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Executive Summary

In 2007, the Pacific Research Institute published the book Not as Good as You Think; Why 
the Middle Class Needs School Choice. That study found that in nearly 300 California public 
schools in middle-class and affluent neighborhoods more than half the students in at least 
one grade level failed to score at the proficient level in English or mathematics on the annual 
state examination. This update finds hundreds more schools where students fail to reach the 
proficiency mark.
	 This report looks at two sets of regular traditional public schools. The first set of schools 
have student populations with one-third or less classified as disadvantaged and 50 percent or more 
of students in at least one grade level failing to perform at the proficient level in English or math. 
There were 757 schools that met this criterion. Of these schools, more than six out of 10 were 
located in zip codes where the median home price, as of mid-2009, is $300,000 or higher.
	 As an example, among these 757 is Westmont High School located in the Silicon Valley 
town of Campbell. The school is in a neighborhood with a median home price of $571,000. 
On the 2008 state English exam, 52 percent of 11th graders scored below proficiency. An 
amazing 76 percent of students taking the algebra 2 exam and 86 percent of those taking the 
geometry exam fell below the proficiency bar.
	 The second set of schools have student populations with 20 percent or less classified as 
disadvantaged and 40 percent or more of students in at least one grade level failing to reach 
the proficient mark in English or math. There were 528 schools that met this criterion. More 
than eight out of 10 of these schools are in zip codes with a median home price of $300,000 
or higher.
	 In Beverly Hills, California’s icon of wealth, 41 percent of 11th graders scored below 
the proficiency benchmark on the 2008 state English exam. In math, a majority, 51 percent, 
of students taking the algebra 2 exam failed to score at the proficient level, and 59 percent of 
those taking the geometry exam failed to hit that mark.
	 Student performance at these schools seems to be unconnected to the fact that many 
of the schools have high percentages of teachers with full teaching credentials and that the 
students have well-educated parents.
	 Middle-class parents in this country should take note of Sweden’s universal school-
choice program. Under the Swedish program, funding follows a child to whichever school 
he or she attends. This portable funding, often called a voucher, allows parents to choose 
any school, public or private, they feel best meets the needs of their children. The voucher is 
available equally to all parents regardless of income. The program has proved widely popular 
and has resulted in broad improvements in student achievement.
	 Stockholm Governor Per Unckel says that the Swedish system can be copied in other 
countries such as the United States. Most important, he makes the key point for all parents: 
“Kids should never ever have to stay in a school if the school is lousy. The right of the kid is 
to get a good education. If the public sector cannot offer it, he or she should have the right 
to go somewhere else.”
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Introduction

In 2007, the Pacific Research Institute published the book Not as Good as You Think: 
Why the Middle Class Needs School Choice. That study found that in nearly 300 California 
public schools in middle-class and affluent neighborhoods more than half of the students 
in at least one grade level failed to score at the proficient level in English or mathematics 
on the annual state examination. In May 2009, PRI released Not as Good as You Think: 
The Myth of the Middle Class School, a full-length documentary film based on the original 
book.1 This update finds hundreds more schools where students fail to reach the profi-
ciency benchmark.
	 The original book used scores on the 2006 California Standards Test (CST), which is 
aligned to California academic-content standards and assesses students in core subjects. The 
CST is given in grades two through 11. Students’ test results are classified as advanced, pro-
ficient, basic, below basic, and far below basic. This new update uses scores from the 2008 
English and math CST. 
	 In addition to the CST, this update includes the results for high schools on the Early 
Assessment Program (EAP) exam. The EAP is administered by the California State University 
(CSU) system and is designed to show whether high-school students are college ready in Eng-
lish and mathematics. With more than half of entering freshmen in the CSU system needing 
remedial instruction in English or math, determining whether high schools are successfully 
preparing students for higher education is critically important. The EAP exam is voluntary 
and consists of additional questions on the regular CST exams for the 11th grade. EAP results 
are included in the high-school section below only if 90 percent or more of 11th graders at 
a particular school take the exam. Results are given only for the EAP English exam, because 
11th graders take different math courses and therefore different math exams, whereas all 11th 
graders take the same CST English exam. 
	 Under the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, all racial 
and other subgroups of students will have to reach the proficient level 
on the CST in math and English-language arts by the 2013–14 school 
year. Grade-level proficiency for every student, regardless of family 
income, should be the goal for every school. 
	 In addition to grade-level proficiency, the original book looked at the socio-economic 
background of students. One of the main indicators is the federal free-and-reduced-price 
lunch program. Children from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of the poverty 
level are eligible for free meals, and those from families with incomes between 130 and 185 
percent of the poverty level are eligible for reduced-price meals. 
	 For certain purposes, such as calculating adequate yearly progress in student achieve-
ment for NCLB compliance, the state views the percentage of students participating in the 
federal lunch program as roughly approximating the percentage of students who are socio-
economically disadvantaged.2 For other purposes, however, the California Board of Educa-
tion defines a “socio-economically disadvantaged” student as one who is eligible for the 
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federal lunch program or whose parents do not have high-school diplomas.3 Both definitions 
are used in this update.
	 While these definitions make it relatively easy to identify students from low-income 
backgrounds, the definition of “middle class,” in strict socio-economic terms, is much more 
amorphous. Therefore the original book designated those students not participating in the 
federal lunch program as “non-poor” rather than middle class, although many of those stu-
dents would be considered by most laypeople as coming from a broadly middle-class back-
ground. One can then compare the percentage of students participating in the free/reduced-
price lunch program with the percentage not participating and infer from the comparison 
the ratio of socio-economically disadvantaged to non-disadvantaged students.
	 The original book looked at schools that had less than one-third of their students on 
the free/reduced-price lunch program and less than one-third listed as socio-economically 
disadvantaged using the slightly broader definition adopted by the state Board of Education. 
If two-thirds or more of a school’s students do not participate in the federal program and 
are not categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged, it could be said that the school is 
attended by predominantly non-poor or non-socio-economically disadvantaged students. 
	 This update uses the same one-third/two-thirds division between low-income and 
non-low-income students to create a pool of schools to be analyzed on the basis of CST 
scores. If a school with a predominantly non-poor or non-socio-economically disadvantaged 
student population also had at least one grade where 50 percent or more of students failed 
to perform at the proficient level or above on the CST English-language-arts or math exams, 
then it was included in the list of underperforming schools. The reasoning is that even if 
most of the school’s low-income or socio-economically disadvantaged students scored below 
proficient, a significant percentage of non-disadvantaged students in a particular grade also 
had to perform below proficiency in order to reach the 50 percent mark.
	 Consider a hypothetical elementary school at which 25 percent of students are low-

income or socio-economically disadvantaged, and 75 percent of 
second graders, 55 percent of fourth graders, and 60 percent of 
sixth graders scored below the proficient level on the state English 
exam. Even if the disadvantaged students performed poorly as a 
group, a significant number of non-disadvantaged students must 
also have performed poorly.4 

	 In addition to the list of schools compiled using the one-third/two-thirds division 
and the 50-percent-or-more non-proficient benchmark, this update creates a second list of 
schools using a different ratio between low-income and non-low-income students and a dif-
ferent benchmark of non-proficiency. This second list uses a 20-percent/80-percent division 
between low-income and non-low-income students. In other words, the authors looked at 
schools at which 20 percent or less of the students were on the free/reduced-price lunch pro-
gram or were classified as socio-economically disadvantaged. Schools in this pool made the 
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second list if they had 40 percent or more of students failing to perform at proficiency in at 
least one grade on either the CST math or English exam. 
	 The rationale for creating this second list is that the original criteria missed some 
schools that most people would believe were underperforming. Take a hypothetical middle 
school where 7 percent of the students are low-income or socio-economically disadvantaged, 
and 42 percent of seventh graders and 49 percent of eighth graders score below proficiency 
on the state English exam. This school would not have made the list of underperforming 
schools using the criteria in the original book, but any parent should be disturbed by the 
proficiency rates. If we assume that 7 percent of the students in each grade are disadvantaged, 
then this hypothetical school would have six times as many seventh graders and seven times 
as many eighth graders who failed to make proficiency as there are disadvantaged students in 
those grades. Such disparities argued for the creation of this second list of schools.
	 The number of schools that made the underperforming lists is extraordinary. The first 
list, based on 33 percent or less disadvantaged students, contains a staggering 757 schools 
where 50 percent or more of students in at least one grade failed to reach proficiency on the 
state examinations in English or math. The second list, based on 20 percent or less disadvan-
taged students, contains an eyebrow-raising 538 schools where 40 percent or more of students 
in at least one grade failed to reach proficiency. 
	 Each list of schools includes the median home price as of mid-
2009 for the zip code in which the school is located. A review of these 
prices shows that, despite the severe housing slump in California, 
many of these schools are in neighborhoods that still have considerably 
upscale housing values. Of the 757 underperforming schools on the 
first list, 62 percent—472 schools—are located in zip codes where the median home price 
is $300,000 or higher. Forty-one percent—308 schools—are in zip codes where the median 
home price exceeded $400,000. More than 23 percent—178 schools—are in zip codes with 
a median home price of half a million dollars or more. Fifty-five schools, or 7 percent, are in 
zip codes with a median home price of $750,000 or more. Finally, there are 29 schools, or 
nearly 4 percent, where the median home price was $1 million or more.
	 On the second list, with 528 underperforming schools, more than 79 percent—419 
schools—are in zip codes with a median home price of $300,000 or higher. Fifty-nine 
percent—312 schools—are in zip codes with a median home price of $400,000 or more. 
Thirty-six percent—188 schools—are in zip codes where the median home price exceeded 
$500,000. Twelve percent—63 schools—are in zip codes where the median home price was 
$750,000 or more. Finally, almost 6 percent—30 schools—are in zip codes with a median 
home price of $1 million or more.
	 Many regular public schools in upscale areas are underperforming. Parents are not get-
ting the bang for their buck they were no doubt expecting when they started writing those 
large monthly mortgage checks.
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	 The lists also include data on the educational background of the parents at a given 
school. As will be discussed later in this paper, poor student performance often occurs even 
though the educational level of the parents is relatively high. 
	 Finally, there has been an ongoing debate in education circles over the value of teach-
ing credentials. Prospective teachers usually go through programs at university schools of 
education, such as those operated by the California State University system. Defenders of 
the credentialing system claim that it turns out highly qualified teachers and that the lack of 
such teachers, especially in urban schools with lots of low-income children, is one reason for 
dismal student achievement. 
	 Others argue that the university schools of education are biased toward faddish “pro-
gressive” teaching methods, which are at odds with the current emphasis on rigorous stan-
dards, testing, and accountability. Proponents have little quantitative evidence to show that 
credentials guarantee teacher quality, and skeptics believe that they are largely unconnected 
with student achievement. 
	 In response to this debate, the two lists of underperforming schools include the per-
centage of teachers at each school with a regular full teaching credential and the percentage 
of teachers with a non-regular emergency credential. Teachers with emergency credentials 
have usually not gone through the traditional process and have less formal training than 
those with regular credentials. As the lists show, most of the underperforming schools have 
very high proportions of teachers with full teaching credentials, which fail to ensure high 
levels of student achievement.



High Schools

While the overall number of underperforming schools is alarming, it is even more troubling 
to examine individual schools up close. A tour of some of California’s well-to-do areas reveals 
pricey homes, happy but not fully informed parents, and lots of “good” schools producing very 
disappointing results. We’ll start our tour with the 33/50 high schools—that is, those where 
one-third or less of the students are on the federal free/reduced-price lunch program or are cat-
egorized as socio-economically disadvantaged, but where half or more of the students in at least 
one grade score below the proficient level on the CST English or math exams. The entire list of 
schools is available at the Pacific Research Institute website at www.pacificresearch.org.

33/50 High Schools
Because of more affordable home prices, California’s Inland Empire, which encompasses Riv-
erside and San Bernardino counties, has become a fast-growing bedroom community for Los 
Angeles to the west. It is also a solid red-state area, regularly sending Republicans to the state 
legislature. Alta Loma High School, in the Chaffey Joint Union High School District, is located 
in the city of Alta Loma, at the foot of the San Gabriel Mountains on the western edge of San 
Bernardino County. The city is one of the most affluent in the county and is almost completely 
residential, with local ordinances banning much commercial business. The neighborhood sur-
rounding the high school has a median home price of more than half a million dollars.
	 At Alta Loma High, whose graduates include NFL player Eric Weddle of the San 
Diego Chargers, about 22 percent of the students qualify for the free/reduced-price lunch 
program, and a similar proportion are labeled socio-economically disadvantaged. A plurality 
of the students are white, with Hispanics a few percentage points behind. Only 4 percent of 
the students are English-language learners. Despite the low percentage of ELL students, 52 
percent of 10th graders and 55 percent of 11th graders scored below the proficient level on 
the CST English exam in 2008.
	 Math scores at Alta Loma were even worse. Among students taking the CST algebra 2 
exam, 70 percent scored below proficiency, while of those taking the CST geometry exam, 74 
percent scored below proficiency. On the English EAP, a shocking 84 percent of those taking the 
exam scored “not ready for college.” Almost 99 percent of 11th graders took the voluntary EAP.
	 There are few places in California more beautiful than Carmel, on the state’s upper 
central coast in Monterey County. Carmel is famous for scenic beaches, beautiful homes, 
and expensive boutiques, but most Americans probably think of it first as the town where 
Hollywood superstar actor-director Clint Eastwood served as mayor a number of years ago. 
It comes as no surprise that Carmel High School is located in a neighborhood with a median 
home price in excess of $900,000. Less than 10 percent of Carmel High students are on the 
free/reduced-price lunch program, and 14 percent are labeled socio-economically disadvan-
taged. Just 3 percent of students are English-language learners. Eighty percent of the school’s 
students are white, and 11 percent are Hispanic.
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	 Many Carmel High parents seem satisfied with their chil-
dren’s school. “Carmel has wonderful academics and extracur-
riculars,” said one parent. “Staff and students couldn’t be better.” 
Another parent remarked in a review: “I am a graduate of CHS 
the class of 1995. I am also now a parent so to let all of you know 
about this wonderful school it’s a great place to have your chil-
dren go. . . . I myself loved the whole school as well as the extra 
curricular activities.”
	 While doing the math on Carmel’s home prices might be 
challenging, the CST math exams have proved even trickier for 
many students at Carmel High. On the CST algebra 2 exam, 
65 percent of test-taking students scored below the proficiency 
benchmark, while 54 percent of those taking the geometry CST 
scored below proficiency. 
	 Of Carmel High 11th graders taking the EAP English exam, 
62 percent tested “not ready for college.” Nearly 99 percent of 

11th graders took that exam.
	 Up U.S. Highway 101 from Carmel is South San Francisco, on the peninsula just 
below its more famous neighbor. Located in an area where the median home price is about 
$525,000, El Camino High School has 17 percent of its students on the free/reduced-price 
lunch program, with 25 percent labeled socio-economically disadvantaged. The racially 
diverse school has only 3 percent of students who are English-language learners.
	 On the CST English exam, 63 percent of El Camino High 10th graders and 59 per-
cent of 11th graders scored below proficiency. Things were even worse in math. In algebra 
2, 73 percent of students taking the exam fell below the proficiency bar, while 66 percent of 
geometry test-takers scored below that benchmark.
	 Worse yet were the results on the EAP English exam. Eighty-five percent of El Camino 
11th graders taking the EAP exam scored “not ready for college.” Nearly 91 percent of 11th 
graders took the EAP exam.
	 Across San Francisco Bay from El Camino High is the city of Brentwood in Contra 
Costa County. Although the historic water tower on the main street recalls the city’s agri-
cultural past, Brentwood experienced a triple-digit rate of residential growth in the 1990s. 
In fact, in a sign of the times, the water tower now serves as a cell-phone transmitter. Brent-
wood’s Liberty High School is located in a neighborhood with a median home price of 
$329,000. The school’s student population is more than half white and a third Hispanic. 
About 22 percent of students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program, and a quarter are 
labeled socio-economically disadvantaged. Ten percent are English-language learners.
	 Liberty High parents rave about the school. “Liberty High School,” observed one par-
ent, “is one with great opportunities for your children to grow and learn the tools for suc-
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cess as they become young adults.” Another parent commented: “Overall Liberty is a great 
school. . . . There are some great teachers that are very passionate about their jobs, great pro-
grams. . . . The students have spirit and pride in the school with great academics and drama 
group.” But just how great are the academics at Liberty High? The school’s test scores paint 
a very different picture from the one drawn by these parents.
	 On the CST English exam, 52 percent of Liberty High 10th graders and 62 percent of 
11th graders failed to hit the proficiency mark. These scores, however, look high in compari-
son to the math results. In both algebra 2 and geometry, a staggering 85 percent of students 
taking the CST exams scored below the proficient level.
	 Down in Silicon Valley, Santa Teresa High School sits in San Jose, the metropolis of 
Santa Clara County. Although it lives in the shadow of San Francisco, its neighbor to the 
north, San Jose has a larger population and is the hub of the high-tech region. Even with the 
down economy, the median home price around Santa Teresa High is upwards of $440,000. 
More than four out of 10 students at the school are white, a third are Hispanic, and Asians 
account for 15 percent. Thirteen percent of students are on the free/reduced-price lunch 
program, with a slightly higher percentage labeled socio-economically disadvantaged. Just 7 
percent are English-language learners.
	 On the CST English exam, a majority, 52 percent, of 
Santa Teresa 11th graders failed to reach proficiency. Even more 
unnerving for the region’s high-tech industry, 70 percent of stu-
dents taking the state algebra 2 exam and 84 percent of those 
taking the geometry exam tested below the proficient level.
	 Businesses should also be concerned that 78 percent of 
Santa Teresa 11th graders who took the English EAP scored “not ready for college.” Ninety-
five percent of 11th graders took the exam.
	 Take Highway 17 southwest from San Jose and you’ll reach the eclectic city of Santa 
Cruz. Known for its leftish politics, its counterculture pride, and its native banana slug, 
which is the mascot of the athletic teams at the local University of California campus, 
Santa Cruz paradoxically sent Republican Bruce McPherson to the state legislature for 
many years. Next door to Santa Cruz is Soquel, a beautiful little town of about 5,000. 
Although the local politics lean strongly to liberal egalitarianism, the high home prices 
bespeak a degree of exclusivity. Soquel High School is located in an area with a median 
home price of about $573,000. 
	 More than six out of 10 of the school’s students are white, and just two out of 10 are His-
panic. Less than 5 percent are English-language learners. Approximately two out of 10 students 
are on the free/reduced-price lunch program or are labeled socio-economically disadvantaged.
	 On the CST English exam, 53 percent of Soquel High 10th graders scored below the 
proficiency benchmark. On the CST algebra 2 exam, 85 percent of test-taking students failed to 
reach proficiency, while 68 percent of those taking the geometry exam failed to reach that level.
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	 With the University of California at Santa Cruz as its neigh-
bor, it is especially disturbing that 77 percent of Soquel High 
11th graders who took the English EAP exam scored “not ready 
for college.” About 90 percent of 11th graders took the exam.
	 Up the coast from Soquel, between Half Moon Bay and San 
Francisco, is the town of Pacifica, a popular destination for surf-
ing and other outdoor recreation. Terra Nova High School, in the 
southern part of the town, boasts longtime New York Mets first 
baseman Keith Hernandez and actor/comedian Rob Schneider, 
of “Saturday Night Live” and Deuce Bigalow fame, as former 
students. The neighborhood median home price is $533,000. 
Nearly six out of 10 Terra Nova students are white, and less than 
two out of 10 are Hispanic. About two out of 10 students are on 
the free/reduced-price lunch program or are labeled socio-eco-
nomically disadvantaged. A minuscule 1 percent of students are 
English-language learners.

	 As with other schools in “nice” areas, parents voice satisfaction with Terra Nova High. 
According to one parent: “My entire extended family has gone through TN and everyone has 
been extremely happy with it. . . . Because it’s a relatively large school, there’s a wide variety 
of choices in classes, activities, teachers, and friends. TN can and has prepared students for all 
kinds of school, from tech/art/cooking schools to Ivy League and everything in between.”
	 Yet the waves are not the only things crashing in Pacifica. On the CST English exam, 
54 percent of students in grades 10 and 11 failed to perform at proficiency. On the math 
CST, 83 percent of students taking the algebra 2 exam and 61 percent of those taking the 
geometry exam failed to hit the proficiency mark.
	 The parent who said that Terra Nova prepares students for the Ivy League has evidently 
not seen the school’s EAP results. Seventy-nine percent of Terra Nova 11th graders taking the 

EAP English exam tested “not ready for college.” Slightly more than  
98 percent of 11th graders took the exam.
	 Located in Silicon Valley, the town of Campbell—the origi-
nal home of eBay—is primarily an upscale suburban residential area 
dotted with attractive single-family homes. Craig Morton, former 

quarterback for the Dallas Cowboys, grew up in Campbell. One of the town’s high schools, 
Westmont High, is located in a neighborhood with a median home price of $571,000. About 
54 percent of the students are white, 21 percent are Hispanic, and 14 percent are Asian. Less 
than two out of 10 students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program or are labeled socio-
economically disadvantaged. Five percent of students are English-language learners.
	 The comfy surroundings mask some sobering statistics at Westmont. On the CST 
English exam, 52 percent of 11th graders scored below proficiency. An amazing 76 percent 
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of students taking the algebra 2 CST and 86 percent of those taking 
the geometry exam fell below the proficiency bar.
	 While nearly half of Westmont 11th graders scored as pro-
ficient or better on the CST English exam, three-quarters of 11th 
graders tested on the English EAP scored “not ready for college.” 
About 98 percent of 11th graders took the EAP exam.
	 Moving on to southern California, Corona del Mar High is 
located in Newport Beach, in wealthy, conservative Orange County. 
The town was ranked as one of America’s most expensive zip codes 
by Forbes, and the popular television series “The O.C.” was based 
on the lives of Newport Beach residents. Corona del Mar High is 
located in an area where the median home price in mid-2009 was 
more than $1.1 million. The school received a silver rating from 
U.S. News & World Report in its 2009 assessment of high schools 
that best prepare students for college. 
	 Corona del Mar High is 86 percent white and 8 percent Asian. 
Less than 3 percent of students at this prestigious public school are English-language learners. 
Only 3.2 percent of students qualify for the free/reduced-price lunch program, and 5 percent are 
designated as socio-economically disadvantaged. Yet a full 53 percent of students taking the alge-
bra 2 CST and 65 percent of those taking the geometry exam scored below the proficient level. 
	 Live Oak High is located in northern California, in Morgan Hill, where the median 
home price in mid-2009 was almost $520,000. Morgan Hill is a bedroom community for 
the high-tech Silicon Valley. Forty-four percent of the students at Live Oak High are white, 
and 39 percent are Hispanic. Less than 18 percent qualify for the free/reduced-price lunch 
program, though 32.1 percent are considered socio-economically disadvantaged. About two 
out of 10 students are English-language learners.
	 Despite the expensive real estate, Live Oak High has remarkably 
low proficiency rates. All three high-school grades that take the CST had 
more than half of the students scoring below proficient in English. Fifty-
five percent of ninth graders scored below proficient. The percentage 
increased in the 10th grade to 57 percent, and again in the 11th grade 
to 59 percent.
	 Live Oak students performed no better in math. While math scores are slightly more 
complicated to interpret than English scores, because students take different math courses 
at different times, Live Oak’s exceptionally low scores are inexcusable. Ninety-four percent 
of students taking the CST geometry exam tested below proficiency. On the algebra 2 CST, 
more than three-quarters, 76 percent, scored below the proficient level. 
	 Yet despite this poor performance on multiple tests across grade levels, some Live Oak 
parents consider it a great school. One parent remarked in a review: “The school provides 
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Despite the expensive real estate, Live Oak 
High has remarkably low proficiency rates. 
All three high-school grades that take the 

CST had more than half of the students 
scoring below proficient in English.
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excellent opportunities for all levels of abilities. Students are challenged and rewarded for 
accomplishments. . . . A super learning environment.” This disjuncture between the actual 
performance of a school and the perception of its quality by parents is common. In many of 
the schools examined in this report, parents were apparently unaware of the low test scores 
and had been lulled into thinking the school was good because of its location in a nice neigh-
borhood. In that regard, Live Oak is not unusual.
	 Moving south to Acton—a town known for its beautiful scenery and historic build-
ings, just across the San Gabriel Mountains from Los Angeles—one finds a similar picture of 
expensive neighborhoods with surprisingly underperforming schools. Acton’s Vasquez High 
in the Acton-Agua Dulce Unified School District is located in a zip code with a median home 
price of more than $400,000. About two out 10 of students qualify for the free/reduced-
price lunch program, and 15 percent are considered socio-economically disadvantaged. Less 
than 5 percent are English-language learners.
	 One Vasquez parent commented, “Vasquez is truly a great and high quality school.” 
Another wrote in a review that Vasquez is a “[g]reat school, the school is what the teachers, 
parents and students make of it. They take a lot of negative press from the district, but still 
strive forward for success. You would be proud to attend Vasquez, it is a real school, with 
real people.”
	 Yet at this “real school,” the scores are well below 50 percent proficient in both English and 
mathematics. In ninth grade, 54 percent of Vasquez students failed to reach proficiency on the 

English CST. In 10th grade the percentage increased to 69 percent, 
and in 11th grade 64 percent were below proficient. In math a 
staggering 94 percent of students taking the geometry CST tested 
below proficient. Things were not much better on the algebra 2 
CST, where 89 percent of test-takers failed to reach proficiency.
	 Returning to northern California, Capuchino High School is 
located on the peninsula just south of San Francisco, in the city 
of San Bruno. A third of the students are white, a third are His-
panic, and 10 percent are Asian. Eighteen percent of students 
are on the free/reduced-price lunch program, and a quarter are 
categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged. Less than 12 
percent are English-language learners. The median home price 
in San Bruno is more than $500,000, and many residents com-
mute to work in either San Francisco or Silicon Valley.
	 Many parents and former students rave about Capuchino 
High. “The teachers at Cap are wonderful,” commented one 
parent. “All of them are young, eager and enthusiastic about 
teaching. My daughter’s experience has been wonderful and I 
would recommend this school to anyone looking.”
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	 Another parent wrote: “I can’t say enough about the teacher’s and staff member at 
Capuchino. It’s nice to see teacher’s who actually provide individual attention to each of the 
students. They showed my daughter how to excel in her education, maintain and stick to her 
personal goals.” 
	 Yet more than half of Capuchino High’s students are not profi-
cient in English in all three tested grades. A majority, 51 percent, of 
ninth graders scored below proficient, while 59 percent of 10th graders 
and 62 percent of 11th graders tested below the proficiency mark. Not 
only are these numbers poor, but the downward trend in proficiency as 
students progress through school is even more troubling.
	 Capuchino High’s mathematics performance is no more encouraging. On both the 
geometry and the algebra 2 CSTs, 82 percent of students taking the tests scored below the 
proficiency benchmark.

20/40 High Schools
A slight change in the categorization parameters reveals a long list of schools performing 
slightly better than the above schools, but still at worse than mediocre levels. Many of the 
names and locations of high schools where 20 percent or less of the students are disadvan-
taged, but where 40 percent or more score below the proficient level, are surprising.
	 Even more than Newport Beach, Malibu is the quintessential glamorous wealthy Cali-
fornia beach community in the eyes of people in other parts of the country. In the 2008 
hit movie Iron Man, the wealthy industrialist Tony Stark, played by Robert Downey Jr., 
lives in Malibu. Many Hollywood stars live in the town despite the wildfires and mudslides 
that plague the area. In the neighborhood around Malibu High School, the median home 
price is more than $1.5 million. Eighty-five percent of the school’s students are white. Only  
8.8 percent of students qualify for the free/reduced-price lunch program, and 9.7 percent are 
categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged. 
	 As one might expect from a school in such an area, Malibu High has earned multiple 
awards for academic excellence. Newsweek ranked it 184th among America’s top schools in 
2007. That same year the school earned a gold medal and was ranked number 98 by U.S. 
News & World Report.
	 Parents also give Malibu High good ratings. One parent has written: “I adore this school. The 
teachers and staff are amazing. They are all very supportive and helpful and the campus is absolutely 
beautiful. . . . If you live in the Malibu area . . . don’t choose a fancy private school, send them to 
Malibu High.” Another parent commented, “This school is one of the best in California,” and 
went on to say, “If you want your child to have the best education this is the school for them.”
	 Yet these awards and rave reviews from parents are baffling when one takes a look at 
Malibu’s test scores. Forty percent of Malibu 11th graders failed to achieve proficiency on 

Yet more than half of Capuchino High’s 
students are not proficient in English in 

all three tested grades.
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the English CST. In math, 76 percent of students taking the 
algebra 2 CST and 75 percent of those taking the geometry 
exam tested below proficiency. 
	 Malibu’s glitzy credentials are probably rivaled only by  
Beverly Hills. As the long-running television comedy “The 
Beverly Hillbillies” suggested, many Americans dream of mov-
ing to Beverly Hills if they should strike oil or win the lottery. 
Even in a faltering economy with dipping housing values, it 
is no surprise to find a median home price of $1.35 million 
in the zip code for Beverly Hills High. The school’s students 
are 68 percent white and 16 percent Asian. Just 4 percent of 
students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program, and 6 
percent are labeled socio-economically disadvantaged. Six per-
cent are English-language learners. 
	 Given the wealth of its surrounding neighborhood, the perfor-
mance at Beverly Hills High is less than one would surely expect. 
On the CST English exam, 41 percent of 11th graders—more 
than four out of 10—scored below the proficiency benchmark. 
In math, a majority, 51 percent, of students taking the algebra 
2 CST failed to score at the proficient level, and 59 percent of 
those taking the geometry exam failed to hit that mark.
	 Going back to the town of Campbell in Silicon Valley, we 
find Branham High School, located in an area with a median 
home price of $515,000. Fifty-four percent of students are 
white, and less than two out 10 are Hispanic. Eleven percent 
are on the free/reduced-price lunch program, and 14 percent are 
socio-economically disadvantaged. A scant 1 percent are Eng-
lish-language learners.
	 Despite these demographics, 45 percent of students in grades 
10 and 11 failed to perform at proficiency on the English CST. 
In math, a disturbing 80 percent of students taking the algebra 
2 CST scored below proficiency, while 74 percent of those tak-
ing the geometry exam failed to meet that benchmark.
	 Most Branham students are also unprepared for higher edu-
cation. Seventy-eight percent of 11th graders who took the Eng-
lish EAP scored “not ready for college.” More than 98 percent 
of 11th graders took the exam.
	 Miramonte High is located in the East Bay city of Orinda, 
where the median home price as of mid-2009 was more than a 
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million dollars. According to Wikipedia’s description, Orinda “is well known in the area as 
one of the most desirable addresses in the East Bay due to its excellent public schools, high-
priced real estate and naturally scenic landscape.” The city’s informational website touts 
Orinda as a “family-oriented community in a semi-rural valley” with “tree-studded hill-
sides” and “natural beauty.” The website also points out that “Orinda schools are consistently 
ranked among the best in California.” More than 71 percent of the student body is white. 
Only 0.2 percent of students qualify for the free/reduced-price lunch program, and 12.5 
percent are categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged. Just one-tenth of 1 percent of 
students are English-language learners.
	 Parents and former students agree about Miramonte’s seeming upsides. One parent 
commented: “This school is as good as any public high school can get. There is a real culture 
of achievement, and the students are friendly and helpful. . . . We came from a good private 
school, and find Miramonte more and better in most aspects.” A former student wrote: 
“When I think of Miramonte, I think of green lawns, a sprawling campus of warm-toned 
buildings, great teachers, and incredible homogeneity. My parents moved from Oakland to 
Orinda so that my brother and I could go to Miramonte—like trading higher property taxes 
for the price of private school.”
	 Yet a look at Miramonte High’s test scores reveals that Orinda’s 
“excellent public schools” might not be as good as parents think they 
are. While slightly less than 40 percent of students taking the geometry 
CST scored below proficiency, 57 percent of algebra 2 test-takers fell 
below the proficiency bar.
	 Anaheim is one of the most famous locations in California. Home to Disneyland and 
to the usually winning but awkwardly named Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim major-league 
baseball team, the city of Donald Duck and Mickey Mouse is a forward-thinking munici-
pality headed by Republican Mayor Curt Pringle, a former Speaker of the Assembly. Can-
yon High School in Anaheim is located in a neighborhood with a median home price of 
$486,000. Nearly six out of 10 students at the school are white, and about two out of 10 
are Asian. Only 5 percent of students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program, and just 
7 percent are categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged. A minuscule 2 percent are 
English-language learners.
	 Parents rave about Canyon High. One commented in a review, “A true gem! This is the 
only Anaheim Hills high school, and is the crown jewel of this fine community. Great IB/
AP program, respectful and involved student body, committed teachers. It is an all around 
winner and the educational experience at this school is comparable to private schools. It is 
truly an amazing place to learn. All parents should send their kids here with pride!” Another 
remarked that Canyon High was “a fantastic school.”
	 However, like the popular Haunted Mansion ride at Disneyland, the scores at Canyon 
High are frightening. Forty-six percent of 11th graders failed to make proficiency on the 

Yet a look at Miramonte High’s test 
scores reveals that Orinda’s “excellent 
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English CST. In math, 69 percent of students taking the algebra 
2 CST and 73 percent of those taking the geometry exam tested 
below proficiency.
	 Whether or not Canyon High has “great” International 
Baccalaureate and Advanced Placement programs, as the par-
ent quoted above claims, the fact is that a large majority of the 
school’s students are not prepared for higher education. On the 
English EAP, 67 percent—two-thirds—of 11th graders scored 
“not ready for college.” More than 95 percent of the school’s 
11th graders took the exam.
	 Cupertino is the epitome of a Silicon Valley city. In fact, 
many of the city’s boosters label it the “heart” of the region. 
Many high-tech powerhouses, led by Apple, are headquartered 
here. The median home price in the area around Cupertino 
High School is $958,000. Five percent of the school’s students 
are on the free/reduced-price lunch program, and 11 percent are 
designated socio-economically disadvantaged. Slightly less than 
12 percent of the students are English-language learners.
	 Yet for a school in such a high-tech environment, it should 
be surprising to see that on both the algebra 2 and the geometry 
CST, 53 percent of students taking the tests failed to perform at 
the proficient level. Also troubling, 41 percent of 11th graders 
scored below proficient on the English CST.
	 While more than four out of 10 Cupertino High 11th grad-
ers failed to reach proficiency on the state English exam, even 
more—60 percent—failed to reach college-ready status on the 
English EAP. Nearly 99 percent of 11th graders took the exam.
	 Among prosperous Orange County’s many beautiful beach 
communities is Huntington Beach. Styled America’s “surf cap-
ital,” Huntington Beach is home to the International Surfing 
Museum. The city’s Edison High School is located in an area 
with a median home price of $549,000. The school’s student 
body is 64 percent white, 12 percent Asian, and 10 percent 
Hispanic. Just 5 percent of students are on the free/reduced-
price lunch program, and 2 percent are categorized as socio-
economically disadvantaged. Only 3 percent are English-lan-
guage learners.
	 Academic rip tides, however, trouble Edison. Forty-three 
percent of 11th graders failed to test at the proficiency mark on 
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the English CST. In math, 61 percent of students taking the algebra 2 CST and 58 percent 
of those taking the geometry exam performed below the proficiency level.
	 The city of Encinitas in San Diego County is another surfing paradise. The town is 
also known as a flower-growing center, especially poinsettias. Los Angeles Lakers owner 
Dr. Jerry Buss, actor Richard Dreyfuss, and a host of other notables have at one time or 
another made their home in Encinitas. The median home price in the neighborhood 
around the city’s La Costa Canyon High School is $552,000. More than three-quarters 
of the students are white, and 15 percent are Hispanic. About 10 percent of students are 
on the free/reduced-price lunch program or are designated as socio-economically disad-
vantaged. Only 5 percent are English-language learners.
	 Many La Costa Canyon parents praise the school. “This appears to be a truly great learning 
institution,” offers one parent, who then observes, “The campus is spectacular and the parents I’ve 
met are very motivated about getting a quality education for their children.” Another remarked: 
“I have been very pleased with the education my daughter has received. She is incredibly well 
prepared for college and is involved in a strenuous workload. The teachers are great and the extra-
curricular activities are amazing. I cannot comprehend the opportunities that LCC offers.”
	 In contrast to the comments by these parents, however, the school’s test scores tell a 
very different story. Forty-two percent of La Costa 11th graders failed to achieve proficiency 
on the English CST. In math, 61 percent of students taking the algebra 2 CST and 62 per-
cent of those taking the geometry exam scored below the proficient level. 
	 The La Costa parent who boasted about how well the school prepared students for col-
lege might be in for a rude awakening if he or she ever looked at the 
school’s EAP results. Seventy-two percent of La Costa 11th graders 
scored “not ready for college” on the English EAP. Nearly 94 percent 
of 11th graders took the exam.
	 On the peninsula below San Francisco is Millbrae, an affluent 
community of about 21,000 residents. Mills High School is the only 
high school in the city and is located in an area with a median home 
price of $895,000. Fifty-two percent of the students are Asian, 22 
percent are white, and 12 percent are Hispanic. Five percent of the 
students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program, while 8 per-
cent are categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged. Seven per-
cent are English-language learners.
	 Among Mills High 11th graders taking the English CST, 41 
percent tested below the proficiency benchmark. In math, 55 per-
cent of students taking the algebra 2 CST and 64 percent of those 
taking the geometry exam failed to hit the proficiency mark.
	 Most parents of students at Mills probably expect their chil-
dren to go on to good colleges and universities. If their children do 
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get admitted to these schools, many may find the academic going difficult. On the English 
EAP, 65 percent of Mills 11th graders tested “not ready for college.” Ninety-eight percent of 
11th graders took the exam.
	 Livermore in northern California is home to Lawrence Livermore National Labora-
tory and well-known enterprises such as Wente Vineyards. The city’s Granada High School 
is situated in an area with a median home price of $457,000. Almost seven out of 10 of 
the students are white, and slightly less than 16 percent are Hispanic. About 9 percent of 
students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program or are designated socio-economically 
disadvantaged. Five percent are English-language learners.
	 On the English CST, 47 percent of Granada students in grades 10 and 11 failed to 
make proficiency. In math, 64 percent of students taking the algebra 2 CST and 76 percent 
of those taking the geometry exam scored below the proficient level.
	 Granada’s poor scores on the English CST are dwarfed by its results on the English 
EAP. Seventy-four percent, or nearly three-quarters, of those taking the English EAP scored 
“not ready for college.” More than 95 percent of 11th graders took the exam.
	 Near Santa Cruz is Scotts Valley, which was the home of legendary Hollywood direc-
tor Alfred Hitchcock. Surrounded by redwoods, the town is close to several popular state 
parks. The median home price in the neighborhoods around Scotts Valley High School is 
$588,000. Eighty-five percent of the school’s students are white. Between 6 and 7 percent 

of the students are on free/reduced-price lunch program or are 
designated socio-economically disadvantaged. Just a little more 
than 1 percent are English-language learners.
	 One parent calls Scotts Valley High “academically pristine.” 
Another commented that “Scotts Valley High has many fine 
attributes, some excellent teachers, especially in the IB program, 
many parents who volunteer and students with talent.”
	 The idyllic surroundings, however, mask some definite 
achievement problems at the school. Forty-one percent of Scotts 
Valley 10th graders and 42 percent of 11th graders scored below 
proficiency on the English CST. It is in math, though, that the 
numbers are truly shocking. Eighty-one percent of students tak-
ing the algebra 2 CST and 82 percent of those taking the geom-
etry exam failed to hit the proficiency mark.
	 Many Scotts Valley students may also encounter academic 
trouble if they go on to higher education. Sixty-four percent of 
11th graders taking the English EAP scored “not ready for col-
lege.” Ninety-nine percent of 11th graders took the exam.
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Elementary and Middle Schools

Education officials in California often acknowledge the problems in the state’s high schools. 
Yet it is important to point out that underperformance is not restricted to high schools. 
California’s public-school system has many elementary and middle schools that have failed 
to prepare their students for high school and college. 

33/50 Elementary and Middle Schools
An array of elementary and middle schools have less than 33 percent of their students on the 
free/reduced-price lunch program or categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged, and 
yet have more than 50 percent in at least one grade who score below the proficient level on 
either the English or the math California Standards Test. 
	 Castaic is a growing unincorporated community in the San Fernando Valley in Los 
Angeles County. It is a few miles from the Magic Mountain amusement park in Valencia, 
and is likely best known for Lake Castaic and Pyramid Lake, favorite boating and swimming 
destinations for southern Californians. Live Oak Elementary School in Castaic is located in a 
neighborhood with a median home price of $345,000. Forty-five percent of the students are 
white, and 36 percent are Hispanic. About a quarter of the students are on the free/reduced-
price lunch program or are categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged. Less than two 
out of 10 are English-language learners.
	 Exactly six out of 10 Live Oak third graders and more than 
half—54 percent—of the school’s fifth graders tested below proficiency 
on the English CST. A nearly equal proportion of fifth graders, 55 per-
cent, failed to hit the proficiency mark on the math exam.
	 On the Santa Cruz County coast is the unincorporated town of 
Aptos. Known for its beautiful beaches and forests, the town has been home to a number 
of celebrities, including Pro Bowl NFL quarterback Trent Dilfer, who helped the Baltimore 
Ravens win Super Bowl XXXV. Mar Vista Elementary School in Aptos is located in an area 
with a median home price of $591,000. More than seven out of 10 students are white, and 
less than two out of 10 are Hispanic. About two out of 10 students are on the free/reduced-
price lunch program or are designated socio-economically disadvantaged. Only 6 percent are 
English-language learners.
	 Many Mar Vista parents love the school. One parent gushed: “We love, love, love Mar 
Vista. The staff is excellent and the parental involvement is fabulous. I am so happy with 
the communication between staff and parents via school website, newsletters and even the 
school’s own radio station.” Another wrote: “The smallest elementary school in a large dis-
trict lets us call MV our public ‘private’ school. Wonderful principal, staff and teachers are 
strongly supported by an involved community of parents.” 
	 Yet would parents pay private-school tuition for Mar Vista if they knew about the 
troubling test results at the school? On the English CST, 58 percent of Mar Vista third 

Exactly six out of 10 Live Oak third 
graders and more than half—54 percent—
of the school’s fifth graders tested below 

proficiency on the English CST. 
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graders scored below proficiency. On the math CST, 54 per-
cent of third graders and 56 percent of sixth graders failed to 
reach proficiency.
	 Martinez is the county seat of Contra Costa County in 
northern California. The town is probably best known to those 
passing through on Highway 680 for the huge refinery operated 
by the Shell oil company, but the area is also home to extensive 
wetlands and waterways. New York Yankees legend Joe DiMag-
gio was born in the town in 1914. Martinez Junior High School 
is located in a zip code with a median home price of $362,000. 
The student population is 64 percent white and 17 percent His-
panic. Roughly two out of 10 students are on the free/reduced-
price lunch program or are designated socio-economically dis-
advantaged. Just 6 percent are English-language learners.
	 On the math CST, Martinez students have some problems. 
While a small group of seventh graders taking the algebra 1 
exam did exceedingly well, 51 percent of the remaining seventh 

graders who took the regular seventh-grade CST math exam failed to score at the proficient 
level. For sixth graders, 54 percent failed to hit the proficiency mark.
	 Next door to Martinez is the town of Benicia, which served as California’s state capi-
tal for a short while during the mid-19th century. The town is now known for the quaint 
antique shops and boutiques that line its shopping district. Famed author Jack London lived 
in Benicia. The neighborhood around the town’s Mary Farmar Elementary School has a 
median home price of $382,000. Fifty-three percent of the students are white, 16 percent are 
Hispanic, and 11 percent are African-American. Less than a quarter of the students are on 
the free/reduced-price lunch program and less than two out of 10 are labeled socio-economi-
cally disadvantaged. Only 4 percent are English-language learners.
	 Parents seem to love Mary Farmar Elementary. According to one: “I love this school. I 
have 2 children who currently attend Farmar & they have showed to be great students. The 
teachers are great & the parent involvement at the school is excellent. I can’t wait to enroll 
my other 2 children.” Another parent wrote: “Mary Farmar is a family. They make each child 

feel welcomed and appreciated. They do an excellent job of add-
ing enrichment to the school with jazzercise, fencing, Spanish and 
French and cooking for kids. I can’t say how proud I am to be a 
Falcon Family!!!” 
	 The jazzercise and cooking may be great, but many students at 

Mary Farmar seem to be having trouble with English and math. More than half, 51 percent, of 
both second graders and third graders scored below proficiency on the English CST. In math, 
53 percent of second graders failed to meet that benchmark.
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	 In southern Orange County, next to Laguna Beach, sits the 
town of Aliso Viejo. The restaurant chain Marie Callender’s and 
many other large companies have headquarters in the town. Of 
note to soap opera fans, Alicia Leigh Willis, who plays Courtney 
Matthews on ABC’s long-running “General Hospital,” lives in 
Aliso Viejo. The town’s Wood Canyon Elementary School is in a 
neighborhood with a median home price of $417,000. The stu-
dent body is 54 percent white and 20 percent Hispanic. Two out 
10 students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program or are 
designated socio-economically disadvantaged. Thirteen percent are 
English-language learners.
	 A majority, 51 percent, of third graders scored below the 
proficient level on the English CST. On the math CST, 52 per-
cent of fourth graders and 65 percent of fifth graders failed to 
test at proficiency.
	 In Livermore, Altamont Creek Elementary School is situ-
ated in an area with a median home price of $364,000. Six out of 
10 students are white, and two out of 10 are Hispanic. About 11 percent of students are on 
the free/reduced-price lunch program, are designated as socio-economically disadvantaged, 
and are English-language learners. 
	 “We love this school,” remarked one Altamont Creek parent. Another commented, 
“Great teachers, excellent support from parents.” Another wrote: “We have been extremely 
satisfied with her progress and with the teachers. This is a wonderful school with a lot of sup-
port from the PTA and the parents. Our daughter loves it and so do we as parents!”
	 Parents may love the school, but it is harder to love the test results. Half of Altamont 
Creek second graders failed to hit the proficiency mark on the English CST. Fifty-four per-
cent of third graders also missed the proficiency target on the English exam.
	 Torrance is a large beach-city suburb of Los Angeles. The median home price in the 
area around Torrance’s Howard Woods Elementary School is $438,000. The school has a 
diverse student body, with 28 percent white, 22 percent Asian, and 18 percent Hispanic. 
About two out of 10 students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program or are designated 
socio-economically disadvantaged. Twelve percent are English-language learners.
	 On the English CST, 53 percent of Howard Woods second graders and 63 percent of 
third graders did not achieve proficiency. In math, more than half, 51 percent, of sixth grad-
ers missed the proficiency mark.
	 Excelsior Middle School is located in Byron in northern California. The median home 
price in this city, located in Contra Costa County and easily accessible from the East Bay, is more 
than $350,000. Many Bay Area commuters call Byron home, and the area was once famous 
for its hot springs. At Excelsior Middle, about two out of 10 students are on the free/reduced-
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price lunch program and are designated as socio-economically 
disadvantaged. Sixty-four percent of the school’s students are 
white, and slightly less than two out of 10 are Hispanic. Less than  
4 percent are English-language learners.
	 Parents and students at the school seem satisfied. According to 
one parent: “I love this school! Tight knit community, well orga-
nized and friendly office staff, outgoing administration, dedicated 
teachers, altogether EMS is a fantastic place for my daughter.”
	 Yet Excelsior’s test scores fail to impress. On the English CST, 
more than half of students in all three grades failed to score profi-
cient: 57 percent of sixth graders, 53 percent of seventh graders, 
and 58 percent of eighth graders scored below the benchmark. 
In math, 59 percent of seventh graders scored below proficient, 
and on the algebra 1 CST a full 83 percent of eighth graders 
failed to reach proficiency.
	 Things don’t look much better at Rollingwood Elementary, 
another northern California school, located in San Bruno. The 

median house price in the area around Rollingwood is more than $550,000. A bit less than 
a quarter of the students qualify for the free/reduced-price lunch program, and slightly 
less than three out of 10 are categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged. Seventeen 
percent are English-language learners. The diverse student body is 31 percent Hispanic, 26 
percent white, 20 percent Filipino, and 11 percent other Asian.
	 Many parents rave about Rollingwood. According to one enthusiastic parent: “I 
couldn’t imagine a better school for my children. The teachers are excellent, they really care 
about the kids and are always looking for ways to make learning fun and exciting. . . . The 
staff at Rollingwood is incredible. They are very personable and are always willing to help. . 
. . Overall, I would highly recommend Rollingwood to any parent looking for a great school 
to send their children.” 
	 Yet how many parents would accept a recommendation for a school with Rollingwood’s 
level of achievement? Sixty-two percent of Rollingwood second graders and 65 percent of 
fifth graders scored below proficient on the English CST. In math, these same two grades also 
underperformed: 64 percent of both second and fifth graders failed to score proficient on the 
math CST.
	 Moving further south, Mesa Elementary is in Somis, just off U.S. Highway 101 near 
Camarillo in Ventura County. The median home price in the area around the school is more 
than three-quarters of a million dollars. Somis is primarily an agricultural area, with many 
large ranches and estates. At Mesa Elementary, less than three out of 10 students qualify for 
the free/reduced-price lunch program, and 27 percent are designated as socio-economically 
disadvantaged. Less than 12 percent are English-language learners.
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	 In this expensive area, 52 percent of second graders and 53 percent of third graders 
scored below the proficient level on the English CST. 

20/40 Elementary and Middle Schools
The same pattern of underperformance can be found in middle and elementary schools in 
middle-class and more affluent areas where 20 percent or less of students are disadvantaged 
and 40 percent or more fail to achieve proficiency on the CST exams. 
	 Mission Viejo in southern Orange County is one of the nation’s largest master-planned 
communities ever constructed in a single project. Donald Bren, who later became president 
of the Irvine Company, planned and developed the city, which was largely completed by 
1980. Based on FBI data, Mission Viejo is the safest city in the United States. The town’s 
Barcelona Hills Elementary School is in a zip code with a median home price of $457,000. 
Seven out of 10 students are white, and less than one out of 10 are Hispanic. About 7 percent 
of students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program or are designated socio-economi-
cally disadvantaged. Less than 4 percent are English-language learners.
	 One parent remarked of Barcelona Hills Elementary, “It is a wonderful school with the 
parents, teachers and the community playing a role in the success of the school.” Another 
wrote in a review: “It is an excellent school. The academic programs are designed to keep the 
students enthusiastic about school. They have variety of after-school classes such as chess, art, 
and language.”
	 Mission Viejo may have been planned, but Barcelona Hills probably did not plan on 
47 percent of third graders and 43 percent of fifth graders testing below the proficient level 
on the English CST. Neither did the school likely plan on 40 percent of sixth graders scoring 
below proficiency on the math CST.
	 Placentia in northern Orange County made the news recently for a failed railroad 
project that nearly bankrupted the city. In a symbolic coincidence, Titanic director James 
Cameron has called Placentia home. Former French Open tennis champion Michael Chang 
has also lived in the town. The median home price in the neighborhood around the Charles 
Wagner Elementary School is $453,000. The school is 54 percent white, 23 percent His-
panic, and 9 percent Asian. Eight percent of students are on the free/reduced-price lunch 
program, and 13 percent are designated socio-economically disadvantaged. Five percent are 
English-language learners.
	 According to one new Charles Wagner parent: “Seems to be a great school with good 
parent involvement. The teachers seem nice and qualified. Again, this is our first year, and we 
are impressed thus far.” “Terrific School! Teachers are fair and are aware of students,” wrote 
another parent. 
	 One wonders if parents are aware of the widespread lagging student achievement at 
the school. On the English CST, 64 percent of Charles Wagner third graders, 54 percent of 
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fifth graders, and 41 percent of sixth graders failed to reach the 
proficiency benchmark. On the state’s math exam, 56 percent of 
fifth graders did not hit proficiency.
	 Named for the capital of Ireland, Dublin in Alameda County 
in northern California is an affluent city noted for sending its 
former mayor, Guy Houston, to the state legislature as the last 
Republican from the Bay Area. Dublin Elementary School is 
located in a zip code with a median home price of $454,000. 
The school is 53 percent white, 17 percent Hispanic, and 
17 percent Asian. Eleven percent of students are on the free/
reduced-price lunch program, and 5 percent are categorized as 
socio-economically disadvantaged. Fourteen percent are Eng-
lish-language learners.
	 Academically, little Irish luck prevails at Dublin Elementary. 
Nearly half—49 percent—of second graders and 45 percent of 
fifth graders fail to score at the proficient level on the English 
CST. In math, the results are similar. Forty-seven percent of sec-

ond graders and 53 percent of fifth graders failed to reach proficiency on the state math exam.
	 Brentwood in Contra Costa County has been mentioned earlier. Pioneer Elementary 
in Brentwood is situated in a neighborhood with a median home price of $329,000. Nearly 
half the students are white, and two out of 10 are Hispanic. Fourteen percent of students are 
on the free/reduced-price lunch program, and 17 percent are classified as socio-economically 
disadvantaged. Slightly less than 16 percent are English-language learners.
	 In English, the problems at Pioneer span the grades. Fifty-eight percent of second grad-
ers, 66 percent of third graders, 41 percent of fourth graders, and 47 percent of fifth graders 
scored below the proficiency benchmark on the English CST. 
	 Near Brentwood is Byron, also previously mentioned. During World War II, Ger-
man and Japanese prisoners were interrogated at a camp in town. The median home price 
in the area around Timber Point Elementary School is $373,000. About two-thirds of the 
students are white, and 17 percent are Hispanic. Roughly 10 percent of students are on the 
free/reduced-price lunch program, and 14 percent are categorized as socio-economically dis-
advantaged. A little more than 2 percent of students are English-language learners.
	 Timber Point elicits rave reviews from some parents. “I love this school and I look 
forward to next year bringing my children back for another great year!!,” gushed one parent. 
Another said: “I love this school! My kids are happy here. . . . The teachers are wonderful. 
The principal is out on campus talking to parents and kids every day. This is a great place.” 
	 It is probably a safe bet that the principal is not walking around campus talking to 
parents about the school’s low student achievement. Performance at Timber Point lags across 
many grades. Sixty-one percent of second graders, 62 percent of third graders, and 52 percent 
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of fourth graders tested below proficiency on the English CST. In 
math, 45 percent of both fourth and fifth graders scored below the 
proficient level.
	 Saugus is one of four communities in northern Los Angeles 
County that merged to form the city of Santa Clarita. Named after 
Saugus, Massachusetts, the town has the distinction of having one 
the oldest restaurants in the county, the historic Saugus Café. The 
city’s Plum Canyon Elementary School is located in a zip code 
with a median home price of $337,000. Six out of 10 students are 
white, a quarter are Hispanic, and 7 percent are Asian. Roughly 10 
percent of students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program 
or are designated socio-economically disadvantaged. Just 4 per-
cent are English-language learners.
	 On the English CST, 40 percent of second graders and 46 
percent of third graders failed to score at the proficient level. In 
math, 41 percent of second and fifth graders failed to reach profi-
ciency on the state exam.
	 On the eastern edge of Los Angeles County is the city of Cla-
remont, probably best known as the site of the well-regarded Clare-
mont Colleges. The presence of the colleges and the arboreal splen-
dor of the town yielded Claremont’s unofficial nickname of “the city 
with the trees and Ph.Ds.” Actress Jessica Alba, rock legend Frank 
Zappa, and many other celebrities have at one time or another lived 
in Claremont. The median home price around Sycamore Elemen-
tary School is $469,000. Nearly 60 percent of students are white, 
10 percent are Hispanic, and another 10 percent are Asian. Roughly 
10 percent of students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program 
or are classified as socio-economically disadvantaged. Less than 4 
percent are English-language learners.
	 Given their performance, the students at Sycamore may have 
a difficult time getting into any of the Claremont Colleges. On the 
English CST, 59 percent of second graders and 61 percent of third 
graders failed to reach proficiency. In math, 45 percent of third grad-
ers, 44 percent of fourth graders, and 43 percent of fifth graders 
failed to hit the proficiency mark.
	 The Simi Valley in southern California is the site of Ronald 
Reagan’s presidential library. The library houses the Air Force One 
jet that carried President Reagan on many of his historic journeys. 
Township Elementary School in the city of Simi Valley is located in a 
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zip code with a median home price of $371,000. Seven out of 10 
students are white, and 16 percent are Hispanic. Fifteen percent 
of students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program, while 
17 percent are designated socio-economically disadvantaged. 
About 10 percent of students are English-language learners.
	 Although anyone can become president, as the old saying 
has it, the road to the Oval Office may be difficult for many 
students at Township. On the English CST, 48 percent of sec-
ond graders, 53 percent of third graders, 44 percent of fifth 
graders, and 53 percent of sixth graders failed to meet the pro-
ficiency benchmark. In math, 56 percent of fifth graders and 
42 percent of sixth graders failed to hit the proficiency mark.
	 Nesbit Elementary is in the Belmont-Redwood Shores 
Elementary School District in the wealthy city of Belmont in 
northern California. The median home price near Nesbit is 
around $800,000. Many Belmont residents commute to jobs 
in San Francisco or Silicon Valley. Forty-five percent of the 

students are white, 18 percent are Hispanic, and 17 percent are Asian. Twelve percent of 
students qualify for the free/reduced-price lunch program, and less than two out of 10 stu-
dents are considered socio-economically disadvantaged. Slightly more than 13 percent are 
English-language learners.
	 Yet on the English CST, three grades had non-proficiency levels above 40 percent. In 
second grade, more than half—51 percent—of students scored below proficient. Sixty-five 
percent of third graders and 48 percent of fifth graders also failed to hit the proficiency 
mark. In math, 41 percent of second graders and 46 percent of third graders scored below 
the proficient level.
	 Many parents at Nesbit seem unaware of the low test scores. According to one, “Our 
family is impressed with the dedicated and caring staff at Nesbit.” Another parent writes: 
“We love this school. The teachers and staff are great here. . . . A lot of parent involvement 
in her classroom which we loved.”
	 Another Bay Area elementary school, this one on the coast in Pacifica, reveals an even 
more alarming lack of proficiency. Ortega Elementary is nearly 60 percent white and 13 
percent Hispanic. Fourteen percent of students receive free/reduced-price lunches, and 15 
percent are categorized as socio-economically disadvantaged. Less than 4 percent are Eng-
lish-language learners. The median home price around the school is approximately half a 
million dollars.
	 Many parents of Ortega students seem very satisfied with the school. “I LOVE this 
school,” says one parent. “My son is in Kindergarten and has had a GREAT year. I love how 
the school’s community is so strong and the atmosphere is one that makes you want to be 
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a part of it.” Another parent commented: “Excellent school!” That 
parent went on to say: “The teachers are wonderful, very committed 
to their jobs. Parent participation is outstanding. . . . Office staff is 
more than helpful. Very clean environment, no bullying, all around 
great school! It is a joy to be a part of this school.”
	 At Ortega Elementary, however, students are failing to achieve 
proficiency in multiple grades and subjects. On the English CST, 
no grade level saw more than 60 percent of students achieve profi-
ciency. Forty-eight percent of second graders, 53 percent of third 
graders, 49 percent of fourth graders, and 46 percent of fifth grad-
ers failed to hit the proficiency mark. The math results are nearly 
as disappointing. On the math CST, 40 percent of third graders, 
53 percent of fourth graders, and 43 percent of fifth graders tested 
below proficiency.
	 Salinas, the county seat of Monterey County, is known as an 
agricultural center. Locals boast that Salinas is the “salad bowl of 
the world.” UC Berkeley and Minnesota Vikings great Joe Kapp 
is one of a host of NFL players who have called Salinas home. The 
town’s Buena Vista Middle School is in an area where the median home price is $579,000. 
Fifty-eight percent of students are white, and 32 percent are Hispanic. Less than 13 per-
cent of students are on the free/reduced-price lunch program or are designated as socio-
economically disadvantaged. Slightly more than 3 percent are English-language learners.
	 As at the schools discussed above, some parents at Buena Vista believe that the school 
is doing well academically. One parent wrote: “I’m really impressed how Buena Vista’s aca-
demic level has exceeded my expectations for a public school. My daughter has had a positive 
impact with her education there. I’m grateful how they have helped her keep up her work 
load and keeping her spirit up. I highly recommend this wonderful school for everyone.” 
	 One wonders how high this parent’s original expectations were, given some of the 
student achievement problems at the school, especially in math. On the math CST, 42 
percent of Buena Vista’s sixth graders, 49 percent of seventh graders, and 77 percent of 
eighth graders taking the general math test, along with 43 percent of eighth graders taking 
the algebra 1 test, failed to hit the proficiency mark.
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Parent Education

Many of the underperforming schools charted in this paper are located in exclusive zip codes, 
but that does not tell the whole story. Using the self-reported data from the state’s yearly 
Academic Performance Index reports, one can find the educational level of parents. It turns 
out that the parents of students at many of these schools are not only high earners but also 
highly educated. It is usually assumed that such parents will improve the achievement of 
their children, but a survey of the underperforming schools suggests that such a link cannot 
be taken for granted. 
	 On the list of schools with one-third or less disadvantaged students and 50 percent or 
higher non-proficiency in at least one grade, several schools stand out.
	 Sycamore Elementary, mentioned earlier, is located in the Claremont Unified School Dis-
trict, where, again, the median home price is almost $470,000. Sixty-four percent of Sycamore 
parents have completed at least some graduate education. An additional 20 percent have not 
gone on to graduate school but have an undergraduate degree. A full 84 percent of Sycamore 
parents, then, are college graduates and probably hope their children attain the same goal. 
	 These college-educated parents are mostly satisfied with Sycamore Elementary. One 
parent raves: “We are so lucky to have found Sycamore. It is wonderfully child-centered in 
its approach, welcomes lots of parent involvement and turns out students who love learn-
ing.” Another parent gushes: “I can’t say enough good things about Sycamore. We have a 
good school system overall, but Sycamore is a one-in-a-million place. Unique curriculum, 
dedicated teachers, actively involved parents. . . . We are leaving the area this year and we will 
never find another place like this.”
	 Yet recall that at Sycamore Elementary around six out of 10 sec-
ond and third graders scored below proficient on the English CST, and 
significant percentages of third, fourth, and fifth graders failed to reach 
proficiency on the math CST. The impressive educational background 
of Sycamore parents evidently has not led them to notice the wide-
spread underperformance among the school’s students. 
	 Art Freiler Elementary School is in the town of Tracy in the Central Valley, due east of 
the San Francisco Bay area. Though the median home price in Art Freiler’s zip code is a little 
under $200,000, the parents are highly educated. Forty-three percent have attended gradu-
ate school, and another 17 percent have completed their undergraduate degrees. 
	 Many of these parents are happy with the school’s performance. According to one 
parent, “I am really impressed with the facility and faculty, students and parents. The expec-
tations of responsible behavior and excellence in achievement are exactly what prompt stu-
dents to do their best and rise to a higher level. . . . I’m so happy we moved to Tracy!” “What 
a wonderful school,” says another parent, who then observes, “The teachers are excellent and 
am glad that both my boys will experience a great education from this school.”
	 Even though a significant majority of parents have college degrees, similar majorities 
of students in various grades at Art Freiler are not proficient in English and math. On the 
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English CST, 53 percent of second graders and 60 percent of third graders scored below the 
proficiency mark. In math, 54 percent of sixth graders and 60 percent of seventh graders 
scored below proficiency on the math CST. 
	 At Amador Valley High in Pleasanton, near Dublin and Livermore in Alameda County, 
the median home price in mid-2009 was more than $700,000. Amador parents reported 
themselves highly educated. Thirty-seven percent attended at least some graduate school, 44 
percent received undergraduate degrees, and another 12 percent had some college education. 
Thus, 81 percent of parents have a college degree, and a full 93 percent have received at least 
some college education. 
	 Some parents are very happy with Amador Valley High. “This is an excellent 
school,” writes one. “The atmosphere, even when you just walk on campus, is positive and 
happy. The teachers I have met are dedicated, enthusiastic and professional.” Comments  
another, “Amador is an outstanding school because of outstanding teachers, administrators 
and community.” 
	 Yet despite these stellar reviews, more than half of Amador Valley students taking the 
geometry and algebra 2 CST exams scored below the proficient level. Also, 55 percent of 
11th graders taking the English EAP tested “not ready for college.”
	 The lack of a link between parents’ educational level and students’ performance is also 
evident in the list of schools with 20 percent or less disadvantaged students and 40 percent 
or higher non-proficiency in at least one grade. Consider Albany High, for example. 
	 Albany High is in the city of Albany, just a little north of Berkeley on San Francisco 
Bay. The median home price in the school’s zip code is more than $550,000. Albany’s parents 
report high levels of education. Forty-seven percent attended at least some graduate school, 
30 percent received undergraduate degrees, and another 13 percent attended at least some 
college. Seventy-seven percent of parents, therefore, have a college degree, and 90 percent 
have at least some college experience. 
	 “High quality of academic programs,” notes one Albany parent, who then says, “Great 
teachers and great music and art programs.” Yet at Albany High, 40 percent of 11th grad-
ers scored below proficient on the English CST, and 63 percent of 11th graders taking the 
English EAP scored “not ready for college.”
	 Things are no better at Scotts Valley High, cited earlier, where almost all parents report 
at least some college experience. Thirty-five percent attended graduate school, 41 percent 
completed undergraduate degrees, and 19 percent attended some college. Having highly 
educated parents has not prevented large numbers of Scotts Valley High students from per-
forming poorly on state exams. Eighty-two percent of students taking the geometry CST and 
81 percent of students taking the algebra 2 exam failed to achieve proficiency.
	 A similar pattern emerges at San Benancio Middle School in Salinas. There, 58 percent 
of parents attended graduate school, 23 percent finished undergraduate studies, and 13 per-
cent attended some college. The median home price is more than $575,000. 
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	 “SMBS is one of the best middle schools in Monterey County,” opines one parent. “It’s 
academic standards are high and they expect all students to be up to these standards.” Accord-
ing to another parent: “The school ranks highest of all middle schools in the county in terms 
of academic achievement. Athletic and fine arts program (performing, visual, music) are 
extremely important, and all children have opportunities to participate. Those who choose 
to excel also have wonderful opportunities.”
	 Despite the expensive real estate and well-educated parents, how-
ever, more than 40 percent of San Benancio students scored below 
proficient in several grades. In seventh grade math, 48 percent scored 
below the proficient level on the CST, and 48 percent of eighth-grade 
algebra 1 students failed to reach the proficiency mark.
	  What these numbers and those at other schools listed in this 
update indicate is that many children of highly educated and probably affluent parents are 
not achieving at the levels one would expect given their parents’ backgrounds. There may be 
multiple reasons for this phenomenon, but one of the first suspects must be the quality of 
schooling these children are receiving. 
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The Search for a Solution

If so many schools in middle-class and affluent areas are underperforming, what is the solu-
tion? Government seems to offer no effective answers to this question. State efforts to hold 
schools accountable for their performance have largely been a bust. Few if any schools suffer 
any discomforting consequences for their lack of performance. California’s school-account-
ability system does not even identify most of the schools listed in this report as underper-
forming. Indeed, some of these schools have actually earned state awards like the “California 
Distinguished School” designation.
	 Harvard University law professor Elizabeth Warren and her 
daughter, consultant Amelia Warren Tyagi, have written about the pre-
dicament faced by middle-class parents trapped in expensive neighbor-
hoods. They advise: “Any policy that loosens the ironclad relationship 
between location-location-location and school-school-school would 
eliminate the need for parents to pay an inflated price for a home just 
because it happens to lie within the boundaries of a desirable school district. A well-designed 
voucher program would fit the bill neatly.”5 They also say that a universally available voucher 
would “relieve parents from the terrible choice of leaving their kids in lousy schools or bank-
rupting themselves to escape those schools.”6 Sweden has just such a voucher system.

A Lesson for Middle-Class American Parents: The Universal School-Choice Voucher Program in Sweden
Many Americans view Sweden as a socialistic country with high taxes, far-reaching and 
expensive welfare policies, and significant government intervention in the economy. Given 
this general impression, it certainly comes as a surprise to learn that Sweden has one of the 
most market-oriented education systems in the world.
	 Until the early 1990s, municipal governments ran almost all 
Swedish schools. In 1992, the center-right coalition then governing 
Sweden enacted a universal school-choice program. Under this law, 
funding follows a child to whichever school he or she attends. This 
portable funding, often called a voucher, allows parents to choose any 
school, public or private, they feel best meets the needs of their children. The voucher is 
available equally to all parents regardless of income. The amount of the voucher is equivalent 
to the per-pupil funding allotted to the local government schools. Vouchers for special-needs 
children mirror the amount the public schools receive for each special-needs child. 
	 The introduction of the voucher system launched a flurry of private-school start-ups. 
Under the law, any private individual or organization can apply to open a non-public school, 
and if the school plans meet the requirements set out by the Swedish National Agency for 
Education, the school is eligible to receive voucher funding. Whereas before the voucher sys-
tem less than 1 percent of Swedish schools were private, now somewhere between 10 and 20 
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percent of schools are private; the percentages vary among areas of the country and according 
to grade levels offered by the schools. 
	 Parents have full choice with their vouchers. They may choose any private school or 
any public school. Thus, there is choice not just between private and public, but also within 
the public system. In his 2008 study of Sweden’s voucher system, published by London’s 
Civitas Institute, British researcher Nick Cowen notes, “Though pupils are still assigned a 
local [public] school by default, the aim of this reform was that no one should be compelled 
to use a government school if they thought it was inadequate or underachieving.”7 
	 A major segment of the Pacific Research Institute’s recently released documentary film, 
Not as Good as You Think: The Myth of the Middle Class School, focuses on the Swedish univer-
sal-voucher system. The film includes interviews with middle-class parents in Sweden who 
have used the voucher to send their children to private schools. These parents said that they 
would never have been able to afford a private education if the voucher system had not been 

instituted. One parent at the Via Emilia private school in Stock-
holm said she thought it was crazy for her friends in New York City 
to pay so much money for private schooling. She had become so 
accustomed to using the Swedish voucher that she asked, “Why 
not just choose a school?”8 It should come as no surprise that sur-

veys show that Swedish parents are extremely satisfied with the voucher program. 
	 While parents have full choice among schools, private schools must adhere to certain 
requirements.9 For example, private schools must follow the national curriculum. This cur-
riculum, however, simply sets goals as to what students need to know at certain stages in their 
education. It does not specify or dictate how to reach those goals or what teaching methods 
should be used. The schools must also commit to certain fundamental values, such as human 
rights and democracy. 
	 Private schools cannot charge parents additional tuition above the amount they receive 
from the vouchers. While market purists may object to this rule, the voucher is equal to the 
full per-pupil funding given to the government-run schools, as opposed to the fractional 
amounts given in the limited voucher programs that exist in the United States. In practice, 
this means that Sweden’s private voucher-receiving schools are well funded. 
	 In addition, private schools serving students below 16 years of age must accept students 
on a first-come-first-served basis. Upper-secondary schools, which serve students between 16 
and 18 years of age, may set certain basic standards for course enrollment, but, as Cowen 
points out, “they are not allowed to ‘skim’ the best pupils from any given group that wants to 
enter and must still accept pupils that have been established as eligible in the order in which 
they apply.”10 
	 The voucher law did not make any provision for assisting with start-up costs for pri-
vate schools. Opponents of vouchers often argue that lack of facilities would prevent private 
schools from opening, and therefore there would be a shortage of seats in the private sector. 
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Yet, despite the lack of facilities grants, the number of private schools in Sweden grew rapidly. 
Many private schools rent either commercial buildings or vacant public-school buildings. 
“As it turns out,” observes Cowen, “the promise of a predictable long-term income via pupil 
vouchers is more valuable for starting a new school than receiving large capital grants up 
front.”11

	 One of the major innovations of the Swedish voucher law is the ability of for-profit 
companies to participate in the system. In the United States, for-profit firms are generally 
prohibited from participating in school-choice programs. In contrast, for-profit companies 
such as the successful Internationella Engelska Skolan are among the most dynamic actors in 
the Swedish education marketplace. Indeed, the for-profits have been responsible for much 
of the real growth of Sweden’s private-school sector. 
	 According to an Adam Smith Institute report on the Swedish system by Michael Sand-
ström: “Since larger [for-profit] companies running several schools are allowed, the expan-
sion of independent schools has been more rapid than it otherwise would have been. Also, 
while successful non-profit schools have no incentive to expand, for-profit schools do. In 
Sweden, where both for-profit and non-profit schools exist, it is clear that this difference 
in incentives matters. While several successful for-profit schools have expanded rapidly and 
established subsidiary schools, the non-profit schools instead tend to create waiting lists.”12 
	 In his review of the Swedish academic literature on student achievement under the 
voucher system, Cowen found that the data showed that students attending private schools 
outperformed students in the government-run schools. More important, however, the 
increased competition between the public and private education sectors has resulted in a 
general rise in the performance of all students.13 According to Cowen, “while individual stu-
dents receive a boost from attending an independent school, the more significant effects are 
in the schools in the surrounding districts improving their standards.”14  
	 Cowen notes that government schools have been forced to respond in a positive way to 
the heightened competition. “Where municipal schools take on the same innovative attitude 
as their competing independent schools,” Cowen observes, “to parents it becomes no longer 
a question of whether they choose a municipal school or an independent school but what 
sort of features they are looking for in any school, independent or not. This shows that there 
is nothing inherently inefficient about a state-owned school so long as it is subject to the 
same competitive structures as independent schools.”15  
	 The Swedish research has meaning for middle-class American parents. If a Swedish-
style universal school-choice voucher system were adopted in the U.S., not only would par-
ents have an escape ticket from poorly performing public schools, but it is likely that the 
increased competition from private schools would improve the performance of the public 
schools, such as the underperforming schools listed in this paper. So even those parents who 
decided to keep their children in the public schools would benefit from a universal school-
choice system. It would be a win-win for all parents.
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Governor Per Unckel
No one is more qualified to discuss the background, operation, nuances, and ramifica-
tions of Sweden’s universal voucher program than Per Unckel, who is now the governor 
of Stockholm County, but who in the early 1990s was the minister of education who 
oversaw the implementation of the voucher law. During the filming of PRI’s Not as Good 
as You Think: The Myth of the Middle Class School, Per Unckel gave an extended interview 
in his office. A small portion of his interview may be seen in the film, but he proved so 
informative that most of that interview is reproduced here. For Americans who cannot 
imagine a universal school-choice system being adopted either nationally or at the state 
level, Governor Unckel’s explanation of Sweden’s educational transformation is fascinat-
ing and instructive.

PRI: The school-choice revolution in Sweden was controversial. What were some of the 
arguments used by opponents?
Governor Unckel: Choice is controversial for some strange reason, not only in Sweden, but 
in many countries. Leftist parties argued that choice would tear apart Swedish society. . . . We 
argued that it was the right of the people to have choice. That was philosophically controver-
sial at the time. I am happy to say it is not controversial today. 

PRI: Why is choice no longer controversial?
Governor Unckel: People see the benefit of it. It was difficult when [the center-right coali-
tion] lost the election in 1994, it was hard for the incoming Social Democrats to argue that 
they were going to take away your right to choose the education for your kids. It might be 
easy to argue against it being introduced, but when it’s there it’s almost impossible to get rid 
of it. Thank God that it was.

PRI: What was the Swedish education system like before the introduction of the school-
choice voucher program?
Governor Unckel: In Sweden we have a basic philosophy saying that the public sector is 
paying for education, health care, kindergarten, care of the elderly. That is what is usually 
called the Swedish model. That is a very unanimous idea [in Sweden], saying that this is a 
good thing. But before 1994 we had a system where the idea was that there should also be 
a public monopoly when it came to the production of the welfare services. What we did in 
1993–94 was to say that we would keep the solidarity [or public aspect] when it came to 
financing but we would open it up to choice and competition when it came to production. 
That was the big change, and that is the big change that is taking place throughout the 
Swedish welfare system, where we are changing the Swedish model to combine solidarity 
and choice in one system.
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PRI: Were people dissatisfied with the previous public-school monopoly system?
Governor Unckel: We had problems in schools for many, many years. Not badly or severely, 
but we were not good enough. I’m not sure that people in general realized what problems we 
had in schools. To an extent they did, but it was realized more by those of us who were trying 
to reform a system in order to meet future demands.

PRI: Since you were education minister at the time, what were some of the arguments 
against choice?
Governor Unckel: It was said that choice, in the old sense, would be 
given to those who were strong already. The old perception of the pri-
vate school where rich people could buy their kids a better education. 
This notion that non-public was done for wealthy people. . . . It took 
a while before we were able to introduce [the idea] that this was the 
opposite. The voucher system that we introduced gave those that didn’t 
have the possibility to buy themselves out of the old public system the same right as those 
with a lot of money.

PRI: Could you give us a short summary of the Swedish universal voucher law?
Governor Unckel: It’s very simple. It says we all pay, the public is paying [for education]. 
But we open up the possibility for others than the local [governments] to run schools. These 
schools, the non-public schools that have been started, have to be licensed by the national 
school board. When they are licensed, the local [governments], who are paying for schools, 
are obliged to pay to non-public schools the same amount of money per student as they are 
paying for public schools. So it means that public schools and non-public schools are run-
ning on exactly the same financial basis, but it’s opened up to the kids and to the parents to 
decide if they want to go to a non-public school or a public school. That in simple words is 
what this is all about.

PRI: Under the law, are there any restrictions on where parents can send their children to 
school? Can a parent in Stockholm send their child to a school anywhere in the city?
Governor Unckel: Sure, sure, why shouldn’t they? Especially in an area like Stockholm, what 
we mean by Stockholm is 24 communities. So there is a tremendous possibility for kids mov-
ing around in larger areas, not the least of which are immigrants, who tend to place them-
selves in suburban areas. If they didn’t have the school choice, their kids would be forced 
to go to the schools in that area. The school-choice voucher system opens up the possibility 
for these immigrant kids to go to whatever school they like in the Stockholm area. Thus, it 
makes it even for those coming from these areas and those coming from wealthy areas in the 
inner city. 
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PRI: The few U.S. voucher programs in existence are directed at only a limited class of stu-
dents. What is your thought on this choice strategy?
Governor Unckel: That is the problem. The secret of the Swedish voucher program’s success 
is that it is universal. . . . The idea of doing it universal is not to look at a voucher program as 
support for the poor: this is a choice program. . . . This is the right of the parents to choose 

the school that their kids would like to have or the school that is 
most supportive of the needs of their kids. The universal character 
of the program is the key message we would like to send. Choice is 
for everyone, whatever income you have.

PRI: Could you elaborate on this idea that a voucher system should be universal?
Governor Unckel: This is not support for poor kids, this is a program that should be open 
to everyone because everyone has the right to choose, regardless of income. Since we set 
up the program with a solidarity when it comes to financing, this is actually a right we 
are offering each and everyone in Sweden to have—the right to choose. In addition, the 
universal program also offers the possibility to increase competition between schools. I can 
assure you that after 10 to 15 years, we can prove that competition works. It is not only 
a school-choice program which opens up choice for kids, it’s also a choice program that 
opens up competition between schools for the benefit of quality. These are the two reasons 
for the universal program.

PRI: Some argue that there won’t be enough spaces for children in private schools in a uni-
versal program. Did the market respond and create enough spaces for children desiring to 
attend private schools?
Governor Unckel: Of course, the market works. If you would use that same argument 
that some are using that there aren’t enough spaces [and apply it to] a normal production, 
it will sound as silly as it is. Schools will come and schools will go in order to fulfill the 
ambitions of kids. I was a part of setting up a [non-public] school chain myself, and we 
started to build schools. Some of the local governments were angry because they had to 
close public schools, and we said to them that if kids will not come to your schools it’s a 
bigger catastrophe if you force them to go to your schools than if you have to close a school 
that they don’t like.

PRI: What has been the reaction of parents to the universal voucher system?
Governor Unckel: According to what we see, parents are choosing non-public schools to a 
larger extent than I actually thought they would do some 10 or 15 years ago. That is not only 
true in the larger cities, but it is also true way out in the countryside, where choice is also 
working. So what we see is that parents are getting acquainted to a system where they have 
to take a bigger responsibility for the choice, and they are doing it, and, as far as we know, 
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they are satisfied with the result. The number of kids going to non-public schools has risen 
from [virtually zero] 15 years ago to 10, 15, or 20 percent today depending what area you 
are looking at.

PRI: How has the academic performance of schools changed in response to the voucher system?
Governor Unckel: There are already significant results from research saying that competition 
works both ways. You are getting independent [private] schools that are offering something 
new that is high quality by itself. But you are also getting the positive reaction from the pub-
lic schools, where headmasters tend to say that if they can do it we can. So suddenly it starts 
a reform process also within the public system. We are on our way to reaching a situation 
where people don’t look at schools as public or non-public, but just different alternatives, and 
that’s where we should be. The production ownership is not important, what [the schools] 
are offering is important, and they are offering the things in competition with one another.

PRI: Are there significant differences between public and non-public schools?
Governor Unckel: There are significant differences in performance between schools, but not 
between public and non-public, and that’s the interesting thing. You have lousy schools in 
this country as in any country, and you have perfect schools. The tendency, however, is that 
we are lifting the entire system—less lousy, more good schools, both public and non-pub-
lic. That was one of the aims of the game, apart from giving the right to choose their own 
schools to the parents and the kids.

PRI: How have teachers reacted to the voucher system?
Governor Unckel: [Teachers] are getting used to it. Teachers are very traditional in all coun-
tries, having been used to schools as a big public monopoly and over years and over genera-
tions having adjusted their way of behavior to that kind of system. It’s gradually now break-
ing up. We can see it in the trade unions that used to say that public schools are the only 
alternatives for our members. Now they realize that a whole bunch of members are working 
in non-public schools, so they are adjusting their behavior as trade unions. So we are on our 
way to getting into a system where people are getting used to the basic change that is in the 
revolution, namely that there is no public monopoly when it comes to production of services 
any more. It’s choice that is the only way we can meet the future.

PRI: Have you talked to parents who have used the voucher, and what 
have they told you?
Governor Unckel: The interesting thing when I was part of starting a 
school chain with the voucher was that we realized how many parents 
had the ambition of being more active, being a part of the schools, tak-
ing responsibility for the choice their kids were making. So apart from 
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everything else, we have a more engaged group of parents now taking responsibility, not for 
the running of the schools, but for their kids’ behavior, for the choice their kids are actually 
taking. I stated at an earlier situation, if nothing else would come out of the voucher system 
than parents having to make a responsible decision, that would be enough for me.

PRI: Does making a choice increase the value of education for parents?
Governor Unckel: If you have to choose something for your kids, you have to force 
yourself to look into what you are actually suggesting. You have to go through and see 
what alternatives are being offered, and thereby you have to be more engaged in your kids’ 
future. Parents should be engaged in their kids’ future. Traditionally in Sweden, upper-
class people would have been more engaged than others. Now we are giving the same 
vehicle or instrument to all people to make the choice based on a good investigation of the 
possibilities being offered.

PRI: How do you explain the staying power of Sweden’s voucher program in the face of 
changes in governments with different philosophies?
Governor Unckel: I think we managed to prove that this was not a program for the rich, it 
was not private schools versus public schools, it was choice. There were a lot of things that 
helped us. When we started off the reform process we deliberately got out the private-school 
kind of wording. The rhetoric was important, because people connect different things with 
different words. If we would have had a big program for making the school system private, 
we would have lost. We made it “independent,” and we made the choice open [to everyone]. 

A second important feature was that the non-socialistic parties got 
together with the Green Party. The Green Party has been very sup-
portive even when they have cooperated with the Social Demo-
crats, as they did when we lost the election in the mid-1990s. A 
third feature was that this was not targeted as a big-city initiative. 
Some of the big advantages of the voucher have been that small, 

small, small schools way out in the countryside can manage to survive in different organi-
zational forms, where the local [governments] in the previous system wanted to close the 
schools down. So you have the variety of schools from the center of Stockholm to schools 
with 10 to 15 kids way out in the countryside that have managed to implement educational 
methods in the voucher system and survived. 

PRI: How has the Swedish voucher system prompted schools to address the different needs 
of students and to explore new ways of providing services?
Governor Unckel: Competition between different schools, different companies, offers a 
possibility to do things in a different way. You let loose creativity in a way you can never 
do in a monopoly, be that a public monopoly in schools or be that a public monopoly in 
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health care or be that a public monopoly in car manufacturing. Creativity and dynamic 
processes and new initiatives are very much tied to the possibility of people fulfilling their 
ambitions. It is much easier to do that in open systems, and it is almost impossible to do 
it in closed monopolies. So schools are not different actually from any other experience 
we have done with competition. If people are going to grow, if new initiatives are going 
to take place, if new initiatives are going to be worked out, you must have organizational 
structures where that is made possible. That is what the voucher system has succeeded to 
do in this country.

PRI: Given Sweden’s experience with a universal voucher system, is it possible for other 
countries to replicate such a system?
Governor Unckel: The lessons learned from Sweden could be copied in other countries. I’m 
sure that other countries can learn a lot from our experiences. They have to adjust for their 
different cultures, different traditions, different histories, but the idea of a universal choice 
program is valid more or less all over the world. Realizing that the key to success in this coun-
try has been that it is a choice program for everyone, but in a framework of a joint financing 
system where the public is paying. Thereby we are opening up something new in the choice-
system discussion, enlarging it from being something that would support the poor, but it is 
supporting everybody with choice because it is universal.

PRI: What can the United States, specifically, learn from Sweden’s universal voucher system?
Governor Unckel: I have a good story from a visit to the United States some 10 years ago. 
I had a big argument with the then-governor of Florida, Jeb Bush, who explained to me 
that in Florida they had a voucher system being given in the schools. They were warning 
the schools if they were not good enough they would get some more money. So they were 
warned a second time and they got even more money, and they were warned a third time if 
they were not fulfilling the goals, and at that time kids were given their voucher to leave. In 
my opinion that is not the right approach. The right of the kid is there from the very begin-
ning. Kids should never ever have to stay in a school if the school is lousy. The right of the 
kid is to get a good education. If the public sector cannot offer it, he or she should have the 
right to go somewhere else.

PRI: Three years or so may be half a child’s education in elementary 
school.
Governor Unckel: That’s half the child’s education, and it might be a 
part of life where you destroy a child because the public sector is not 
able to perform. Education is so important that you cannot actually 
leave it to just one producer because we know from all monopolies that 
a monopoly system does not fulfill all wishes. Why should we leave 
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kids with such an experience when we know there is another alternative where they can actu-
ally take their own future in their own hands?

PRI: Are there any quality controls built into the Swedish voucher system?
Governor Unckel: We have a system with a national school board that is licensing the 
independent schools before they start. The same national school board has the responsibility 
to check quality in public schools and non-public schools. It is very important that quality 
control is working. If a school, public or non-public, does not fulfill the criteria or ambi-
tions of the national curriculum, then the possibility to offer education is taken away. That 
is very important, because kids that are forced to go to school must be able to say that we 
are going to schools that are licensed and are fulfilling the basic needs and criteria set up by 
the national state. So in a way we are checking quality in two ways. We are checking qual-
ity through the market by giving the possibility to choose, but we are also checking quality 
through the public authorities guaranteeing that the kids making the choices have all these 
schools that are okay. Some are better, some are less good, but they are all above the threshold 
we are setting up through the national school board and its curriculum. All schools that are 
licensed have to follow a national curriculum, which means they are not bound to methods, 
but they are bound to results. That means that when kids are coming out of school, say after 
ninth grade, they should be able to fulfill some minimum standard when it comes to knowl-
edge in different subjects.

PRI: What are some of the quality indicators that are used in the Swedish system?
Governor Unckel: We have a good system in Sweden with school inspectors actually touring 
Sweden all the time, interviewing teachers, looking at grades, testing kids. We have national 
tests every year in various subjects where we can actually compare [how] kids are performing 
in different schools because all the kids are forced to take the same tests. So we can see fairly 
well which schools are performing and which schools are not.

PRI: Looking back on how the universal voucher system was started and how it has oper-
ated, do you have any regrets about the system? 
Governor Unckel: I don’t think I regret much in the system we set up, and the reason I can 
say that is because it is so very simple. You don’t ask schools that would like to enter the mar-
ket to be specific. You don’t direct it toward any special group. You have a universal system 
where those that are running schools are being checked if they are good enough. If they are 
good enough, we say welcome to the market, and they are welcome to offer their services. If 
we would have made it more complicated, then we would probably be sitting here saying we 
should have done it this way or that detail was wrong. Now it’s so simple.



The original Not as Good as You Think book found nearly 300 schools 
in California, many located in comfortable and pricey middle-class 
and affluent neighborhoods, that were demonstrably underperform-
ing. That came as shock to many, including the authors. How much 
more shocking, then, is it to find, two years later, that the number of 
underperforming schools based on the original selection criteria stands at 757? The message 
for middle-class parents is clear: For their children, the public-school system is not producing 
enough academic bang for the buck. 
	 Schools in Silicon Valley, affluent coastal communities, the conservative red-state 
counties of the state’s interior, and even glitzy icons like Beverly Hills, Malibu, and Newport 
Beach have surprisingly high numbers of students not proficient in the basic subjects and not 
ready for college. The low performance of schools in these areas occurs even though most 
of the teachers, often all the teachers, are fully credentialed. Many of the parents at these 
schools also have impressive educational backgrounds, with college degrees and graduate-
school experience. 
	 Comments by parents that teachers and staff at these schools care 
about their children are no doubt true. The bottom line, however, is 
that there is no substitute for the proficiency and college readiness in 
English and math that students will need to succeed in an increasingly 
technological and complex economy. If schools are failing to provide 
these skills to the children enrolled in them, then they have failed in 
their essential mission, and better alternatives must be considered.
	 Government-centered solutions have not worked. California passed its school-account-
ability law 10 years ago, in 1999. That law was supposed to impose consequences on low-
performing schools and raise their performance. Yet few tough consequences have befallen 
even the state’s very worst schools, let alone the underperforming schools cited in this paper. 
There is no sense of urgency in the face of the proficiency failures at these schools. The num-
bers seem to mean little, and the state’s accountability sting is no more than a rumor. For 
middle-class parents, the most immediate and effective solution would be a Swedish-style 
universal school-choice program.
	 Sweden went from having virtually no private-school alternatives to a thriving com-
petitive marketplace with rapidly increasing private-school options for all parents and their 
children. This transformation occurred in a relatively short time span, because a voucher was 
made available to every parent in the country. Parents and their children can now use that 
voucher to escape poorly performing public schools and go to better performing schools, 
public or private. The competition has also raised the performance of the public schools.
	 Stockholm Gvernor Per Unckel says that the secret to the Swedish voucher system is 
that it is universal, meaning that all parents, regardless of income, may receive a voucher. 
He says, encouragingly, that the Swedish system can be copied in other countries such as the 

Conclusion: Choice Is the Path to Achievement

The message for middle-class parents is 
clear: For their children, the public-school 
system is not producing enough academic 

bang for the buck.
+

If schools are failing to provide these skills 
to the children enrolled in them, then they 
have failed in their essential mission, and 

better alternatives must be considered.
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United States. Most important, he cuts through the edu-babble and makes perhaps the key 
point for all parents: “Kids should never ever have to stay in a school if the school is lousy. 
The right of the kid is to get a good education. If the public sector cannot offer it, he or she 
should have the right to go somewhere else.” 
	 Many children in California, including many from middle-class families, are going to 
lousy schools. They have an inherent right, the same right enjoyed by the children of Swe-
den, to be able to attend a better school, whether public or private. Swedish policymakers 
have created a workable system that empowers parents and their children to take advantage 
of this right. It is past time for California, and the rest of the nation, to do the same.



Frequently Asked Questions (and the Answers)

Why do you use standardized tests as a measure of school quality? Why don’t you use a more holistic measure-
ment, like student grades? 
The California Standards Test is the best available measure of school quality. While stan-
dardized tests are not perfect measures, they nonetheless provide the most fair and objective 
measure of student performance. Other measures like student grades are extremely subjec-
tive, and can vary widely among districts and schools. Standardized tests, on the other hand, 
are the same for all schools and districts across the state. Performance on such tests holds all 
schools to the same standards.
	 Testing expert Richard Phelps points out, “Many research studies on educational test-
ing . . . have compared different teachers’ evaluations of identical student work or compared 
the consistency of teachers’ marks to those of standardized test results over time. Not surpris-
ingly, researchers found wide variance from teacher to teacher in grading identical student 
work or over time with the same teacher.”16 As early as 1912, researchers identified this prob-
lem. In one study, two identical English examinations were sent to a number of teachers. On 
one paper evaluated by 142 teachers, 14 gave the paper a grade of below 80 percent and 14 
gave it a grade of above 94 percent. The grades ranged from 50 to 98 percent. Similarly, on 
a geometry exam 116 teachers gave grades ranging from 28 to 92 percent.17 
	 Standardized tests prevent such biases from unfairly hurting certain students and help-
ing others. While teachers might award grades based on perception rather than performance, 
standardized tests hold all students to the same standards. 
	 Michigan State University education professor Susan Philips, one of the nation’s lead-
ing testing experts, has testified that well-developed standardized multiple-choice tests give 
more individual examples of student knowledge and skills, are more consistent in scoring, 
are capable of measuring higher-order thinking, and are fairer than non-standardized assess-
ments.18 Since standardized testing can accurately assess the “whole” student, low test scores 
can be a real indicator of student deficiencies in knowledge and skills.
	 If tests are reliably aligned with rigorous state academic-content standards, then teach-
ers who teach to the standards are teaching to the test, and there is nothing wrong with that. 
E. D. Hirsch, author and University of Virginia education professor, notes that “grade-by-
grade standards and some form of fair grade-by grade tests are logically necessary for moni-
toring and attaining grade-by-grade readiness.”19 Many teachers at high-performing high-
poverty schools have said they use student test scores as diagnostic tools to address student 
weaknesses and raise achievement.
	 While inappropriate use of test materials should not be countenanced, a valid standardized 
test linked to tough standards is a critical tool for measuring and improving student performance.
	 Tests also address the problem of grade inflation, which might occur in some schools 
and not in others. If one school maintained high standards and as a consequence handed out 
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fewer high grades than another school with low standards, grades would be an unfair way of 
determining school quality. 
	 Contrary to the claims of testing opponents, standardized tests actually promote fair-
ness and objectivity. Because of the potential bias inherent in teacher-awarded grades, and 
the possibility of grade inflation that skews comparison, we use the California Standards Test 
to measure student performance and school quality. 

Why do you use the CST and not another test like the CAHSEE? 
We use the California Standards Test to measure student performance for several reasons. It 
is given to students beginning in the second grade, and as a consequence allows us to evalu-
ate elementary schools as well as middle and high schools. In addition, the tests are derived 
from California state standards—standards that experts consider to be excellent benchmarks 
for grade-level achievement.20 
	 The CST is a better measure of student performance than the California High School 
Exit Exam (CAHSEE) because it measures students across more grades and provides a more 
complete picture of student performance. In addition, CAHSEE pass rates are deceptive 
because students have up to eight chances to pass the exam. Thus, while two schools might 
have identical overall pass rates, one school might have most students passing in grade 10 on 
the first administration of the exam, while another school might have most students taking 
the test several times before they finally pass it. 
	 Further, in order to pass the CAHSEE, students have to meet troublingly low benchmarks. 
On the English portion of the test, students have to answer only 60 percent of questions correctly, 
and on the math portion students need to answer an even lower 55 percent of questions correctly.
	 Though we use the CST as the primary measure of student quality, we also use data 
from the Early Assessment Program. The EAP exams, administered by the California State 
University system, provide excellent further data for high schools. Though these exams are 
in many ways an even better measure of student performance than the CST, they are not 
required and as a consequence provide an incomplete picture of school quality.
	 While the CST has some shortcomings, it is the best available measure of student per-
formance for California students across grades and schools.

My school’s Academic Performance Index seems high, but it still makes your list of underperforming schools. 
Why?
The state’s Academic Performance Index (API) is an aggregate school-wide number that is 
calculated using a complicated formula based on the student test scores at the school. Look-
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ing at the API number does not tell parents how well students at the school are doing at 
achieving grade-level proficiency, which is the goal of the federal No Child Left Behind Act. 
According to that act, all states, including California, must reach grade-level proficiency for 
100 percent of students in English and math by the 2013–14 school year. For this reason, 
this update uses only the percentages of students failing to reach grade-level proficiency in 
English and math. The grade-level proficiency data are also clearer and more informative for 
parents than the API scores.

As long as my child scores well, why should it matter what the school’s overall performance is?
While it may seem as if your child’s performance is not influenced by the overall performance 
of other students, multiple studies have shown otherwise. Indeed, research on “peer effects” 
concludes that student achievement is influenced by the performance of the peer group, and 
that this effect increases in higher grades. When surrounded by high-performing students, a 
child is more likely to perform well him- or herself. Similarly, poorly performing peers nega-
tively influence a child’s academic performance.
	 According to a 2006 study on peer effects, for example, “students benefit from having 
higher achieving schoolmates and from having less variation in the quality of peers in their 
schools. . . . The marginal effect of a one percent increase in the quality of peers on student 
achievement is equivalent to between 8−15 percent of a one percent increase in one’s own 
earlier achievement.”21 In other words, high-performing students help one another to per-
form well. Multiple studies have confirmed these results at all levels of education.
	 This research shows that parents should not be complacent about the overall profi-
ciency levels at their children’s schools. Indeed, peer effects are so strong that parents inter-
ested in providing their children the best education possible should be very concerned about 
a given school’s failure to produce consistently high-performing students at every grade level. 
Without strong peer groups nurtured by good teachers committed to excellence, students 
may fail to fulfill their academic potential.
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