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API Isn’t The Best—But It Is Significantly Better Than It Was. 

“Today the California Department of Education (CDE) released some important 
information about the state’s accountability system, the Academic Performance Index 
(API).  There is good news, more schools are meeting statewide goals.  And finally, our 
accountability system has been changed to reflect higher expectations for California’s 
disadvantaged and minority students.

We, at The Education Trust—West, have long contended that California’s system of 
accountability under the API has been historically inadequate.  While California was 
among the first states in the nation to embrace the idea of accountability for subgroup 
performance with the Public School Accountability Act of 1999, the formulas used to 
calculate growth in our schools and measure progress towards achievement have been 
wrought with low-expectations and undeniable mediocrity.   Fortunately under the 
leadership of Superintendent Jack O’Connell, the API has been changed for the better.  

What has changed about the API? 

Last year, the API was redesigned so that it now sets ambitious gap-closing goals for 
California’s underperforming students, namely Latino, African-American and low-income 
young people.  Finally, our accountability system will force attention on the kids hobbled 
by the achievement gap.   

Before the changes to API were approved by the State Board of Education last May, the 
API system actually codified low expectations into law.  Rather than setting more 
ambitious targets for the groups that start the year behind, the API system did the 
opposite by expecting subgroups to reach just 80% of the target set for the school 
overall.  It was as if we were demanding enough because we were asking our schools to 
make at least some marginal progress for subgroups.  But especially given the size of 
California’s achievement gap, some progress is not enough.     

The state’s API goal for all schools and students is 800. Historically, the API set annual 
goals based on how far the school as a whole was from 800.  For example, if a school’s 
overall API performance was 700, their growth target for the following year was 5 points 
or 5% of the difference between where the school was performing, 700, and the ultimate 
goal of 800.  If, as in our hypothetical, a school’s target was 5 points, subgroups at that 
school were only required to meet 80% of that goal, or 4 points.  This was true 
regardless of where the subgroup was performing.   



In other words, Latino youngsters at our hypothetical school would need to move up a 
mere 4 points no matter where they started, and the school would escape the 
accountability radar  — regardless of whether they were currently performing at 500 or 
600 or even 400 on the API.  Worse still,  achievement gaps could widen under the old 
API and still schools and districts could be considered successful.  

Until the API was changed last year, it permitted schools and districts to expect less of 
their lower achieving students.  Thankfully, moving forward things will be different.  Now, 
the 80% rule is gone and subgroups are no longer judged relative to the performance of 
the school as a whole.  Subgroup growth targets are now 5% of that subgroup’s distance 
from 800.  In our hypothetical, the new targets for Latino students would be 20 points if 
they had an API of 400, 15 points with an API of 500 and 10 points with an API of 600.  
With the redesign of the API, subgroups have become full partners in our accountability 
system.  Schools and districts must accelerate the growth of students furthest behind. 

Let’s take a real-life example:  James B. Davidson Middle School in San Rafael City 
where 53% of the students are Latino and 52% are poor.  Achievement gaps, as figure 1 
below shows, are wide at Davidson.   
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Figure 1

In the 2005-2006 school year Davidson Middle was considered a successful school 
under the API system.  The target for Latino students at Davidson was 2 points.  They 
made their targets, though neither they nor their instructors had to stretch very far to do 
so.  On top of that, as figures 2 and 3 show, achievement gaps were growing at 
Davidson between Latino and African-American students and their White counterparts, 
yet still the school was not signaled as needing help.   
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Figure 2 Achievement Gaps grew at
James B. Davidson Middle
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Figure 3

Because of the changes to the API system, Davidson has higher expectations for its 
African-American and Latino students than before.  This year, instead of a target of 
merely 2 points for Latino students, their new target at Davidson is 9 points.   

What is Still Wrong With The API? 

There are many discreet problems that remain with California’s API system, even 
despite the recent good changes.  First, API asks that schools reach a target of 800, 
which isn’t proficient on our state standards.  Experts agree that a goal of proficiency, or 
grade-level, would mean an 875 on the API.  Additionally, the API system still allows 
schools to backpedal, because if performance drops one year, the next year’s API target 
is lower.

But our biggest concern with API is that it doesn’t ever demand enough growth to get 
kids proficient within a specified time period.  Given the current API system, the Latino 
students at Davidson Middle School, illustrated in the charts above, wouldn’t reach 800 
until 2038.  This kind of escape valve remains a critical deficiency in the API system.  By 
a date certain, every student should be reading and doing math on grade-level, or 
should be on a growth trajectory that promises to get them to proficiency within a specific 
time period.  Yearly targets must be aggressive enough to get a student to proficient 
over the remaining time he or she is in school because otherwise the time for them runs 
out.

If public education is going to serve as an engine of upward mobility, then expectations 
need to be pegged not just to where students come from, but where they need to go.  
The reality is that there are absolute standards against which students will be judged, 
whether they go right to work or into postsecondary education. In the real world, there 
won’t be allowances based on family background or parents’ education level.  Frankly 
it’s unfair to our students not to require schools and districts to take responsibility for all 
of their students’ proficiency in an accelerated and aggressive time frame.  An 
accountability system that demands marginal progress and minimal growth is simply not 
enough.”


