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August 15, 2007 

Statement by the Education Trust—West on Student Achievement Results Released 
Today by the California Department of Education: 

California’s Imperative:   Closing the Achievement Gap. 

Today, the California Department of Education released the 2007 results of California’s 
Standardized Testing and Reporting Program (STAR)—data showing whether 
California’s students are demonstrating knowledge of the skills they need to know and 
be able to do.  Some are.  Too many are not.   

All groups of students are improving, in almost all grades and subjects.  More students 
are performing at grade level across the board. “These gains are a credit to the hard 
work of teachers, administrators, students and district leaders throughout the state.  
They prove that California’s goals for student improvement are achievable,” said 
Russlynn Ali, executive director of the Education Trust—West.   

“But now, as the State Superintendent declared today, we need to do more.  Some 
improvement is not enough, especially for California’s large numbers of underperforming 
students,” commented Ali.  “Achievement gaps hobbling California’s Latino, African-
American and low-income students are huge.  In many cases the gaps are growing.  In a 
few cases, gaps are closing—by a mere point or two,” she continued. 

The EdTrust—West analyses of the 2007 results show:  

 While the state is once again making large gains in 4th grade English and math, 
by middle and high school achievement remains virtually stagnant. (See Figures 
1 and 2.) 
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 Slightly more of the students enrolled in math during high school are taking 
rigorous mathematics courses today than they were in 2003—2.9% more in 
Geometry and 2.3% more in Algebra II.  But we know from experience in schools 
and districts throughout California that far too few students of color and low-
income students get access to those courses in the first place.  

 Even for those Latino and African-American students that are enrolled in rigorous 
high school math courses, the gap separating them from their White peers is 
getting somewhat wider—in Algebra, Geometry and Algebra II.  Where gaps are 
closing, the progress is minimal.  (Figures 3-5.) 
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A Call to Action

Many assume that poverty is the driving factor behind these patterns of low 
achievement.  But the data reveal a different story.  Indeed California’s low-income
White students are more likely to be proficient in math than their non-poor African-
American and Latino counterparts.  “More than fifty years after Brown v. Board of 
Education, race still matters in public education,” said Ali.     

“That said, even if we close the gaps in California and raise the performance of minority 
students to the same level as our White students, it won’t be good enough for any group 
of kids—California’s White students trail far behind their White peers across the nation,” 
Ali continued.  To this point, the data reveal a disturbing trend, while 62% of California’s 
White 8th graders are proficient on our state standards in English, California’s White 8th

graders trail behind their peers in almost every other state in the nation in reading.  For 
example, our White 8th graders outperform their White 8th grade peers in reading in only 
four states:  Alabama, Hawaii, Nevada and West Virginia.1

1 Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for 
Education Statistics. State Comparisons: National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 
2005. http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/nde/statecomp/sortingSingleYear.asp
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“Today’s results call for urgent action.  California’s schools—especially our high 
schools—don’t simply need reform.  They need to be transformed into something they 
have never, ever been before:  institutions that systematically teach all students to a 
college and career ready standard,” commented Ali. 

Hope In Our Midst

California’s educators need support to meet new demands.  A local high school teacher 
said it plain and simple when she wrote to us, ‘We are desperate for tangible models of 
success.  We are experiencing a failure of the imagination.” 

Fortunately, more and more examples of good schools are emerging to show what is 
possible.  Take, for example Ralph Bunche Elementary in Compton Unified.  Ralph 
Bunche is 97% African-American and Latino and 93% low-income.  Yet year after year, 
Ralph Bunche demonstrates stunning success at every grade level.  For example, a full 
93% of Bunche’s Latino 4th graders are proficient in math compared to less than half of 
their Latino peers in the district and state.  And Bunche’s students continue to improve at 
rates higher than state and district averages.  (See Figures 6-8.) 
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Or take the Preuss Model School in San Diego, where 100% of the students are low-
income.  Eighty-three percent (83%) of Preuss’ 11th graders are performing at grade 
level in English, compared to only 37% of 11th graders statewide. 

Schools like Ralph Bunche Elementary and the Preuss high school provide compelling 
evidence, once again, that when we teach students to high levels and focus on closing 
achievement gaps, students succeed.   

“Moving forward, California educators as a whole need to do what high-performing 
schools, districts and states are already doing:  look honestly at their data, confront and 
close opportunity gaps, and replace low-level, non-systematic instruction with rigorous, 
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effective teaching.  State and local policymakers must also provide the support and 
resources to help get it done,” said Dr. Linda Murray, Superintendent in Residence.   

While there is no single “magic bullet” employed by all successful schools, high impact 
action strategies include:   

 Getting students off to a strong start in the elementary years, especially in 
reading, by helping teachers to master systematic, research-tested instructional 
practices;

 Ensuring that all students are placed in rigorous courses in middle and high 
school that will prepare all students for college and good careers; 

 Using purposeful professional development to improve teachers’ skills in 
teaching strategies that accelerate student learning; 

 Targeting resources to meet the needs of individual students, especially those 
with lower skills; 

 Ensuring that all students have access to teachers who can provide instruction 
equal to the quality of content, and getting our strongest teachers to the students 
who need them the most; and, 

 Providing extra time and instruction for students who arrive behind, then 
arranging that time more flexibly.   

“We know raising overall performance and closing gaps is possible.  Yet, despite 
powerful images of success from even our most challenged schools, there are still those 
who doubt the capacity of public education to reverse longstanding achievement gap 
trends,” said Ali.  

“If race and income mattered more than school policy and practice, achievement levels 
for low-income students and students of color would be pretty much the same from 
school to school, district to district and state to state.  But they are not.  There’s wide 
variation because what we do—and don’t do—in schools matters, and it matters a lot,” 
continued Ali.

What Next?

Under Superintendent O’Connell’s leadership, the state is finally discussing achievement 
gaps more openly and honestly than ever before. State Chief O’Connell is confronting 
disparities in academic achievement head-on.  More than that, he has made it his 
charge to do something about it.   

“Closing the achievement gap, though, is not just the responsibility of the Department of 
Education.  To the contrary, achievement gaps are the most important issue facing 
California’s public education system, and the responsibility for closing them must be 
shared on all levels, said Ali.   

There’s a unique opportunity on the horizon—Governor Schwarzenegger has declared 
2008 as the “Year of Education.”  To lead the path for public school transformation, this 
agenda must be about real policy solutions and concrete proposals to boost the quality 
of all of our schools and to eliminate the inequities in California education. 
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At minimum the state’s plan for closing the achievement gap must be based on hard 
evidence.  And for that, we need better data.  The analysis released by the Department 
today, while more thorough than in years passed, is not detailed enough.  That’s 
because California does not have a comprehensive student and classroom level 
longitudinal data system in place to tell us what we need to know.  While we know, for 
example that all groups of student are generally improving, we don’t know if it’s the same 
students or how many students are dropping out along the way.   And we don’t know 
which strategies and interventions are working to improve student achievement, and 
which ones aren’t.    

There are more important yet unanswerable questions.  “As an immediate step toward 
improving California’s schools the state needs to develop and implement a 
comprehensive data system to make informed decisions about resources, programs and 
priorities that will ultimately lead to increased student achievement,” said Ali.    

The challenge moving forward is to create the civic and political will necessary to 
achieve what all students need.   “California’s young people need state and local leaders 
to become unrelenting champions, pushing people on what is possible for poor kids and 
kids of color and backing that up with hard data,” Ali concluded. 

###
The Education Trust—West works for the high academic achievement of all students 
at all levels, pre-kindergarten through college, and forever closing the achievement 
gaps that separate low-income students and students of color from other youth. For 
more information about the Education Trust—West please visit our website at 
www.edtrustwest.org.


