in the subject which they teach. In
1994, 49.8 percent of California public secondary-school teachers
whose main assignment was to teach math had a mathematics or
math education degree. This statistic tied California with Alaska for a
third-from-the-bottom ranking among all states, above only
Washington and Idaho.134 The national average was 72 percent. The
one upside is that this ranking was an improvement over the state’s

Teacher Quality
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dead-last ranking in 1991,
when only 39 percent of public
secondary-school math teach-
ers had mathematics or math
education degrees. If one adds
math teachers who minored in
math or math education, 61
percent of California public
secondary-school math teach-
ers majored or minored in
math. Only Oregon, Alaska,
and Washington had a lower
percentage of such teachers.135

California’s ranking is not
much better in the category of
public secondary-school teach-
ers who majored in science and
whose main assignment is to
teach science. Only 62 percent
of California science teachers
majored in science, which tied the state with Oklahoma for a fifth-
from-the-bottom ranking. Florida, Tennessee, Kentucky, and
Louisiana ranked lower. The national average was 74 percent. 

If science teachers who minored in science are added, 75 percent
of California public secondary-school science teachers majored or
minored in science. Again, this was still below the national average of
78 percent.136 Overall, in 1994, 27 percent of California public sec-
ondary-school teachers lacked
a degree in the subject they
teach. This put California dead
last among all states.137

Some states are taking steps
to improve the subject-area
content knowledge of teachers.
Pennsylvania Governor Tom
Ridge’s “Teachers for the 21st
Century” program contains
new standards requiring
prospective high-school teach-
ers to fulfill the same course
requirements as their class-
mates seeking a bachelor’s
degree in a particular academic
discipline. According to
Eugene Hickok, Pennsylvania

Figure 20:
Math Teachers Who Majored in Math, Grades 7-12, 1994

Source: Council of Chief State School Officers
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Figure 21:
Science Teachers Who Majored in Science, Grades 7-12, 1994

Source: Council of Chief State School Officers
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secretary of education, and Pennsylvania education official Michael
Poliakoff, “This has always been a best practice in preparing teach-
ers, since it requires them to develop a serious scholarly commit-
ment and expertise in the subjects they teach.”138 As Hickok and
Poliakoff observe, “No amount of training in teaching methodology
can substitute for real intellectual maturation in an academic
area.”139 The Pennsylvania program also requires a prospective
teacher to maintain a minimum 3.0 GPA in the subject area in which
he or she intends to teach.

For those teachers already in the profession, Governor Ridge’s
program would require a minimum of nine semester hours (or the
equivalent) of subject-area-related professional-development course-
work for all teachers every five years.140 Model professional-develop-
ment programs under the governor’s sponsorship offer week-long,
intensive subject-area coursework that upgrades teachers’ knowledge
of what they teach.141

Finally, in administering its federal grants for math and science
teachers, Pennsylvania requires that participating teachers take a pre-
and post-test to demonstrate the value added to teachers’ math and
science skills.142

Currently, there is no standardized curriculum or course of study
in California’s teacher-training programs.143 Thus, it is difficult for
school districts to know the subject-area content knowledge of
prospective teachers. Also, one report notes that professional devel-
opment classes in California have “too frequently consisted of a series
of short, unrelated events: a blur of workshops, conferences, and
courses covering every educational topic under the sun.”144

Given this chaotic situation, California should seriously consider
the merits of Pennsylvania’s teacher-quality program. However, if
California decides to adopt a Pennsylvania-type program, any
required subject-area knowledge must be linked to the state’s new
rigorous academic content standards. Without such an alignment,
there will be a disconnect between the knowledge teachers are gain-
ing and that which they will have to impart to students in the class-
room. 

Teacher Certification

As one way of ensuring some basic level of competence in con-
tent knowledge, states certify teachers in various subjects. A recent
study found that having a teacher with a certification in mathematics
results in higher student achievement equivalent to “more than three-
quarters of a year of schooling.”145 California ranks poorly in the per-
centage of teachers certified to teach the subjects to which they have
been assigned. 

Currently, there is no stan-
dardized curriculum or

course of study in
California’s teacher-training
programs. Thus, it is diffi-
cult for school districts to
know the subject-area con-
tent knowledge of prospec-

tive teachers.
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In 1996, 80 percent of
California math teachers in
grades 9-12 were certified in
mathematics. No other state
had such a low percentage.
California also ranked last in
certified biology teachers (82
percent) and third-from-the-
bottom in certified chemistry
teachers (82 percent). The state
was also below the national
average in certified physics
teachers and earth science
teachers.146 California’s 1996
figures were all lower than
1994, and the picture for the
seventh and eighth grades is
even worse. 

In 1996, just 51 percent of
California’s seventh- and
eighth-grade public-school math teachers were certified. The national
average was 65 percent. Also, only 44 percent of the state’s public
middle-school science teachers were certified. The national average
was 63 percent.147 These numbers are alarming because, as the
Council of Chief State School Officers points out:

Many states find that indicators on middle school science and
mathematics teachers are
critical indicators for two
reasons. First, middle
grades are often where stu-
dents develop strong inter-
ests and aspirations in sci-
ence and mathematics, or,
their interests shift to other
subjects or their interest and
achievement in science and
math decline. Second, mid-
dle grades are often where
states, districts, and schools
find it is difficult to fill posi-
tions with well-qualified
teachers in science and
mathematics.148

Figure 23:
Percentage of Certified Chemistry Teachers, Grades 9-12, 1996

Source: Council of Chief State School Officers
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Figure 22:
Percentage of Certified Math Teachers, Grades 9-12, 1996

Source: Council of Chief State School Officers
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Instructional Practices

It should be remembered that certification, though important, is
not imperative. Policymakers must not lose sight of the bigger picture
which is mastery over subject content. As Hickok and Poliakoff note,
“Students at expensive private schools have always had the benefit of
subject-area specialists who are passionately devoted to their subject
with or without traditional state certification . . . .”149 As long as a
teacher or prospective teacher is able to demonstrate subject mastery,
student performance is likely to go up.

Instructional Practices

One of the key factors in improving student achievement is the
instructional method used by teachers to impart knowledge to stu-
dents. This issue goes deeper than popular discussions over phonics
versus whole language or basic computation versus “new, new
math.” These debates, while important, are part of a larger battle
between contending instructional philosophies that advocate funda-
mentally different ways of teaching children.

The reigning philosophy in schools of education and in the teach-
ing profession is called “constructivism” or, in more extreme form,
“radical constructivism.” The constructivist philosophy believes that
children construct their own knowledge. According to Dr. Tom
Loveless, director of the Brown Center on Educational Policy at the
Brookings Institution:

The premise of constructivism implies that the knowledge stu-
dents construct on their own, for example, is more valuable
than the knowledge modeled for them; told to them; or
shown, demonstrated, or explained to them by a teacher.
Echoing the historical mantra of progressive education—its
means, ends, and motivating force—should be generated from
within the learner, not decided by an external source. The
teacher, the textbook, the curriculum, indeed, the entire school
and the external authorities it embodies are recast as facilita-
tors in the student’s construction of new knowledge, no
longer the sources of it.150

In terms of concrete classroom activities, Dr. Loveless says:

Constructivism also strives to steer classrooms away from
such traditional, facts-oriented learning as knowing the rules
of spelling and grammar, knowing the rules of punctuation
and capitalization, memorizing the multiplication tables and
other basic arithmetical facts, and acquiring the basic decod-
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ing skills related to sound-symbol relationships. Instead,
learning is directed toward problem solving, critical thinking,
learning how to work in groups, and developing a healthy
self-esteem. Basic skills are recognized as useful, but they are
not given top priority in the constructivist classroom, nor is
their mastery presumed necessary before higher-order tasks
can be tackled.151

Dr. Loveless notes that California’s curriculum frameworks in
language arts, adopted in 1987, and mathematics, adopted in 1992,
fully embrace the constructivist philosophy.152 The language arts
framework criticized and deemphasized phonics reading instruction
and separate formal instruction in spelling, grammar, punctuation, or
capitalization.153 According to the framework, learning to read and to
express one’s self with language is “so intensely personal and
human” that it “cannot be limited to a daily list of ten or 15 skill
objectives or the completion of meaningless worksheets.”154 The real
objective is met when “the learner becomes the center of learning
rather than the teacher.”155

Likewise, the mathematics framework says that teachers are “facili-
tators of learning rather than imparters of information,” which allows
students to “construct their own understanding of mathematics.”156

The problem with such frameworks and constructivist philosophy
in general is that there is little empirical evidence to support them.
Dr. Loveless observes that, “Student-centered practices may be
defended on ideological grounds—that granting students power,
whether it is educationally beneficial or not, is intrinsically good—
but empirical support for enhanced learning is weak.”157 Bonnie
Grossen, an education researcher at the University of Oregon, notes
that in a massive federal study of teaching methodologies, “Most of
the models were ‘child centered,’ and the more vehemently ‘child
centered’ the model was, the poorer the results were.”158

The recently adopted state academic content standards are a sig-
nificant rebuke to both the curriculum frameworks and constructivist
philosophy. California’s new standards emphasize acquisition of
basic knowledge and skills, getting the right answer, and the
teacher’s role as the source of knowledge and skill information. 

The problem, of course, is that regardless of what California’s leg-
islators say, teachers in the classroom, many of whom are still guided
by constructivist ideology, will likely continue to teach students using
failed constructivist techniques. Until such practices are stopped,
improving student achievement will be a very slow and difficult
process.

One egregious example of continuing constructivist failure is
Columbus Elementary School in Berkeley. While state education offi-
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cials whine about California’s low ranking in per-pupil spending,
Columbus Elementary spends about $8,000 per pupil, which is far
above the national average of $6,300 per pupil.159 These added dol-
lars pay for more teacher training, equipment, books, student mental
health counseling, social workers, after-school tutoring, science labs,
and day-care facilities.160 Yet, despite all these “wish-list” extras, the
school’s test scores have plummeted dramatically.

While the rest of the state saw increased test scores for the lower
elementary grades, scores on the SAT-9 exam at Columbus for grades
two and three fell over the last two years and now range from the
23rd to the 35th percentile in reading, math, language usage, and
spelling against the national norm.161 Thus, for example, the average
Columbus third-grader reads at a lower level than 77 percent of stu-
dents nationally. The scores for grades four and five have also fallen
across the board.162

Why are Columbus students performing like Yugos when the
school has a Cadillac budget? The main culprit is the school’s dog-
matic ideological commitment to the constructivist teaching method-
ology called “discovery learning.” Discovery learning, like all con-
structivist techniques, asks students to figure out things for them-
selves through trial and error and individual projects, without guid-
ance from teachers as to whether they are getting things right.

In a devastating article, Los Angeles Times reporter Richard Lee
Colvin witnessed “discovery learning” in action at Columbus:

Ann Gilbert, a fifth-grade teacher, watched as her students
worked in pairs measuring the angles of various geometric
shapes. The point of the exercise was to discover that the size
of the angles in five-sided shapes always add up to the same.
But she wasn’t telling her students that. Even when they came
up to her with questions, she didn’t clue them in. Such a les-
son probably won’t pay off in higher test scores immediately,
she said. “But it will by the end of high school because they’ll
really know it,” she said.163

This disturbing lack of teacher guidance was the rule, not the
exception, at Columbus. According to Mr. Colvin, when students
failed to realize, after a science experiment, that the color white
absorbs less heat than the color yellow, a Columbus teacher reacted
thusly:

Rather than correct the mistake, or have them repeat the
experiment, teacher Nancy Bynes tried to start a discussion
about the results. “The yellow and white results are a mystery
to me. I want to hear your ideas,” she said. When her prompts
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failed to get a discussion started, Bynes told the students to
write about what they had seen. Some produced a few partial
sentences. A few filled a page. One girl wandered around the
room until Bynes sat her down, wrote out several sentences,
and left blanks for her to fill in. “It shows you we need the
services we’re getting,” Bynes said. “We have a lot of work to
do, a lot of work to do.”162

Such teaching methodology defies common sense and flies in the
face of experience. When teachers refuse to teach, when they refuse to
impart knowledge, when they refuse to offer real guidance to stu-
dents, is it any wonder that students flounder, lose interest, and fail?
The teachers and administrators at Columbus and the many other
schools that peddle similar constructivist techniques are committing
crimes against California’s children by destroying their futures. But if
constructivism does not work, what does? 

Over the last few decades, only a tiny number of instructional
methods have been shown to have a large positive effect on student
achievement. The method with one of the most significant research
bases is called direct instruction. Direct instruction is also the polar
opposite of constructivism.

According to Lynne Cheney, former head of the National
Endowment for the Humanities and now a fellow at the American
Enterprise Institute:

Direct Instruction teachers, operating from detailed scripts,
tell kids what they need to know, rather than letting them dis-
cover it for themselves, as ed schools advise. Direct
Instruction teachers drill students on lessons (a method edu-
cation professors sneeringly call “drill and kill”). They reward
right answers and immediately correct wrong ones, flying in
the face of ed-school dogma downplaying the importance of
accuracy.165

In its recent major study of 24 different teaching methodologies,
the American Institutes for Research (AIR) uses the following defini-
tion of direct instruction:

Direct Instruction provides a model of instruction that empha-
sizes the use of carefully-planned lessons, designed around a
highly specified knowledge base and a well-defined set of
skills for each subject. A central element of the theory under-
lying Direct Instruction is that clear instruction eliminates
misinterpretations and can greatly improve and accelerate
learning.166



-52- Pacific Research Institute

Instructional Practices

Specifically, direct instruction asks teachers to use “presentation
books,” which are lesson plans that enable highly-scripted, rapid-
paced instruction. These presentation books give teachers instructions
for monitoring and assessing student progress, and for providing
immediate feedback to students.167 Also, a placement test is used for
initial assignment of students by performance level. The pace of
instruction is determined by the performance level of each group.
Students are tested frequently in order to monitor their progress.168

Old fashioned though it may seem to education faddists, the
empirical evidence overwhelmingly demonstrates that direct instruc-
tion improves all aspects of student performance. In their analysis of
34 different studies which examined direct instruction, University of
Oregon Professor Siegfried Engelman and his colleague G.L. Adams
found that direct instruction was effective in improving overall stu-
dent achievement, as well as achievement in language, reading,
mathematics, spelling, health, and science.169 The AIR study found
that the positive effects were long lasting and widespread: “Direct
Instruction also appears to improve chances for later success (e.g.,
graduation rates, and application and acceptance to college rates).
Research also suggests that students who begin Direct Instruction
with low IQs seem to progress at the same rate as students who begin
Direct Instruction with higher IQs (i.e., the approach is effective for
both high- and low-achieving students).”

In the Follow-Through study, a comprehensive federal effort to
analyze a wide range of different teaching methodologies, direct
instruction increased student achievement in math, reading, lan-
guage, and spelling more than any other instructional practice.170

According to University of Oregon education researcher Bonnie
Grossen, “Most analysts of the Follow-Through evaluation data con-
cluded that teacher-directed instruction resulted in stronger academic
outcomes than the popular child-centered models.”171

In addition to improving student academic achievement, direct
instruction also improves students’ feelings of self-worth. The AIR
study noted that, “Direct Instruction also appears to improve stu-
dents affective behavior and social skills: self-esteem/ concept, atti-
tudes toward self and school, attribution of success or failure to self
or outside, and sense of responsibility.”172 Summarizing the Follow-
Through self-esteem indicators, Bonnie Grossen points out an obvi-
ous irony:

The models that had improved self-esteem as their primary
goal often had more negative outcomes, even on the self-
esteem measures. The Direct Instruction model did not target
self-esteem as a goal. However, the sponsors predicted that,
by targeting academic success and engineering the instruction

Old fashioned though it may
seem to education faddists,
the empirical evidence over-
whelmingly demonstrates

that direct instruction
improves all aspects of stu-

dent performance. 
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so students were highly successful every step of the way, self-
esteem would result. . . . [T]hese predictions were accurate.173

Direct instruction was tried on an experimental basis in San
Diego and the results were so eye-opening that the ABC-TV news
show 20/20 aired a special segment on the success of the program.
ABC found that, because of direct instruction, kindergartners in low
socioeconomic areas were reading and doing math above grade
level. One pleased parent said of his kindergarten child’s perfor-
mance: “He’s multiplying. He’s tracking three digit numbers, carry-
ing numbers.”174

ABC reporter John Stossel, after witnessing impressive perfor-
mances of spelling and math by young students, commented: “Of
course this regimentation works. In California, where education
reform has failed and failed again, this school [in San Diego] and
dozens of others have raised test scores sharply by using direct
instruction.” He was shocked, therefore, to learn that despite its suc-
cess, direct instruction was to be discontinued in San Diego because,
as the then San Diego school superintendent claimed, “it doesn’t
allow [students] to be as creative as they’d like.”

The San Diego superintendent’s prejudice against direct instruc-
tion, unfortunately, is the dominant attitude of the education estab-
lishment in California. Yet, if the state is really serious about improv-
ing student achievement, a radical change in teaching methodology
must occur. Only scientifically-proven instructional practices such as
direct instruction should be used in the classroom. The future of edu-
cation in California must not be Columbus Elementary. 

Class-Size Reduction

Perhaps the most popular education reform passed in recent
years in California is class-size reduction. Parents, teachers, and
politicians love it because it makes easy, superficial sense: smaller
classes mean teachers have more time to spend helping individual
students. From 1996-97 to 1998-99, California spent approximately $5
billion on class-size reduction, which targets grades K-3. 

Under the program’s provisions, there is to be one certificated
teacher for each group of 20 students or less. Teachers are also to
receive staff development training in techniques for small-group
instruction and teaching reading. In 1998-99, schools which offered a
full school day with reduced class size received $832 per participating
student. In future years, this amount will be adjusted for inflation.
Schools may also offer reduced class size for part of the day, primari-
ly for math and reading instruction. The class-size program is being
expanded to cover ninth-grade core classes.
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Despite its popularity, is reducing class size really an effective
way to improve student performance? According to University of
Rochester Professor Eric Hanushek, a leading expert on class-size
reduction, the answer is “no.” In a 1998 study, Professor Hanushek
found little, if any, correlation between reduced class size and
increased student achievement.175

For example, between 1950 and 1995, pupil-teacher ratios fell
nationally by 35 percent. Yet student performance indicators such as
scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress did not go
up.176 After surveying 277 studies that attempted to correlate pupil-
teacher ratio and student achievement, Professor Hanushek conclud-
ed: “There is little reason to believe that smaller class sizes systemati-
cally yield higher student achievement. While some studies point in
that direction, an almost equal number point in the opposite direc-
tion.”177

Data from overseas also offer no encouragement for backers of
smaller classes. When Professor Hanushek examined the relationship
between student performance and pupil-teacher ratios using six
international tests in math and science administered between 1960
and 1990, he actually found a correlation between larger class sizes
and improved student performance.178

Even the Tennessee class-size-reduction experiment, which
California officials cite to support their efforts, does not hold up
under analysis. In Tennessee, reducing class size did help students in
kindergarten, but didn’t improve student performance beyond the
first grade.179

Further, the Tennessee experiment compared student performance
in classes of 15 versus regular-sized classes of 23. Professor Hanushek
points out: “The California program was designed to move classes
down to around that of the regular-sized classes in the Tennessee
experiment. No evidence from [the Tennessee experiment] relates to
the likely effects of such a policy change (as opposed to moving class-
es down to the level of 15-to-1).”180 Given this lack of evidence,
Professor Hanushek says that “across-the-board policies of class size
reductions, such as those enacted in 1996 for elementary education
through grade three across the State of California, are unlikely to
have a beneficial effect on overall student performance.”181

Professor Hanushek’s conclusion is that the current wave in
enthusiasm for class-size reduction is misguided. He warns that:

Existing evidence indicates that achievement for the typical
student will be unaffected by instituting the types of class-size
reductions that have been recently proposed or undertaken.
The most noticeable feature of policies to reduce overall class
sizes will be a dramatic increase in the costs of schooling, an
increase unaccompanied by achievement gains.182
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Professor Hanushek’s predictions and conclusions have been
borne out by studies of the California class-size-reduction program.
Using data from California’s SAT-9 tests for students involved in the
class-size-reduction program, a June 1999 study by the CSR Research
Consortium, which included RAND and several other education
research organizations, found only a slight achievement gain by
third-graders.183 This gain did not come close to matching even the
relatively small gain resulting from Tennessee’s class-size-reduction
experiment.184 Also, while in Tennessee the more disadvantaged stu-
dents experienced the greatest achievement increase, no equivalent
increase was observed among disadvantaged students in
California.185 As the study’s authors observe, “these findings are
inconsistent with the Tennessee experiment that so influenced
California legislators.”186

Further, the Consortium study found that when compared to
other variables affecting student achievement, such as family and
socioeconomic status, class-size reduction had by far the weakest
effect on student achievement.187 The study also pointed out that any
small positive effect of class-size reduction on student achievement is
diluted by the fact that: “Other circumstances could account for some
of the [class-size-reduction] effect, so the student achievement gains
in smaller classes should probably be attributed to [class-size reduc-
tion] and an unknown combination of other reforms.”188 In other
words, it is unknown “whether it is even the [class-size reduction]
program that was the cause of this gain.”189

Finally, the Consortium study reiterated Professor Hanushek’s
point about the impact of the difference between the actual numbers
of students in Tennessee’s reduced class size and in California’s
reduced class size. In addition to California’s unique problems of too
many uncredentialed teachers and large numbers of LEP students,
the Consortium study noted that classes in Tennessee’s class-reduc-
tion experiment “were 13 to 17 students per teacher, not 20.”190 Such
discrepancies, concluded the study, could explain the difference in
student achievement between the two states’ programs.191

Other researchers have also concluded that California’s class-size
reduction program is not cost-effective. Edward Lazear, an economics
professor at the Stanford University Graduate School of Business, has
built a statistical model showing that “reducing class size from 30
students to California’s target of 20 would increase average educa-
tional performance by only four percent—but it would cost 30 per-
cent more.”192 Professor Lazear, therefore, concludes that “blanket
policies of class-size reduction are inefficient and wasteful.”193

Instead of class-size reduction, Professor Lazear, like Eric
Hanushek, emphasizes the importance of teacher quality. “A good
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teacher in a large classroom,”
says Professor Lazear, “is more
effective than a poor teacher in a
small one.”194 Professor
Hanushek himself points out that,
“Variations in teacher quality
have been shown to be extraordi-
narily important for student
achievement, and the econometric
studies providing such results
indicate that these variations
completely dominate any effects
of altered class size.”195

Yet, a huge problem with
California’s class-size reduction
program has been precisely its
detrimental effect on the quality
of teachers in the classroom. In
the first two years of the pro-

gram, the K-3 teacher workforce increased by 38 percent or 23,500
teachers. However, as the Consortium study found, “Teachers in K-3
classrooms in 1997-98 tended to be less experienced, less educated,
and less likely to be fully credentialed than the teachers in these
grades prior to [class-size reduction].”196 Whereas in 1995, only one
percent of K-3 teachers were not fully credentialed, by 1997 that num-
ber had risen to 12 percent. In 1997, 23 percent of K-3 teachers had a
bachelor’s degree or less versus 17 percent in 1995. In 1997, 28 per-
cent of K-3 teachers had three years of experience or less versus 17
percent in 1995. Many new teachers were hired with emergency per-
mits, waivers, or internship credentials.197 While the impact of cre-
dentials on student achievement is still controversial, it is more
accepted that the lack of subject-matter knowledge among new teach-
ers will have a negative impact on California students.

The schools hardest hit by the drop in teacher quality were those
with the highest percentage of low-income students. According to the
Consortium study: “Prior to class-size reduction, schools with the
highest percentage of low-income students had only about 1 percent
more uncredentialed teachers than schools with the lowest percent-
age of low-income students. By 1997-98, that gap had widened to just
over 15 percent.”198

This drop in teacher quality spawned by California’s class-size-
reduction program is likely a partial explanation, at least, for the lack
of significant improvement in student achievement in the smaller
classes. As Professor Hanushek says: “Thus, if new [teacher] hires
resulting from a class-size reduction policy are above the average

Figure 24:
Percentage of California K-3 Teachers 

Who Have a Bachelor's Degree or Less

Source:  CSR Research Consortium
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quality of existing teachers, average student performance is likely to
increase. If below, average student performance is likely to fall with
class-size reductions.”199

Finally, it is not apparent that the big selling point for class-size
reduction—more attention by teachers to individual student needs—
is actually occurring in the classroom. The Consortium study found
that based on survey data, “teachers in both types of classes [i.e.,
reduced-size and non-reduced size] spent on average about the same
time working individually with students in language arts and mathe-
matics.”200 Teachers in reduced-sized classes did devote some extra
time to poor readers. However, the Consortium study noted, “that
extra time was small: on average, poor readers received individual-
ized help three times a week in smaller classes compared to two and
a half times a week in larger classes.”201

Californians must demand education reforms that work. The evi-
dence from overseas, from the vast bulk of the academic literature,
from experiments in other states, and from California’s own experience
strongly demonstrates that class-size reduction does not work. It does
not greatly improve student performance, and it reduces teacher quali-
ty and costs billions of tax dollars. It should be abandoned and the
money redirected to reforms with a proven record of effectiveness.

Teacher Vs. Non-Teacher Ratio

Although the pupil-teacher ratio has received much attention in
California over the last few years, critics of the current public school
system point to the ratio of non-teachers to teachers as equally impor-
tant. It is argued that the higher the number of non-teachers to teach-
ers, the greater the likelihood of more bureaucracy, which siphons off
tax dollars that should go into the classroom.

According to the latest figures from the U.S. Department of
Education’s National Center for Education Statistics, California’s
public education system had 468,246 employees in fall 1996. Of these,
219,389 were non-teachers and 248,857 were teachers. The ratio of
non-teachers to teachers was just under one to one.

This ratio, however, has undoubtedly changed because of the
increase in the number of teachers resulting from California’s class-
size-reduction program. In 1997-98, the state said the number of
teachers had climbed to 270,497.

Although the non-teacher to teacher ratio may have decreased,
the question of bureaucracy still remains, especially when one consid-
ers the lean administration in private school systems such as the
Catholic parochial system.

This drop in teacher quality
spawned by California’s

class-size-reduction program
is likely a partial explana-
tion, at least, for the lack of
significant improvement in
student achievement in the

smaller classes.
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Teacher Salaries and Benefits

According to the U.S. Department of Education, in 1997-98,
California ranked tenth among all states in teacher salary with an aver-
age salary of $43,725. In that same year, California ranked eighth in the
salary of instructional staff (supervisors, principals, classroom teachers,
and other instructional staff) with an average salary of $45,610.

Not only are California teacher and instructional staff salaries
among the most generous in the nation, these salaries have increased
significantly in real terms over the years. In constant 1997-98 dollars,
the average annual teacher salary rose from $37,543 in 1979-80 to
$43,725 in 1997-98—a real inflation-adjusted increase of 16.5 percent.
Similarly, the average annual salary for instructional staff, in constant
1997-98 dollars, rose from $38,806 in 1979-80 to $45,610 in 1997-98—a
real increase of 17.5 percent.

California teacher salaries also compare very favorably with the
state’s average per-capita income and the average private sector
salary. In 1997-98, the average teacher salary in California was 70 per-
cent higher than the state’s average per-capita income. Also in 1997-
98, the average teacher salary in California was 43 percent higher
than the average salary in the private sector.

In addition to their salaries, teachers in California receive gener-
ous benefit packages. The California Department of Finance estimates
teacher benefits at 30 percent of salaries. Using this methodology, the
combined average teacher salary and benefit package in 1997-98
would have a value of $56,844.

It is often claimed that teachers in California are underpaid.
Depending on what teacher salaries are being compared to, that may
or may not be true. What is certainly true, however, is that teacher

salaries and salary increases are
not determined by supply and
demand for teachers in different
fields. Because of the high
demand in industry for math and
science majors, there is an under-
supply of math and science teach-
ers who have majored in these
subjects. This undersupply prob-
lem is not as acute in other fields
such as English or the social sci-
ences. Yet, despite the differences
in supply and demand, all teach-
ers, regardless of what subject
they teach, are paid based on the
same uniform salary scale. Does
this make sense?

Figure  25:
Inflation-Adjusted California Average Annual Teacher Salary

Source: U.S. Department of Education
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If there is a higher demand for math and science teachers relative
to teachers in other fields, then it would be more sensible to establish
a differential pay scale and pay math and science teachers more than
teachers in other fields. Wages and salaries in the private sector are
determined by supply and demand for specific types of labor. The
burden of proof is on those who claim it should be different in the
teaching profession.

Some charter schools in California hire teachers on individual
annual contracts, paying and retaining teachers based on the achieve-
ment of their students. Instead of uniform wages based on a union
collective-bargaining agreement, teacher salaries are based on perfor-
mance. Not only does this model allow for pay based on merit, it also
allows charter school officials to pay higher salaries to teachers in
fields where there is higher demand and competition for scarce per-
sonnel resources is great. Despite the self-interested objections of the
teacher unions, expansion of this model beyond charter schools
should be given serious consideration.

Expenditures

Total Spending
California law basically guarantees that education is the state’s

largest expenditure. State spending on K-12 education is guided by
the requirements of Proposition 98, the 1988 voter-approved state
constitutional amendment that established a minimum funding level
for K-12 schools and community colleges. Prop. 98 K-12 education
funding is calculated as the sum of State General Fund dollars allo-
cated by state government to K-12 schools plus local property tax rev-
enues devoted to schools. In 1999-00, the Prop. 98 education funding
total is estimated to be $33.6 billion. It is this Prop. 98 spending total
that is most often used by state officials and the media to describe the
amount California spends on education. 

How much education spending is dictated by Prop. 98 in any
given year? The minimum funding level required by Prop. 98 is
determined by one of three specific formulae. Which one of these for-
mulae is used for a given year is determined by the economic condi-
tions faced by the state at that time. The requirements of Prop. 98
may also be suspended under certain circumstances.202

Although the Prop. 98 spending total is commonly used to
describe California education spending, there are many other sources
of education funding that do not make it into the Prop. 98 calculation.
For example, the federal government’s 1999-00 contribution of nearly
$4.4 billion to education spending in California isn’t counted, even
though it accounts for 10 percent of total K-12 revenues. Big ticket
items included in this federal contribution are: approximately $1 bil-
lion in Title I money for poor and disadvantaged students, $513 mil-

If there is a higher demand
for math and science teach-
ers relative to teachers in

other fields, then it would be
more sensible to establish a
differential pay scale and

pay math and science teach-
ers more than teachers in

other fields. 
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lion for special education, and $129 million
for class-size reduction. 

Also omitted are hundreds of millions of
dollars in state and local funds allocated
annually to pay for school capital costs, i.e.
debt service on state and local school con-
struction bonds. This omission is curious
since every time a state or local school con-
struction bond makes the ballot, supportive
politicians and education officials always
claim that a vote for the bond is a vote for
children’s education. How, they ask, can
Johnny or Jenny learn if he or she is sitting in
a run-down overcrowded classroom? Yet,
once those bonds are approved, the annual
cost of the bonds is not included in how

much California spends to educate Johnny or Jenny.
In addition, $786 million in State Lottery money, $2.6 billion from

various local fund sources, and $65 million from various other state
fund sources are not counted in calculating 1999-00 Prop. 98 K-12
funding. 

All these uncounted education revenue sources add up to about
$10.7 billion. Add this amount to the $33.6 billion in Prop. 98 K-12
funding and one gets a total of $44.3 billion in total K-12 revenues in
California for 1999-00. This is more than a 10 percent increase over
the $40.1 billion of total revenues devoted to K-12 in 1998-99.

According to the latest data (1996-97), the state reports that
schools spend 61.7 percent of their funding on classroom instruction.
It should be noted that the state Little Hoover Commission has esti-
mated that salaries of teachers and instructional aides account for 80
to 90 percent of classroom instruction costs.203

Categorical Spending
Revenues devoted to education are allocated in one of two main

ways. First, about two-thirds of all funds are distributed to school
districts as general revenue limits or other no-strings-attached distrib-
utions that allow the districts full flexibility in choosing how to spend
these tax dollars. The remaining one-third of education revenues dis-
tributed to school districts is earmarked for specific designated pur-
poses and cannot be spent on the general expenses of the district.
This latter type of funding is known as categorical aid. 

There are currently more than 60 categorical programs funded by
the state and several more funded by the federal government. Special
education, class-size reduction, and desegregation are among the
more well-known categorical programs. Table 2 shows the spending

Table 1
Total K-12 vs. Prop. 98 Revenues 

(1999-2000)

Total K-12 Proposition 98
Revenues Revenues
$ Millions $ Millions

State General Fund $26,045 $23,748 
State Lottery 786 N/A
Other State Funds 65 N/A
Federal Funds 4,354 N/A
Local Property Tax 9,936 9,865
Local Debt Service Tax 498 N/A
Other Local Funds 2,595 N/A
TOTAL $44,279 $33,613
Source: California Department of Education
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Table 2
Categorical Spending Programs (1999-2000)

State Programs 1999-2000 ($Millions) State Programs (cont.) 1999-2000 ($Millions)

Special Education 2,258.598 Educational Technology 22.364
Class Size Reduction - Grades K-3 1,534.254 Charter School Categorical Programs 20.000
Child Development, Preschool 854.750 School Development Plans Resource Consortia 19.615
Desegregation 643.008 Dropout Prevention Program 19.202

(Court Ordered $504.993, Voluntary $138.015) High-Risk Youth and Public Safety 18.000

Adult Education & CalWorks 542.246 Partnership Academies 16.276
Transportation, Home to School 455.893 School/Law Enforcement Partnerships 11.608
EIA (Economic Impact Aid) 394.105 Tenth Grade Counseling 9.749
SIP (School Improvement Program) 385.921 Apprentice Program 9.508
ROC/P (Regional Occupational Centers/Programs) 320.383 Foster Youth Programs 7.677

Instructional Materials - Standards-based 250.000 Academic Improvement & Achievement 5.000
Staff Development Day Buyout 225.146 Demonstration Programs and Intensive Instruction 5.530
Summer School and Remedial Programs 309.777 Administrator Training 4.633
Class Size Reduction 9th Grade 160.664 Specialized Secondary School Programs 4.506
School Library Materials 158.500 County Office of Education and Fiscal Oversight 4.080

Instructional Materials - Grades K-8 & 9-12 158.062 Agriculture Vocational Education 3.798
Digital High School 151.100 Bus Replacement 3.995
Deferred Maintenance 143.700 Indian Education Programs/Centers 3.981
Per-Pupil Block Grant 134.000 Gang Risk Intervention 3.000
Mentor Teacher/Peer Assistance and Review 125.000 Plus Other Programs under 3 million

High Achieving/Improving Schools 96.150 Major Federal Programs 1999-2000 ($Millions)
Child Nutrition 75.471
Reading Program 75.000 Child Nutrition 1,290.106
Per-Pupil Testing and Test Development 74.669 Title I [Formerly Chapter I] 1,014.009
Year-Round School Incentives 73.825 (ESEA, $905.561, Migrant Education, $108.448)

Child Development 620.409
School Safety Block Grant 71.078 Special Education 453.198
Categorical Programs Block Grant 67.831
Immediate Interventions/Underperforming Schools 63.704 Class-Size Reduction 129.142
English Learner Student Assistance/Teacher Training 55.000 Vocational Education 119.613
Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment 51.344 Drug-Free Schools 45.494

Goals 2000 47.428
Beginning Teacher Minimum Salary 50.000 Educational Technology 45.204
Teacher Performance Program (II/USP schools) 50.000
English Language Acquisition 50.000 Adult Education 42.284
GATE (Gifted and Talented Education) 49.601 Emergency Immigrant Education 39.174
Healthy Start 39.000 Title VI [formerly Chapters] 38.472

Comprehensive School Reform Demonstration
Community Day Schools 30.423 (CSRD) Program (II/USP School S) 32.446
Tobacco Use Prevention Program 27.044 Title II ESEA (Professional Development) 31.873
Miller-Unruh Reading 26.328
Classroom Library Materials 25.000

Source: EdSource
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on the major state categorical programs contained in the 1999-2000
state budget.

There are significant problems with the categorical approach to
education funding. In its review of categorical programs, the state
Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) found the following major defi-
ciencies:

• No conclusive evidence on the success of categorical pro-
grams. Most programs are never evaluated. Categorical
programs that have been evaluated reveal a mixed record
of success.

• State rules restrict needed local flexibility. Complex and
detailed program requirements in some programs reduce
the flexibility needed by schools to maximize the impact of
funds on improving student achievement.

• A fragmentation of local programs. Without a local strate-
gy for integrating categorical programs with the basic edu-
cational program, process requirements of the categorical
programs shape local responses rather than the needs of
students.

• Funding formulas create negative incentives. Some cate-
gorical programs create financial incentives that encourage
schools to act in ways that are not in the best interests of
students.

• Blurred accountability for meeting student needs. Creat-
ing separate programs for specific student needs creates
confusion about who is responsible for improving student
achievement.204

According to the LAO, “there is little evidence that categorical
programs successfully meet their intended goals.”205

In an effort to give local districts some flexibility in spending cate-
gorical funds, the legislature created the so-called “mega-item.”
Under the mega-item, districts were allowed to move up to 15 per-
cent of funds from one categorical program to another in order to
meet local needs. The 1999-00 Budget Act, however, eliminated the
mega-item. In its place, the Act increased slightly the percentage of
categorical dollars that districts can shift between categorical pro-
grams, but now districts must report any shifted amounts to the
California Department of Education. These limited attempts to
increase flexibility, unfortunately, still fail to address the fundamental
problems with the categorical approach to funding. 
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If the categorical method of funding is flawed, then how should
these funds be distributed? A better approach would be to block
grant funds to local districts, attaching only limited basic require-
ments. The LAO recommends several types of block grants. For
example, a “District Accountability Block Grant” would provide
funds for textbooks, new teacher training, and facility improve-
ments. However, “If a district certified that it provides an adequate
level of support in these areas, however, it would be free to spend
these funds for other high-priority purposes.”206 The LAO also rec-
ommends block grants based on how well local districts are meeting
the state academic content standards.207 Finally, the LAO recom-
mends block grants in general program areas such as staff develop-
ment and compensatory education.208

Block granting categorical funds would accomplish several
objectives. First, it would increase the chance that actual local needs
would be met. It would also increase locally-elected officials’
responsibility for spending decisions, thereby allowing voters to
know where the buck stops and to do something about it.

State Per-Pupil Spending
When Governor Gray Davis signed the state budget, the San

Francisco Chronicle reported that, “Although the amount spent per
pupil will rise by $274 to $6,025, state spending remains far lower
than the national average of $7,583 in the 1999-2000 school year.”203

The state’s per-pupil spending figure, however, is misleading.
The official per-pupil spending rate of $6,025 cited by the

Chronicle is derived by dividing Prop. 98 K-12 revenues (i.e., the sum
of state General Fund dollars for K-12 education plus local property
tax contributions) by the average daily number of students attending
school in California (otherwise known as average daily attendance or
ADA). As noted above, however, Prop. 98 revenues ($33.6 billion)
grossly understate the true amount of K-12 funding. 

If one were instead to divide total 1999-00 K-12 revenues of $44.3
billion by the state’s average daily attendance of just under 5.6 mil-
lion students, one would get a per-pupil funding figure of $7,937.
Even if one takes out money spent on adult education ($584 million)
and pre-kindergarten child-development programs ($1.5 billion), one
still gets approximately $7,535 in per-pupil funding. That’s around 25
percent higher than the per-pupil funding figure of $6,025 given out
by state officials and used by the media.

Further, if one were to take a historical look at per-pupil funding
in California, one would find that the state is spending much more
now than in years past. For instance, using 1996-97 constant inflation-
adjusted dollars, the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC)
calculates that California spent $4,296 per pupil in 1976-77 versus
$5,469 in 1996-97—a 27.3-percent real increase.210 Using 1995-96 con-
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stant dollars, the U.S.
Department of Education’s
National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES), in its 1998
Digest of Education Statistics,
calculates that California spent
$2,229 per pupil in 1959-60 ver-
sus $5,108 in 1995-96—a 129-
percent real increase.211

Remember, too, these figures
do not include all the revenue
sources that make up total K-12
funding.

The point is, California is
not pennypinching education.
The poor performance of
schools and students in the
state cannot be blamed on the
all too common complaint that
not enough money is being
spent on public education.

After examining decades of academic research, University of
Rochester Professor Eric Hanushek found that, “there is little system-
atic relationship between school resources and student
performance.”212 The point, says Hanushek, is that “how money is
spent is much more important than how much is spent.”213

In other words, no matter how much is spent on education,
unless those funds are channeled into programs that work (e.g.,
teacher training emphasizing subject-matter competence, implemen-
tation of the state’s rigorous academic content standards, and the
introduction of competition into the system through school choice),
Californians should not expect any change or improvement in the
state’s public education.

District Per-Pupil Spending
It should also be noted that the per-pupil spending numbers for

many school districts are much higher than the statewide figures.
Working on behalf of Pacific Research Institute, Carl Brodt, a com-
mercial bank vice president and certified management accountant,
undertook the daunting task of analyzing the budgets of 10 large
school districts in California, plus the budget for the Sausalito
Elementary School District. Figure 27 shows the budget revenues and
per-pupil funding for these districts in 1999-00.214

As one can see, the per-pupil funding amounts are very consider-
able. Oakland’s per-pupil funding is $7,933, while Fresno’s is $7,994.

Figure 26:
1999-2000 California Per-Pupil Funding

Source: California Department of Education and Pacific Research Institute Analysis
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San Jose will have funding of
$8,372 per student, Los Angeles
will have $9,028, and San
Francisco will have $10,021.
Most amazing, though, is the
Sausalito Elementary School
District in Marin County,
which will have funding for a
staggering $16,555 per student. 

Furthermore, confirming
Professor Hanushek’s research
mentioned earlier, there is no
guarantee that such high
spending figures will increase
student achievement. For
example, in Sausalito, where
per-pupil spending is thou-
sands of dollars higher than
the highest per-pupil-spending
state, large majorities of students
in nearly all grades scored below
the 50th percentile on the state-
administered SAT-9 test.

High funding and low test
scores are not the only problems
afflicting the districts analyzed
by Mr. Brodt. As he was gather-
ing the data for his calculations,
he encountered incompetence,
obfuscation, and byzantine
bureaucracy. Mr. Brodt’s first-
hand observations are included
in this section and should serve
as a wake-up call to Californians
who mistakenly believe that pub-
lic inquiry is welcomed by the
official representatives of “pub-
lic” education. 
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Figure 27:
1999-2000 District Per-Pupil Revenue Funding

Source: Compiled from 1999-00 school district budgets and analyzed by Carl Brodt
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Table 3
Percentage of Students Scoring at or above the 50th Percentile

on the 1999 Statewide SAT-9 Test

District Grade 2 Grade 6 Grade 9 Grade 11
Oakland Reading 35% 24% 18% 20%

Math 41% 30% 35% 34%

Sausalito Reading 30% 38% — —
Math 36% 33% — —

Fresno Reading 26% 30% 21% 29%

Math 35% 38% 37% 44%
San Jose Reading 44% 45% 44% 44%

Math 50% 48% 61% 57%

San Francisco Reading 55% 45% 43% 41%
Math 60% 56% 64% 60%

Sacramento Reading 51% 41% 28% 33%

Math 45% 50% 42% 45%
Kern H.S. Reading — — 28% 27%

Math — — 41% 34%

Los Angeles Reading 24% 24% 18% 25%
Math 36% 42% 31% 38%

San Bernardino Reading 28% 25% 19% 25%

Math 36% 35% 32% 38%
San Diego Reading 50% 45% 38% 38%

Math 56% 50% 49% 49%

Santa Ana Reading 21% 15% 10% 15%
Math 37% 28% 29% 35%

Source: 1999 STAR Test results
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Since the 1993 California School Voucher Initiative, apologists for
the disastrous status quo in the state’s K-12 education have argued that
issuing State-funded scholarships to children trapped in bad public
schools would not meet basic standards of fiscal accountability. Public
schools, say these apologists, are less likely to short-change taxpayers
than private schools because the financial records and planning docu-
ments of the public school system are open to public inspection. 

My recent experiences with gathering such data to develop per-
student spending numbers for a study being done by the Pacific
Research Institute (PRI), however, completely belie any notion that
meaningful fiscal accountability exists in California’s public education
today. To establish such accountability via public scrutiny, the taxpaying
voters need to be able to answer the following question, “How much
does the government at all levels spend on my child or grandchild, and
how is it spent?” And the cost accounting data required to answer that
question for the current school year are virtually nonexistent. Worse, the
financial data required to construct even the most basic cost data are
hard to come by and even more difficult to interpret. 

Even simple tasks like establishing initial contact to get such finan-
cial data can have surprising hurdles. The most irritating one which I
discovered while conducting the study was that Fresno Unified School
District’s administrative offices moved six months ago, disconnected the
telephones, and never bothered to list the new telephone numbers with
the information operator. Also, in the State government, individuals
dealing with education data are so specialized that a researcher would
have to be tremendously lucky to find quickly the right person who
could provide needed information or who could even refer him to the
right person to do so. 

In the initial contact with the correct office or department, getting
people to provide the desired data is usually a chore. Office or depart-
ment personnel consistently asked for justification for the request for
financial data. San Bernardino City Unified even required a form to be
completed and routed for approval before staff there would send the
data. San Francisco Unified, under investigation by the Fiscal Crisis and
Management Assistance Team for irregular and unorthodox financial
practices, was so unresponsive that a personal visit to its administrative
offices was necessary to get the requested data.

Not infrequently, the office staff contacted would then supply
incomplete information or be less than forthcoming. At the San
Francisco County Office of Education, for example, when one staff
member assured me that his program manager carefully abided by
budget guidelines, I asked for the total dollar amount of the program’s
budget (information important to the study). After a day’s delay, the staff
member responded with the highly unlikely story that neither he nor the
manager knew what the total program budget was, nor could they
locate a document with the total program budget on it.

Even when all requested financial information is available, inter-
preting the data and working with them are difficult. I was counseled by
State and district financial managers that even they had difficulty with
the details of State financial reporting, and that understanding the intri-
cacies of “fund accounting” in education was not for the layman without
a financial or accounting background. Interpretation of the data was

The Myth of Fiscal Accountability in Public Education
made more difficult by different divisions of responsibility for K-12 edu-
cation in different counties and by presentation inconsistencies in the
district financial planning documents. By far the most incoherent budget
presentation, though, was the 412-page tome by San Francisco
Unified—a book which contains less than half the data necessary to
understand costs at the district level. (One would think the district could
do better since San Bernardino City Unified provided almost all the
information in 20 pages, but then, San Francisco Unified could not even
get the page numbers right on its budget document.)

Clearly, the average voter who lacks the time to gather the
required financial data and the accounting training to interpret them has
little chance of fulfilling his theoretical role of holding the public school
system accountable for its financial activities and plans. These difficul-
ties are made even worse by the State Department of Education’s pub-
licly using misleading per pupil spending calculations which omit a num-
ber of revenue items, the out-of-date and understated per pupil spend-
ing data on the department’s website, and the general lack of curiosity
by the district financial staffs about the figures. As one of the more
sophisticated district financial managers told me, “We don’t look at our
costs like that.”

In a moment of stark honesty, though, he related a story showing
how his management and that of the public school system actually do
view public education spending, i.e. as a matter of protecting the finan-
cial turf and the money-based power of the four or five layers of bureau-
cracy in charge of spending the State’s education budget. (In most dis-
tricts, the layers are the federal, state, county, and the local ones; but in
Los Angeles Unified, an extra regional layer exists between district and
local.) That financial manager told me that he had been “counseled” by
his management to use financial euphemisms when he speaks about
accounting matters so as to conceal or downplay what is actually going
on in his district, and by implication, to ensure that the public remains
ignorant and passive while comparatively little of the money allocated to
K-12 public education is trickling down to the classroom level.

Instead of today’s complex system which involves five sources of
funding funneled through various layers of bureaucracy—a system
which provides the appearance of fiscal accountability without the reali-
ty of it—a voucher program offers taxpaying voters a much simpler and
clearer approach to funding education. Under most voucher proposals,
revenues to cover the tuition at voucher-redeeming schools would nor-
mally come from only one or two sources—the State and possibly the
parent—and only one thin layer of bureaucracy at the State level would
be involved in the administration of the plan. 

Thus, if government-funded vouchers were available to all K-12
children, voters would be better able to assess the adequacy of the
public spending on K-12 education. Not only would a voucher plan
almost entirely eliminate the trickle-down effect for the children in the
program, but voters also would have a better reason to believe that the
tax monies spent on education were being used effectively by the edu-
cational institutions which end up with them. That reason is the fiscal
accountability which parents would provide when they choose the best
school for their children—the fiscal accountability of the market.

— Carl Brodt, 11/2/1999
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The first edition of the Index used 1995-96 data on drug use by
secondary-school students. According to the latest figures from 1997-
98, there has been little change in drug-usage rates among students in
the seventh, ninth, and eleventh grades.

For instance, use of “any illicit drug at least once in the last six
months” was reported by 18.9 percent of seventh-graders in 1989-90,
26.2 percent in 1995-96, and 27.2 percent in 1997-98; by 27.0 percent of
ninth-graders in 1989-90, 43.1 percent in 1995-96, and 43.4 percent in
1997-98; and by 35.6 percent of eleventh-graders in 1989-90, 49.4 per-
cent in 1995-96, and 48.7 percent in 1997-98.

Use of “marijuana at least once in the last six months” was report-
ed by 6.8 percent of seventh-graders in 1989-90, 10.9 percent in 1995-
96, and 11.2 percent in 1997-98; by 19.6 percent of ninth-graders in
1989-90, 34.2 percent in 1995-96, and 32.5 percent in 1997-98; and by
27.6 percent of eleventh-graders in 1989-90, 42.8 percent in 1995-96,
and 41.6 percent in 1997-98.

Use of “cocaine at least once in the last six months” was reported
by 2.1 percent of seventh-graders in 1989-90, 1.8 percent in 1995-96,
and 3.1 percent in 1997-98; by 5.0 percent of ninth-graders in 1989-90,
6.4 percent in 1995-96, and 5.7 percent in 1997-98; and by 7.4 percent
of eleventh-graders in 1989-90, 7.2 percent in 1995-96, and 7.9 percent
in 1997-98.

Use of “inhalants at least once in the last six months” was report-
ed by 10.5 percent of seventh-graders in
1989-90, 15.6 percent in 1995-96, and
18.3 percent in 1997-98; by 11.0 percent
of ninth-graders in 1989-90, 21.9 percent
in 1995-96, and 21.1 percent in 1997-98;
and by 8.8 percent of eleventh-graders
in 1989-90, 14.7 percent in 1995-96, and
14.8 percent in 1997-98.

Finally, use of “LSD at least once in
the last six months” was reported by 1.3
percent of seventh-graders in 1989-90,
2.2 percent in 1995-96, and 1.8 percent in
1997-98; by 2.9 percent of ninth-graders
in 1989-90, 9.9 percent in 1995-96, and
5.9 percent in 1997-98; and by 5.9 per-
cent of eleventh-graders in 1989-90, 10.8
percent in 1995-96, and 9.8 percent in
1997-98.

As one can see, although rates of
drug use stayed relatively stable
between 1995-96 and 1997-98, the 1997-
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Figure 28:
Use of Any Illicit Drug by California Students in the Last Six Months
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98 rates were still significantly higher than those in 1989-90. How
much of the blame for this increased drug use lies with California’s
schools is difficult to say. Obviously, however, students cannot perform
their best if they are under the influence of drugs.

Crime

In the wake of highly-publicized school shootings around the
country, parents are more and more concerned about the safety of
their children. Since the release of the first edition of PRI’s Index,
California has finally gathered statewide statistics on crime in the
state’s public schools. The most recent statistics paint a mixed picture
of crime on school campuses.

In 1999, the California Department of Education (CDE) reported
slight drops in total property crimes and crimes against persons, but
increases in total drug and alcohol offenses in 1997-98 over the previ-
ous year. Specific crimes under these broad categories, however, went
in both directions. For example, under the category of property
crimes, burglary, graffiti, and arson were down, but vandalism and
theft were up. Under drug and alcohol offenses, possession of drugs
and possession of drugs/alcohol for sale were up, but possession of
drug paraphernalia and actual sale of drugs/alcohol were down. (See
Figure 29.) 

Behind the statistics were interesting bits of information. Although
gun violence on campus has received widespread attention, the Sacra-
mento Bee noted that the 12-percent increase in weapons confiscated at
schools in 1997-98 was “fed largely by an increase in knives found on

campus.”215

Despite California State Super-
intendent of Public Instruction Delaine
Eastin’s expressed optimism about the
crime trends, her department admits
that the statistics may be somewhat
misleading because the state relies on
self-reported data from local school dis-
tricts. Reporting procedures vary from
district to district so that some crimes
reported in one district may not be
reported in another. Thus, for example,
the CDE estimates that, because of
underreporting by districts, state fig-
ures capture only 78 percent of drug-
and alcohol-related suspensions.216

Eastin and California Attorney
General Bill Lockyer have formed a task
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force to study ways to reduce school crime. No doubt the task force
will come up with standard recommendations such as more conflict-
resolution programs, more gang-prevention programs, and increased
use of high-tech anti-crime devices. However, if California really
wants to address the issue of school crime, it needs to get to the very
heart of the matter—the behavioral code, moral or amoral, which
guides the conduct of today’s young people. If Californians are really
serious about controlling crime on campus, moral development train-
ing and character education must be considered. 

Scholars through the ages have warned about the effects of
neglecting character education. Aristotle noted that the worst kind
of person was not the evil person who lacked knowledge, but the
intelligent person who lacked goodness. In more modern times, the
late Ernest Boyer, president of the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching, said, “To have people who are well
informed but not constrained by conscience is, conceivably, the
most dangerous outcome of education possible.” The Lenins and
Maos, as well as the Littleton killers, are evidence of the truth of
these observations.

A U.S. Department of Justice review of the academic literature
found a link between juvenile delinquency and the moral views of
young people:

[N]early all studies . . . have shown that delinquents tend to
have lower moral reasoning than non-delinquents . . . .
[D]elinquency can be anticipated when children or adoles-
cents are unable to see the perspective of others and lack the
empathy for other’s circumstances. When conformity to rules
of behavior for the sake of order in society is not accepted,
when property is valued only in its possession, when personal
relationships, even life itself are valued only for their utility,
then delinquency behavior should not be a surprise. Moral or
normative development at a more advanced level may be nec-
essary for young people to move beyond utility to moral justi-
fication for correct behavior. The young persons must develop
a sense of moral justification to have the ability and commit-
ment to act accordingly when faced with temptation, econom-
ic deprivation or intense peer pressure.217

Professor Kevin Ryan, founder of Boston University’s Center for
Advancement of Ethics and Character, has criticized the dominant
trend in schools today where teachers merely act as facilitators so that
children can create their own moral structures and hierarchies. Ryan
says that good character “is about knowing the good, loving the
good, and doing the good.”218 The key, of course, is determining
what is the “good.” 

If California really wants to
address the issue of school

crime, it needs to get to the
very heart of the matter—the

behavioral code, moral or
amoral, which guides the con-
duct of today’s young people.
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Moral relativists in the teaching profession and in our schools of
education claim that determining an absolute “good” is impossible
because what may be good for one person may be bad for another.
Not so, says Gary Beckner, head of the California-headquartered
Association of American Educators (AAE), a growing national teach-
ers organization. 

In a recent speech, Beckner observed that: “We can all agree that
we must raise our academic standards. However, for our children’s
sake, indeed, for America’s sake, we must at the same time raise our
moral standards.” Although modernists and liberals will scorn the
suggestion, Beckner says that our moral standard must be based on
religious principles such as those contained in the Ten Command-
ments and Christ’s Sermon on the Mount: “In other words, our
Judeo-Christian foundations—and that is what we suggest should be
the underlying principles of any good character education program.”

Religious principles are key because they transcend time, fashion,
and individual opinion. Since they are based on the premise of a
“supreme being” as the final authority, Beckner argues that religious
principles answer the question of “‘who says’ I should or shouldn’t
do something, or what is right or wrong.” “Without a final moral
authority,” says Beckner, “it is very difficult, if not impossible, to
teach morality.”

But can morality/character based on religious principles be
taught in today’s public schools? The U.S. Department of Education
has said that schools may teach civic virtues, and the fact that some
values are also held by religions doesn’t make it unlawful for them to
be taught in public schools. Still, in view of the anti-religion-in-the-
public-schools litigation over the past decades, a religious-based
character education program would seem a likely target for a lawsuit.

Given this reality, school-choice vouchers may be the ultimate
answer. Writing in the Wall Street Journal, Alexander Volokh of the
Reason Public Policy Institute notes:

Catholic schools didn’t achieve their remarkably violence-free
record by only accepting rich white kids or by expelling trou-
blemakers. In the inner city, Catholic and public schools are
demographically similar, and Catholic-school expulsion rates
are quite low. They rely on contact with parents, assertive dis-
cipline and strong moral values.219

Volokh emphasizes that Catholic schools’ moral values are reli-
gious values. And because the government cannot teach religious val-
ues in the public schools, Volokh says public-private school-choice
programs should be instituted.220

School-choice vouchers allow children to receive religious moral
training, and they have passed constitutional muster. Earlier this
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year, the U.S. Supreme Court let stand a decision by the Wisconsin
Supreme Court allowing poor parents in Milwaukee to use govern-
ment-funded vouchers to send their children to private religious
schools. Vouchers may, therefore, allow children to get the explicit
religious morality/character training that they can’t get at public
schools.

The bottom line is that we ignore the moral development of
young people at our peril. As Horace Mann warned: “For one man
who has been ruined for want of intellect, hundreds have perished
for want of morals. And yet, we go on bestowing at least a hundred
times more care and cost in education of the intellect than in the culti-
vation of moral principles.”

Conclusions and Recommendations

Overall, not much has changed in public education in California
since the release of the first edition of this Index in 1997. Test scores
are still shockingly low; graduation rates are low; teacher quality is
low; teaching methodologies are questionable; and spending pro-
grams lack accountability. 

There have been a few real reforms. Prop. 227 has overhauled the
way in which limited-English-proficient children are taught. Also, the
state has enacted excellent rigorous academic-content standards. The
public-education establishment, however, fought mightily against
these reforms. Even now, implementation of these reforms is being
slowed and too often stymied by foot-dragging on the part of many
education officials, administrators, and teachers. Further, instead of
taking on the tough job of implementing these real reforms, state
elected officials have focused their attention on enacting laws that
make for better sound bites than sound policy.

As one of his first acts, Governor Gray Davis persuaded the state
legislature to approve his four-part education-reform package.
Despite good intentions, the details of the governor’s reforms indi-
cate that they will likely be insufficient to stop the downward slide of
California public education. 

For example, Davis’s new Public School Accountability Act
(PSAA), which sets out a series of rewards and sanctions for under-
performing schools, affects only a limited number of such schools. In
1999-00, a total of 3,144 public schools in California were designated
underperforming. However, only 430 of these schools, less than 15
percent, are subject to the provisions of the PSAA. Also, only 60 per-
cent of the PSAA’s Academic Performance Index, which determines
schools’ academic achievement, is based on student test scores. The
other 40 percent is based on non-academic-achievement measures
such as student attendance rates, staff attendance rates, and gradua-
tion rates. 

Overall, not much has
changed in public education

in California since the release
of the first edition of this

Index in 1997. Test scores
are still shockingly low; grad-
uation rates are low; teacher
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Teacher peer review, another key part of Governor Davis’s reform
package, is meant to improve teacher quality by having selected
teachers review the performance of other teachers. However, the
details of the peer review program have been left up to school-dis-
trict-level collective bargaining between school boards and the
teacher unions. It is, therefore, unlikely that the peer-review pro-
grams will have the teeth necessary to get rid of bad teachers. Indeed,
author and education researcher Dr. Myron Lieberman evaluated
teacher peer-review programs across the country and found that
these programs were universally weak and resulted in few firings of
incompetent teachers.221

If the governor’s reforms are unlikely to work, what will? Just as
competition from abroad forced the American auto industry to
improve its products, so government-run public education needs
competition from the private sector to improve the quality of its
product. Such large-scale competition, however, can only become a
reality through state-funded school-choice vouchers. When parents,
especially low-income parents whose children are trapped in unsafe,
low-performing public schools, are given vouchers that may be used
to pay for tuition costs at private schools, public schools are forced to
improve or shut down. As education policy analyst Nina Shokraii
Rees notes, “When public schools are faced with the possibility of
large student transfers, and a corresponding loss of funding, they
have shown a willingness to make improvements both in how and
what they teach.”222

In Milwaukee, site of the nation’s first school-choice voucher pro-
gram, the city school board took decisive actions to improve public
schools when faced with competition from voucher-receiving private
schools. New high-quality public schools were opened in low-income
areas. The district decentralized fiscal decisionmaking, allowing indi-
vidual schools more control over their own budgets. Specialty pro-
grams in the arts and foreign languages were expanded. More public-
school teachers were terminated for incompetence in 1996-97 than in
the preceding 20 years. Poor-performing schools were closed. As a
consequence of these and other actions, test scores of Milwaukee
public school students improved. According to school board member
John Gardner, the voucher program operating in Milwaukee “demon-
strates that school choice improves both public education and gov-
ernment education called Milwaukee Public Schools.”223 Academic
research bears out Mr. Gardner’s conclusion.

Harvard economist Caroline Minter Hoxby has found that, “A
$1,000 voucher would improve student performance across the
board: both public and private school students would increase their
educational attainment (about two years), test scores (about 10 per-
cent), and wages (about 14 percent).”224 Professor Minter Hoxby
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notes that “public schools that face a disproportionate increase in
competition because of the vouchers will disproportionately improve
their productivity.”225

In addition to improved public schools, voucher programs have
improved the performance of voucher-receiving students. Studies led
by Professor Paul Peterson, director of Harvard University’s Program
on Education Policy and Governance, of the Milwaukee and
Cleveland voucher programs show that the math and reading scores
of voucher-receiving students increased significantly.226 Similar
increases in student achievement have occurred as a result of vouch-
er-type programs in other countries, such as Britain.

Now that the U.S. Supreme Court has validated the constitution-
ality of the Milwaukee program, the door is open for other states to
reap the benefits that competition will bring to public education and
to all students. If Californians really want to change the dismal statis-
tics contained in this Index, they must summon the courage to consid-
er systemic reforms like school-choice vouchers that will fundamen-
tally change the way education services are delivered. The future of
California’s children depends on it.
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