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Latino Educational Opportunity Report 2007:
California’s Latino Opportunity Gap

Latinos are the fastest growing segment of California’s population.  Today, one of every three 
people in California is Latino; by 2042, the proportion will likely increase to one of every two.�   
The more than three million Latino young people in California’s public schools represent 48% of 
all K-�2 students and 42% of those in the state’s high schools. These percentages will also increase 
dramatically.   Clearly, Latinos’ educational opportunities and attainment are vital to the state’s 
economy and to the quality of public life for all Californians.2  

Notably, many of California’s Latino students come from homes where Spanish is the primary 
language and many of these students come to school with limited proficiency in English.  Although 
most of the state’s English Learners are in the elementary grades, in 2007 more than a quarter 
million high school students in California were designated English Learners (�5%), and 83% of 
these students were Spanish-speaking students.  To succeed in school, these students require 
specialized resources and support.

This report traces the progress of Latino high school students (Class of 2006) through high school 
and into college, using California’s publicly available state data.  We relate that progress to the 
educational resources and opportunities that California high schools provide to Latino students 
and to Spanish-speaking English Learners.   Specifically, we report two types of analyses: the first 
compares Latino high school students’ experiences to those of white and Asian students3; the 
second examines the opportunities provided in a subset of 90 California public high schools that 
enroll high concentrations of English Learners who speak Spanish as a first language.4 

Some of California’s Latino students achieve the highest levels of academic success, but as a group 
Latino students lag far behind white and Asian students on every indicator of school success—
achievement, high school graduation, and college preparation.   The result is that Latinos are 
dramatically underrepresented in California’s public institutions of higher education, in high-
paying jobs, and in middle-class lives.   

California’s Latino students also have limited access (both in absolute terms and in comparison 
to white and Asian students) to the resources and opportunities they need to graduate from high 
school ready to succeed in higher education and careers, and for significant participation in 
public life.   English Learners are at a particular disadvantage.   Schools with high concentrations 
of English Learners require additional and specialized resources (teacher training, professional 
development, instructional materials, etc.) than other California schools.   Yet, California’s high 
schools serving the highest proportion of English Learners are less likely than other California 
schools to have quality learning conditions in place. 
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Together, our analyses answer a number  
of important questions:

Which High Schools do California’s Latino Students Attend?
 California’s 743,654 Latino high school students are distributed across the state’s high 

schools and make up 42% of all public high school enrollments.

 Although 99% of California high schools (�,078 out of �,089) enroll Latino students, 89% 
of all Latino high school students are enrolled in just �6 out of 58 counties.

 5�% percent of California Latino high school students attend high-poverty schools.

 California’s Latino students are more than four times as likely as white students to attend 
Program Improvement schools.

Do Gaps in School Resources and Opportunities Mirror California’s Racial Gaps in 
School Success?

 Almost 260,000 Latino students (or 35%) attend overcrowded high schools. This is more 
than twice the proportion of white students who attend overcrowded schools.

 Latino high school students are two and one-half times more likely than white students and 
more than three times more likely than Asian students to experience serious shortages of 
qualified teachers.   

 65% of Latino students attend high schools with too few college preparatory courses for all 
students to enroll in a college preparatory curriculum.

Are California’s Latino Students Able to Reach Their Educational Goals?

 9 of �0 California public school students enter high school with plans to graduate and 
enroll in college.  Yet, for every �00 Latino 9th graders in 2002, 54 graduated high school 
four years later and only �5 graduated having completed the required college preparatory 
coursework.

We conclude that closing the Latino “achievement gap” in California 
will require the state to close the Latino “opportunity gap.”  

However, closing these disparities should not be considered an effort 
made on behalf of a “minority” group in California.  

Given the demography of California, the condition of Latino education 
is the condition of California education, generally.  Closing the gaps in 

achievement and opportunity for Latino students will go a long way 
toward closing the gaps between California and most other states.   

All Californians stand to benefit.   
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Which High Schools Do California’s Latino Students 
Attend?

We begin by considering where in the state Latino students are located.  Then, we turn to the racial 
and socio-economic composition of the schools that Latino students attend, and to their access 
to high-performing schools.  These are among the many factors that contribute to Latino students’ 
educational achievement and to the disproportionately low number of students who graduate from 
high school and enroll in college.  

Geographic Distribution of Latino Students

The map below displays the distribution of Latino high school students.  89% are concentrated 
in �6 of the state’s 58 counties (counties that are shaded on the map).  In many of these 
counties, Latinos are the largest group of high school students (counties that are both shaded and 
crosshatched on the map).  Latino students also comprise the largest group of high school students 
in some counties with relatively small numbers of students (counties that are only crosshatched).  
Most of these latter counties are located in California’s rural areas.   

0 25 50 100
Miles

16 Counties with 89%
of Latino High School
Students

Latinos Comprise the
Largest Group of
High School Students

S

N

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/
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The following charts list the counties where Latino high school students are concentrated and the 
number of Latinos in each county.  The first chart orders the counties by the numbers of Latino high 
school students; the second chart orders counties by the percentages of these students.   

California Counties with 89% of the State’s Latino High School Students 
(2005-2006) 

COUNTY

Number of Latino 
Students Enrolled

Percentage of 
Students who are 

Latino
Los Angeles 27�,954 56%
San Bernardino 57,782 48%
San Diego 56,950 39%
Orange 52,5�7 36%
Riverside 48,890 48%
Fresno 26,386 49%
Kern 23,0�� 49%
Santa Clara 22,�55 3�%
Ventura �7,950 42%
Tulare �3,555 6�%
Alameda �3,338 22%
Sacramento �2,475 �9%
Monterey �2,�24 63%
Stanislaus ��,998 40%
San Joaquin ��,56� 36%
Contra Costa �0,399 22%

California Counties With Large Concentrations of Latino High School Students 
(2005-2006)

COUNTY

Number of Latino 
Students Enrolled

Percentage of 
Students who are 

Latino
Imperial 8,326 85%
Monterey �2,�24 63%
Tulare �3,555 6�%
Colusa 690 58%
Los Angeles 27�,954 56%
Madera 4,044 56%
Merced 8,�99 53%
Kings 3,732 52%
San Benito �,704 52%
Kern 23,0�� 49%
Fresno 26,386 49%
San Bernardino 57,782 48%
Riverside 48,890 48%
Santa Barbara 8,268 47%
Ventura �7,950 42%
Stanislaus ��,998 40%

16 Counties with 89%
of Latino High School
Students

Latinos Comprise the
Largest Group of
High School Students

16 Counties with 89%
of Latino High School
Students

Latinos Comprise the
Largest Group of
High School Students
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Racial Composition of Latinos’ Schools
California high schools are, like the state itself, extraordinarily racially diverse. Unlike most other 
states, only a slight majority of high schools in 2005-2006 were predominantly white and/or Asian.  

Racial Composition of All California High Schools (2005-2006)

Number of California 
High Schools

Percent of 
California High 

Schools
Schools with few white and Asian students 93 9%
Schools with some white and Asian students 384 35%
Schools that are predominantly white and Asian 6�2 56%
Total �089 �00%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

California’s 743,654 Latino high school students are distributed across the state’s high schools and 
make up 42% of the total public high school enrollment.  Latino students are enrolled in 99% 
(�078 out of �089) of California’s high schools.

This broad distribution masks the fact that most Latinos attend schools with high concentrations 
of underrepresented students. 5  Three-quarters of Latino high school students are concentrated in 
schools where most students are Latino, African American, or American Indian.  One-quarter of 
Latino students attend high schools that are predominantly white and/or Asian.   By contrast, nearly 
three-quarters of white students and nearly two-thirds of Asian students attend these high schools. 

Distribution of Latino Students Across Schools with Different Racial Composition 
(2005-2006)

Latino Students White Students Asian Students  

Schools with few white and Asian 
students 22% 0.6% 2%

Schools with some white and Asian 
students 53% 22% 32%

Schools that are predominantly white 
and Asian

25% 78% 66%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

This distribution is important because predominantly white and Asian schools tend to offer better 
educational resources and learning opportunities than do schools with high enrollments of African 
American and Latino students.6  Because the resources and opportunities that schools provide 
affect students’ academic performance, it’s not surprising that students in schools with large 
concentrations of African American and Latino students perform less well than similar students 
enrolled in other schools.7  
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Economic Composition of Latinos’ Schools

Latinos are also more likely than any other racial group to attend schools with large concentrations 
of low-income students (schools where more than one-half of all students receive free and reduced 
price meals).  5�% percent of California Latino high school students attend high-poverty schools—
compared with ��% of white high school students and 25% of Asian students.   This concentration 
is important because schools with many low-income students often lack essential resources and 
students of all racial groups tend to achieve less well in these schools.

Distribution of Students by Race among California’s High-Poverty Schools

Latino 
Students 

White 
Students 

Asian 
Students   

Percent of students attending high schools 
in which more than half of students 
receive free/reduced meals 

5�% ��% 25%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/
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High Concentration EL Schools
n=90

Other California Schools
n=999

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

90 California high schools enroll especially high concentrations of English Learners who speak 
Spanish as a first language.  (Specifically, more than 33% of the schools’ students are classified 
as English Learners, and more than 50% of the enrolled English Learners speak Spanish as a first 
language).  We call these schools “High-Concentration EL High Schools” and compare them to 
the other 999 high schools in California.  

Racial Composition of High Schools That Enroll  
Spanish-Speaking English Learners
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Performance Levels of Latinos’ Schools

In 2006, �5% of all California high schools (�62 schools) were identified by the state and federal 
government as low-performing and in need of serious improvement.   These schools were 
designated as “Program Improvement” (PI) because, for at least two consecutive years, they had 
not demonstrated Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), as defined by the federal No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB).8   

These low-performing schools enrolled �9% of the state’s high school students. However, as the 
graph below shows, Latino students are over four times more likely to attend PI schools than white 
students.  

Enrollment in Low-Performing High Schools in 2006

Latino 
Students 

White 
Students

Asian 
Students

Percent of students attending high schools
designated as “Program Improvement” 
schools

30% 7% ��%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/
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Likely than Others to Be in High-Poverty High Schools 

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

89% of the High-Concentration EL Schools are also high-poverty high schools in which over half 
of the students receive free and reduced price meals. 25% of the other high schools in California 
are also high-poverty schools. 
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Because NCLB raises the bar each year for the percentage of students who must achieve at a 
proficient level, more and more California schools will likely be placed in PI status over the 
next few years.  Many California schools have increased their percentage of proficient students.  
However, if they do not accelerate the rates at which students are attaining proficiency, 63% of all 
California high schools will fail to meet NCLB proficiency goals by 20�0, and �00% of all high 
schools will fail to meet NCLB proficiency goals by 20�4.   82% of Latino students attend high 
schools that will not meet NCLB mathematics standards by 20�0, and �00% by 20�4. 

Enrollment in Schools Projected As Low-Performing 
in Mathematics in 2010 and 2014

Latino 
Students 

White 
Students 

Asian 
Students 

Percent of students attending high 
schools that will not meet NCLB’s 
threshold for the percentage of 
students who should demonstrate 
math proficiency in 20�0

82% 44% 46%

Percent of students attending high 
schools that will not meet NCLB’s 
threshold for the percentage of 
students who should demonstrate 
math proficiency in 20�4

�00% �00% �00%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

High-Concentration EL High Schools Are Far 
More Likely to Be Low-Performing Schools

Current and Projected Enrollment in Low-Performing High Schools (2005-2006)

High-Concentration EL
High Schools  n=90

Other CA High Schools
n=999

Designated as “Program Improvement” 
schools 5�% �2%
Schools that will not meet NCLB’s 
threshold for students who should 
demonstrate math proficiency in 20�0 89% 6�%

Schools that will not meet NCLB’s 
threshold for students who should 
demonstrate math proficiency in 20�4

�00% �00%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

Students in High-Concentration EL High Schools are less likely, on average, to meet NCLB goals 
for high performance.  These schools are over four times more likely to be identified as Program 
Improvement schools than other California high schools. 
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Do Gaps in School Resources and Opportunities 
Mirror California’s Racial Gaps in School Success and 

Educational Attainment?

Most California students experience larger class sizes, fewer counselors, and fewer student 
support staff than their peers in most other states.9  These shortages are particularly burdensome 
for students from low-income families that do not have a history of college-going and who rely on 
school staff for information about college. Without qualified adults available at their schools, such 
students often lack information and support to navigate successfully toward graduation and college 
preparation. �0 

Previous studies have shown that California students from underrepresented racial groups are 
the most likely to attend schools that have low rates of college preparatory classes, low rates of 
teachers qualified to teach those classes, and too few counselors to guide students along a path to 
college preparation.��  Below we explore the specific patterns for California’s Latino students in the 
Class of 2006.  

Access to Basic Educational Resources

Latino high school students are overrepresented in schools that lack basic educational opportunities, 
and face difficulties including overcrowding and significant shortages of qualified teachers. 

Overcrowded Schools.  California high schools are defined as overcrowded by the California 
Department of Education if they have �.75 times as many students as recommended.  
Overcrowding creates an unsafe environment and makes teaching and learning more difficult.  
Schools may need to teach students in auditoriums, gymnasiums, storage rooms, and other areas 
never intended to be used for instructional purposes.�2  Schools with too little space may not be 
able to maintain specially equipped rooms such as science labs or libraries because these spaces 
need to be “flexible” for teaching multiple subjects. Overcrowding has led some California school 
districts to use policies such as multi-track school calendars that provide students with fewer days 
of instruction than are provided to other California students.

More than a quarter of all California students (27%) attend schools that are overcrowded.   
However, in 2005-2006, almost 260,000 Latino students (35%) attended overcrowded schools, 
which is more than twice the proportion of white students attending overcrowded schools.

Racial Differences in Attendance at Overcrowded High Schools
2005-2006

Latino 
Students 

White 
Students 

Asian 
Students  

Percent of students attending 
overcrowded high schools

35% �7% 29%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/
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Access to Qualified Teachers.  Latino high school students in California are also more likely than 
white and Asian students to attend schools with critical shortages of qualified teachers.
 
Qualified teachers are an essential resource.  Poorly qualified teachers have less content 
area knowledge, rely solely on lectures and other basic instructional strategies, and are often 
unprepared to have students engage in higher-order thinking and work.  Schools in which at 
least 20% of the teachers lack a full credential are designated as experiencing a severe shortage 
of qualified teachers.  These schools have a wide range of problems, including higher levels 
of teacher turnover and too few experienced and qualified teachers to mentor newer and less 
experienced teachers.�3   

�0% of Latino high school students are enrolled in schools with severe shortages of qualified 
teachers. These students are two and one-half times as likely as white students and more than three 
times as likely as Asian students to experience serious shortages of qualified teachers.   

Racial Differences in Access to Qualified Teachers (2005-2006)

Latino 
Students 

White 
Students 

Asian 
Students  

Percent of students attending high 
schools with severe shortages of 
qualified teachers

�0% 4% 3%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/
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Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

Schools with a high concentration of EL students are twice as likely as other California high 
schools to be designated as overcrowded.

High-Concentration EL High Schools Are Far
More Likely to Be Overcrowded
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Access to College Preparation

Latino students are more likely than any other racial or ethnic group to attend high schools that do 
not prepare them well for college.  These schools have too few college preparatory courses, and 
the courses that are offered are more likely to be taught by teachers without the proper subject-
matter certification.   

College Preparatory Courses.  The California State University and the University of California have 
the same basic course requirements for admission, commonly referred to as the “A-G Requirements.”  
To be eligible to attend any public four-year university in the state, a student must take a minimum 
of �5 A-G courses—approximately two-thirds of their high school courses.  Accordingly, to provide 
every student with the opportunity to satisfy these college eligibility requirements in California, 
high schools must ensure that at least two-thirds of their courses meet the A-G Requirements.  In 
schools with high rates of college-going, it is common for more than three-quarters of the school’s 
courses to satisfy the A-G requirements. 

In addition, according to a widely-acclaimed U.S. department of Education study, enrolling in 
a rigorous high school curriculum is key to increasing students’ chances of earning a bachelor’s 
degree.�5  The study also found that of all the high school courses, the highest level of mathematics 
taken is the most important for college success and that taking rigorous high school courses had a 
greater impact on African American and Latino students than on white students.

0

5

10

15

20

25

9%
24%

��������������������������������������������������

����������������
������������

�����

���������������������
������������

����

High-Concentration EL High Schools Are Far More Likely 
to Have Severe Shortages of Qualified Teachers

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

Teaching English Learners requires specialized training. Teachers of English Learners should 
receive more preparation than other teachers.14

 
Yet, the schools with high concentrations of Spanish-speaking EL students are two and  
one-half times more likely to have severe shortages of qualified teachers than other California 
high schools (24% compared with 9%).   
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As the graph below indicates, Latino students are less likely than their white and Asian 
counterparts to have access to college preparatory courses.  

Racial Differences in Access to College Preparatory Coursework 2005-2006

Latino 
Students 

White 
Students 

Asian 
Students  

Percent of students attending high schools 
with too few college preparatory courses for 
all students to enroll in a college preparatory 
curriculum 65% 48% 42%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

College Preparatory Courses Taught by Qualified Teachers.  �9% of California’s students attend 
high schools in which college preparatory classes are taught by teachers lacking training in the 
subjects they are teaching. Latino students are almost twice as likely as white and Asian students to 
attend such schools. 

33% of California students attend high schools in which college preparatory math classes are 
taught by teachers lacking training in the subjects they are teaching. Latino students are more likely 
than white and Asian students to attend such schools.

Racial Differences in Students’ Access to College Preparatory Courses 
Taught by Qualified Teachers 2005-2006

Latino 
Students 

White 
Students 

Asian 
Students  

Students attending high schools 
with more than one-fifth of college 
preparatory courses taught by 
teachers without appropriate subject 
matter qualification

25% �3% �3%

Students attending high schools with 
more than one-fifth of the college 
preparatory math classes taught 
by teachers without a credential to 
teach math

40% 24% 28%

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

Access to College Preparation Within Schools.  In addition to attending schools that offer too few 
college preparatory courses overall, Latino students are less likely to be enrolled in the advanced 
math and physics courses that are offered at their school.  Students gain critical new knowledge 
in advanced math courses (including math analysis, trigonometry and calculus) and physics.  In 
addition, enrolling and successfully completing these courses help make students competitive for 
college admission.
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The figures below show disparities in enrollment in advanced mathematics and physics classes 
within schools.  These are courses that students must take to complete the college preparatory 
course sequence.  However, a longstanding and discredited tradition of academic tracking limits 
Latinos’ access to college preparatory courses.�6 

School Composition and Within-School Racial Disparities
in Enrollment in Advanced Mathematics and Physics
Classes in California High Schools, 2005-2006
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Students in High-Concentration EL High Schools 
Experience a Severe Shortage of College 

Preparatory teachers

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

37% of the High-Concentration EL Schools have a severe shortage of certified teachers to 
teach college preparatory courses. 44% have a severe shortage of teachers certified to 
teach college preparatory math.   The shortage of college preparatory teachers at the other 
California high schools is serious, but not nearly as severe. 
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Students in High-Concentration EL High Schools  
Lack Access to College Preparation

Source:  California Basic Education Data System, available at www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/

Students enrolled in the High-Concentration EL  High Schools have less access to the courses 
needed to complete the basic requirements to apply to four-year institutions of public higher 
education within the state. 
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Are California’s Latino Students Able to Reach Their 
Educational Goals?

According to the latest scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 
California has much to do in order to raise the achievement levels of all groups of students. 
Commonly referred to as the Nation’s Report Card, NAEP scores represent one of the few common 
benchmarks that allow state-by-state comparisons of student achievement.  

In 2007, the average NAEP math score for California 8th grade students was 270, placing California 
near the bottom, behind 43 other states and below the national average of 280.  These recent 
NAEP results also show that California students, on average, rank near the bottom.  California’s 
white and Latino 8th graders’ math scores were well below the national average, and California 
ranks 4th from the bottom for both groups of students, with only seven states ranking lower than 
California. On average, scores for Latino and African American students fall below these numbers, 
creating the so-called “achievement gap.” For example, California Latino 8th grade students scored, 
on average, 24 points lower than their white counterparts and 37 points lower than Asian students.  

California’s overall low levels of academic achievement and its racial achievement gaps are also 
apparent in the state’s own data.  Although most students from every racial group aspire to go to 
college (90%),�7 proportionately few meet these aspirations.  For every �00 ninth graders in 2002, 
there were 66 graduates in the Class of 2006.   Furthermore, only 25 graduated eligible to enroll in 
a public four-year university, and �3 actually enrolled in these universities.

Each year, some of California’s Latino students are among the most successful California high 
school graduates and enter four-year colleges and universities. In Fall 2006, for example, ��,236 
Latino students enrolled at the California State University and 4,508 enrolled at the University of 
California. 

California’s public institutions of higher education enroll more than half a million (545,796) Latino 
students, which accounts for 26% of all students enrolled in these institutions.  More specifically, 
Latinos comprise 29% of community college students, 25% of California State University students, 
and �3% of students enrolled in the University of California system.

Nevertheless, the average Latino student fares less well than most California students as he or 
she proceeds through high school toward college.   As the graphic on the following page depicts, 
for every �00 Latino 9th graders in 2002, 54 Latinos graduated four years later in 2006.  Only �5 
Latino graduates had taken the minimum course requirements to enter one of the state’s public 
four-year universities and 7 enrolled in a California public four-year university in the fall of 2006.  
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Conclusion 

Across California, Latino high school students experience severe inequalities in accessing a high-
quality high school education.  Not only are they are more likely to be in schools that have fewer 
basic educational resources, such as uncrowded buildings and qualified teachers, they are also 
enrolled in schools that offer fewer opportunities for a high-quality college preparatory curriculum.  

Today, California’s high schools are both racially stratified and unequal.  Although educational 
resources in California’s public high schools are scarce for all students, Latino students are more 
likely to attend schools that experience greater shortages of essential resources.  It is no surprise 
that with such disparities in high school education, Latino students are underrepresented in 
California’s institutions of higher education. 

These disparities are explained, in part, by overall problems in California’s high school 
infrastructure.  The lack of counselors, adequately trained teachers, and college preparatory 
curriculum statewide blocks the pathway to college for many California students, and particularly 
for the state’s Latino students.  The disparities are even more severe for students attending the 90 
California schools with high concentrations of Spanish-Speaking English Language Learners.  The 
disparities do not reflect an unwillingness to learn on the part of 743,654 young Californians; 
rather, they reflect systemic patterns of unequal distribution of K-�2 resources and enduring 
problems of racial bias and inequity within our school system. 

The statistics shown in this report suggest that solving this educational inequity requires a two-
pronged strategy—one that improves California’s educational infrastructure overall and, at the 
same time, targets resources and support to students concentrated in the much smaller proportion 
of high schools that experience an even greater lack of essential educational resources.   
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