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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 
methodologies, and fresh interpretive devices. 

The 1997 Index was well received by lawmakers, educators, parents, 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 
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 constitutes 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-construction-
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 estimated need for state school 
building funds, totals $16.85 billion. 

As a sidebar, it is interesting to note the impact of immigration on the need for school facilities. Today, 
approximately 25 percent of California’s student population—1.4 million students—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 1.8 
million immigrants entered California between 1990 and 1997, "and their children will continue to flood 
classrooms in some districts."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 providing 
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 provide 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 measures 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 districts to make a solid case to the public 
that bond money is really necessary. 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 officials 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.), lawmakers have more freedom to spend annual budget dollars on other programs. 
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 appealing 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 flexibility. 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 construction 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 officials 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 alternatives such as home study and distance 
learning. California Governor Gray Davis, for example, campaigned on reducing the two-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 construction 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 
98-99 STAR Math and Reading Test Results 

For years, California had been without a statewide student-performance assessment device. During his 
second term, then-Governor Pete Wilson pressed for a standardized test that would be administered 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 
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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 questions 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 separately the average scores for LEP students by grade level. 

 



 

If one examines the 1997-98 and 1998-99 scores, there are a number of points of interest. First, the 
average scores for all California students 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 district’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 rigorous phonics-based state reading standards for the early grades. 
The then-governor succeeded in directing more state funding into phonics-based reading programs, 
and Governor Gray Davis has followed suit. Although the full effects of these reforms have not yet been 
felt at the district and classroom level, if Sacramento Unified’s experience is any indication, the end 
result could be long-term significant improvements in student 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 format. 

Further, a disturbing pattern can be seen in the 8th- and 9th-grade reading scores. In both 1997-98 and 
1998-99, reading scores plunged once students got to high school. In 1998-99, for example, California 
ninth-graders scored at the 34th percentile compared to eighth-graders’ score at the 46th percentile. 
Why the nosedive (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 
attention 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, 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 average 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-immersion teaching methods. 

The improved scores of LEP students in 1998-99 rebut the argument 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 legislative 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 importance 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 students 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 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 educational 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 pinpoint 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 significant 
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 particular reform. Only those reforms which show a scientific correlation with 
increased student performance should receive credit and continued 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 different 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 comparisons. 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 percentile ranking compared to a national 
norm, students’ raw numerical NAEP scores (which are termed "scale scores") are categorized using 
performance levels of "advanced," "proficient," "basic," and an 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 performance, i.e., they must demonstrate competency with challenging 
subject 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 fundamental 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 
average 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 variations 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 achievement 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 "proficient" level, and 34 percent 
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 distributions were virtually identical 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 average 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 students 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 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 influence 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 continuing 
unsatisfactory situation in most of the state’s public-school classrooms. 

 

 

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 indicator of such performance. Unlike the SAT-9, which tests all students, or 
the NAEP, which tests scientifically-representative samples of students, 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 populations 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 population, but the lower-quality public 
education received by those taking the test.15 



In order to raise the scores of increasingly large numbers of poorly 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 calculators 
on the math section, and eliminating the difficult antonym portion 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 scoring 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 equivalent to 
approximately a 480 on the original scoring scale. The 1998-99 "recentered" national average verbal 
score was 505 and the "recentered" 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 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 percent below the national average, 
and the average math score was 447, and 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 
counterparts. 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 students was 492 versus an average verbal score of 532 for California religious-
school students 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 religious-school 
students and 585 for independent private-school students. These sizable gaps have persisted for years, 
although it must be remembered that the test-taking population for each type of school cannot be 
controlled and will differ from year to year. Results also differ across ethnic groups. 

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 
average 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 guideline 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 arguments attack the SAT not only as an indicator of student 
performance, 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. According 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 higher 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 minority students’ chances of admission are unfairly 
hurt by the SAT.22 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 successful, 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 academic 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 successful. . . . 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 troublesome 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 correlation between students’ high-school class rank/GPA and 
bachelor’s degree completion.24 

It should also be pointed out that getting rid of the SAT would not necessarily guarantee increased 
minority admissions to California’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, 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 percent 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 overestimates 
the first-year grades of African Americans and Hispanics in the UC system.34 

Murray also says that while the SAT may slightly under predict 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 different races whose families have similar incomes perform very 
differently 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 student 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 general 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-graduate GPAs increased from 2.26 to 2.41. Hispanic-graduate GPAs increased 
from 2.42 to 2.55. The GPAs of white graduates 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 participation in honors 
and AP classes probably accounts for some of the increase."43 Advanced Placement (AP) courses are 
college-level high-school classes that allow students to earn college credits. The reason why increased 
participation in these classes increases GPAs lies in the fact that students can earn grades with a 



higher point score than the normal 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, nationally, 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 prepared 
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 combined 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 standards."47 Given such grade manipulation, it is no wonder that college 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 bachelor’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 judgment on 
Davis’s scheme, the USDOE study warns that, "The common-sense odds, however, say that unless 
students in the ‘top X percent’ by class rank/GPA also have the curriculum that comes from opportunity-
to-learn, we may not be doing right by them."50 

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 (AP) 

The Advanced Placement 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 versus 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. 

Limited-English-Proficient (LEP) Students  

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



 

 

Because of mass immigration, 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 students 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 previous year’s LEP students were redesignated as FEP. In 1998-99, only 7.6 
percent of the previous 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 improvement over the low of 5.1 percent in 1992-93. 

Why the long-running inability to impart English skills to LEP students? The principal reason: state and 
local-district policies that 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 immersion. 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 students 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 developing 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 
students.52 

The early post-Prop. 227 evidence shows that English immersion 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 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 students 
into those with enough English fluency to be enrolled in mainstream classrooms where they received no 
special assistance (29 percent), 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 classrooms 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 students 
scored at the 34th percentile, and native-language-instruction students scored at the 30th percentile.56 

Although fifth-grade students receiving native-language instruction performed slightly better than those 
receiving English-immersion 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 definitive 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 implementing 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 reality it is the bilingual-education status quo ante, with up to half of 



all instruction in native languages. Many school districts are channeling all former bilingual-ed kids and 
new immigrant arrivals into Model B. Other districts are busy issuing 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 defiance 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 decision- 
making 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 constitutionality of the Prop. 227 
provision which holds teachers, administrators, 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 curriculum will be taught in the classroom, especially if the 
teacher’s curriculum 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 negative, 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 switching 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 districts 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 making 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 information that basically endorses native language instruction. 
Indeed, many non-bilingual educators emerged from these training programs probably more 
knowledgeable about bilingual 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 
judgments 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 enrollment 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 calculations 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 transferring 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 
percent and CDE’s 1998 four-year "derived" rate was 11.7 percent (a decline from 20 percent in 1992). 

 



 

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 
percentage 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 
graduation rate, then the dropout rate would be three times the "derived" rate. The graduation rate takes 
the number of students 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 approximately two 
decades. 

It is true that the method for calculating the graduation rate is not perfect. Some students do leave the 
state, enroll in a private school, or complete 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 

Forced by education activists and the press to justify the discrepancy 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 deficiencies 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 indicators 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 diploma, 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 equivalent to a normal high-school diploma. 

In their groundbreaking 1993 study, University of Chicago Professors 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 performance in the labor market. According to Cameron and Heckman, both 
dropouts and exam-certified persons had comparably poor 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 
individuals. 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 
curriculum 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 graduates could be explained by differences in years of 
secondary schooling 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 recommended that "the common practice of 
counting GEDs as high school graduates 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 successfully in today’s economy. In order to do something about this 
problem, policymakers must be honest about the scope of the problem. 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. 

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 graduating 
classes. 

 



System-wide 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 freshmen needed remedial math and 79 percent needed remedial English. At 
CSU Dominguez Hills, an astounding 87 percent of entering freshmen needed remedial math, while 80 
percent needed remedial English. 

When broken down by ethnicity, the CSU remedial numbers mirror 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, understandably, 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 campus, where 67 percent of entering freshmen need remedial math and 53 
percent need remedial English, reflect problems in the K-12 system, "even at some of our good 
schools."95 

The effect on the CSU system of so many students 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 courses 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 freshmen 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, simultaneously with advanced upper-division classes in their majors. At the end 
of the 1998-99 school year, 1,200 students system-wide failed to complete 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-quality 
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 
cheapening 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 students 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 

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 national average in percentage of students 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 
finishing 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 
graduates 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 percent of 1996 California graduates had 
taken First-Year Physics. Only six states were ranked lower.107 

If one looks at the percentage of high-school students in 1996 who took any science course, regardless 
of difficulty, one finds that only 65 percent of California high-school students 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 
completing the curriculum in 1989-90, the bottom line is that 63.4 percent of California graduates in 
1997-98 had not completed this core curriculum.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 ineligibility 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 failed to complete the A-F 
curriculum, and approximately 63 percent had curricular patterns totally unrelated to UC preparation.110 

Broken down by ethnicity, 23.8 percent of California’s Hispanic graduates, 27.8 percent of African-
American graduates, 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 academic 
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) intelligible, 3) measurable, 4) specific, 5) comprehensive, 6) academic, 7) 
balanced, 8) manageable, and 9) cumulative. California 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 computational knowledge. Fourth graders, for instance, must be able to count into 
the millions, know decimal places to the hundredths, write fractions 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 standards in other states such as New Jersey, cover critical areas such 
as phonics, vocabulary, and concept development. The reading standards 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 higher grades build on the knowledge 
students are asked to acquire in earlier grades. The result is a set of standards that is complete, 
covering 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 students 
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 bachelor’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 measures."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 

What is especially interesting about Mr. Adelman’s findings is the fact that when students were exposed 
to an intense, high-quality academic 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 completion 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 
curriculum completed their degree. Although having a high-quality math curriculum 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 inappropriate for low-income minority students. California’s math standards 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 expectations, 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 instruction. Such 
instruction is necessary if students are to build a knowledge and skill base that allows them to handle a 
high-quality curriculum once they reach high school. It is, therefore, imperative for schools and school 
districts throughout California to make implementation of the State Board of EducationK-12 academic 
content standards its top priority. 

Teacher Quality 

According to University of Rochester Professor Eric Hanushek, one of the nation’s top education 
economists, "Considerable evidence 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 
performance. 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 students 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 teachers.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 students 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 student achievement with a good teacher versus a bad teacher can be more 
than one-and-a-half grade levels of achievement within a single 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 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 teachers 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 knowledge 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 dead-last ranking in 1991, when only 39 
percent of public secondary-school math teachers 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 teachers 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 teachers 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 secondary-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 teachers to fulfill the same course requirements as their classmates seeking a 
bachelor’s degree in a particular academic discipline. According to Eugene Hickok, Pennsylvania 
secretary of education, and Pennsylvania education official Michael Poliakoff, "This has always been a 
best practice in preparing teachers, since it requires them to develop a serious scholarly commitment 
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 coursework 
for all teachers every five years.140 Model professional-development 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 development 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 gaining and that 
which they will have to impart to students in the classroom. 

Teacher Certification 

As one way of ensuring some basic level of competence in content 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 percentage of teachers certified to teach the subjects to which they have 
been assigned. 

 



 

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 students develop strong interests and 
aspirations in science and mathematics, or, their interests shift to other subjects or their interest and 
achievement in science and math decline. Second, middle grades are often where states, districts, and 
schools find it is difficult to fill positions with well-qualified teachers in science and mathematics.148 

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 students. 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 fundamentally different 
ways of teaching children. 

The reigning philosophy in schools of education and in the teaching 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 students 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 facilitators 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 decoding 
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 "facilitators 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 significant 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 legislators 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 officials 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 dollars 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 
students 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 dogmatic ideological commitment to the constructivist teaching methodology 
called "discovery learning." Discovery learning, like all constructivist techniques, asks students to figure 
out things for themselves through trial and error and individual projects, without guidance 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 lesson 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 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 
students, 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 discover it for themselves, as ed schools advise. Direct Instruction teachers drill students 
on lessons (a method education 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 definition of direct instruction: 

Direct Instruction provides a model of instruction that emphasizes 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 underlying Direct Instruction is that clear instruction eliminates 
misinterpretations and can greatly improve and accelerate learning.166 

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 instruction 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 student 
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, language, 
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 concluded 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 students 
affective behavior and social skills: self-esteem/ concept, attitudes 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 obvious 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 
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 performance: "He’s 
multiplying. He’s tracking three digit numbers, carrying numbers."174 

ABC reporter John Stossel, after witnessing impressive performances 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 success, 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 instruction, unfortunately, is the dominant 
attitude of the education establishment in California. Yet, if the state is really serious about improving 
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 
education 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, primarily for math and reading instruction. 
The class-size program is being expanded to cover ninth-grade core classes. 

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 concluded: "There is little reason to believe that smaller class sizes 



systematically yield higher student achievement. While some studies point in that direction, an almost 
equal number point in the opposite direction."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 classes 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 

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 
students 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 reduction] 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-reduction 
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 educational performance by only four percent—but it would cost 30 
percent 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 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 extraordinarily 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 program, 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 number 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 percent of K-3 teachers had three years of experience or less versus 17 percent in 1995. 
Many new teachers were hired with emergency permits, waivers, or internship credentials.197  While the 
impact of credentials on student achievement is still controversial, it is more accepted that the lack of 
subject-matter knowledge among new teachers 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 percentage 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 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 
mathematics."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 
individualized 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 evidence 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 quality 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 important. It 
is argued that the higher the number of non-teachers to teachers, 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 considers the lean administration in private school systems such as the 
Catholic parochial system. 

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 average 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 percent 
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 generous 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 undersupply of math and 
science teachers who have majored in these subjects. This undersupply problem is not as acute in 
other fields such as English or the social sciences. Yet, despite the differences in supply and demand, 
all teachers, regardless of what subject they teach, are paid based on the same uniform salary scale. 
Does this make sense? 

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 achievement of their students. Instead of uniform wages based on a union 
collective-bargaining agreement, teacher salaries are based on performance. 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 personnel 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 
allocated by state government to K-12 schools plus local property tax revenues 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 formulae is 
used for a given year is determined by the economic conditions 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 billion in Title I money for poor and 
disadvantaged students, $513 million 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 construction bonds. This omission is 
curious since every time a state or local school construction 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 estimated that 



salaries of teachers and instructional aides account for 80 to 90 percent of classroom instruction 
costs.203 

Categorical Spending  

See Table 2: Categorical Spending Programs (1999-2000)

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 
distributions that allow the districts full flexibility in choosing how to spend these tax dollars. The 
remaining one-third of education revenues distributed to school districts is earmarked for specific 
designated purposes 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 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 
deficiencies: 

• No conclusive evidence on the success of categorical programs. 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 strategy for integrating categorical programs with 
the basic educational program, process requirements of the categorical programs shape local 
responses rather than the needs of students. 

• Funding formulas create negative incentives. Some categorical 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. Creating 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 categorical funds, the legislature created 
the so-called "mega-item." Under the mega-item, districts were allowed to move up to 15 percent of 
funds from one categorical program to another in order to meet local needs. The 1999-00 Budget Act, 
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however, eliminated the mega-item. In its place, the Act increased slightly the percentage of categorical 
dollars that districts can shift between categorical programs, 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. 

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 requirements. 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 improvements. 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 recommends block grants based 
on how well local districts are meeting the state academic content standards.207 Finally, the LAO 
recommends block grants in general program areas such as staff development 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 million 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 
constant 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 



versus $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 penny-pinching 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 systematic 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, implementation 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 commercial 
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 
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As one can see, the per-pupil funding amounts are very considerable. Oakland’s per-pupil funding is 
$7,933, while Fresno’s is $7,994. 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 thousands 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 gathering 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 public inquiry is welcomed by the official 
representatives of "public" education. 



 

Drug Abuse 

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 percent in 1995-96, and 48.7 percent in 1997-98. 

Use of "marijuana at least once in the last six months" was reported 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 reported 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 percent 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 
1997-98 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 previous 
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 Sacramento 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 Superintendent 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 districts. 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 figures capture only 78 percent of 
drug- and alcohol-related suspensions.216 

Eastin and California Attorney General Bill Lockyer have formed a task 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 
training 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 adolescents are unable to see the 
perspective of others and lack the empathy for others 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 necessary 
for young people to move beyond utility to moral justification for correct behavior. The young persons 
must develop a sense of moral justification to have the ability and commitment to act accordingly when 
faced with temptation, economic 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." 

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 teachers 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 
Commandments 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 troublemakers. 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 discipline 
and strong moral values.219 

Volokh emphasizes that Catholic schools’ moral values are religious values. And because the 
government cannot teach religious values 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 year, the U.S. Supreme Court let stand a decision by the Wisconsin 
Supreme Court allowing poor parents in Milwaukee to use government-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 cultivation 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 programs 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 indicate 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 underperforming 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 percent 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 graduation rates. 



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-district-level collective bargaining 
between school boards and the teacher unions. It is, therefore, unlikely that the peer-review programs 
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 program, 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 decision-making, allowing individual schools more control over their own budgets. Specialty 
programs 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 "demonstrates that school choice improves both public education and government 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 percent), and wages (about 14 percent)."224 
Professor Minter Hoxby 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 voucher-type programs in other countries, such as 
Britain. 

Now that the U.S. Supreme Court has validated the constitutionality 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 statistics contained in this Index, they must 



summon the courage to consider systemic reforms like school-choice vouchers that will fundamentally 
change the way education services are delivered. The future of California’s children depends on it. 
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