
California’s schools are becoming increasingly diverse in their 
student populations. Although all major racial/ethnic groups have
experienced improvements in educational attainment over the past
three decades, major gaps remain, especially for Hispanics, who 

represent the largest ethnic group in the state’s K–12 public schools. This issue of California
Counts looks at conditions from early childhood through high school that contribute to or
indicate educational achievement, with a particular focus on differences across racial/ethnic
groups. 

Two influential conditions affecting early childhood development are parental education
and family income. Mothers with more education generally have greater access to information
about ways to provide early learning experiences, and higher family income is a strong indica-
tor of more resources available for a child’s education. It is commonly accepted that preschool
also significantly helps children improve their readiness for school, yet over half of all children
miss this experience, making it even more important for parents to undertake child develop-
ment activities in the home, such as reading to their children. In this area, racial differences
are pronounced. About 3 percent of white children ages 3–5 have not had a family member
read to them in the past week, whereas almost 30 percent of Hispanic children have not been
read to. English proficiency is another strong indicator of a child’s learning opportunities in
school. A 1995 survey found that 75 percent of Hispanic children and 67 percent of Asian
children ages 5–14 spoke a language other than English at home; of these children, 23 percent
of Hispanic children spoke English “not well” or “not at all,” and 14 percent of Asian children
did not speak English well. The availability of a home computer is another indicator of
resources that provide educational opportunity. Although a majority of white and Asian chil-
dren have a computer at home, 76 percent of Hispanic children and 62 percent of black chil-
dren do not.
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Looking beyond home resources, this report next examines school 
indicators. Two important measures of school quality are the percentage 
of fully credentialed teachers in a school and the availability of college
preparatory courses. About 16 percent of the teachers in schools attended
by Hispanic and black students are not fully credentialed—twice the per-
centage of uncredentialed teachers in schools attended by white and Asian
students. Differences across ethnic groups in the availability of college
preparatory math courses are less dramatic. Proficiency tests are another
indicator of academic readiness. The performance of eighth grade students
on reading and math tests reveals a wide spectrum of skills proficiency
among California’s students. More striking, however, is the dismal perfor-
mance among all groups. Over 80 percent of black students, about 70 
percent of Hispanic students, 42 percent of Asian students, and 37 percent
of white students scored below basic proficiency on the National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress (NAEP) math test. A final indicator of edu-
cational opportunity for higher education is high school completion rates.
All groups except Hispanics have completion rates greater than 90 percent.
Completion rates are 81 percent for U.S.-born Hispanics and 41 percent
for immigrant Hispanics. 

By almost every indicator, Hispanic and black children are at a dis-
advantage when compared to white and Asian children. Right now, 
concern about education is at center stage among policymakers not only 
in California but also at the federal level. This presents an opportunity to
shape reforms in such a way that they specifically consider the needs of 
disadvantaged children. If we can improve the resources and opportunities
available to these children at home and at school, we may be able to sig-
nificantly reduce the racial and ethnic gaps in education that diminish the
possibility of higher education for so many students. 

This report was written when Jennifer Cheng was a research associate at PPIC. She is now 
a graduate student at the Ford School of Public Policy at the University of Michigan in Ann
Arbor. Views expressed here do not reflect the views of the management of these institutions.

The author acknowledges the helpful comments of Deborah Reed, Hans Johnson, Kim Rueben,
and Elias Lopez on earlier drafts of this report. Gary Bjork provided invaluable editorial 
assistance. The author retains responsibility for any errors.

About 16 percent of 
the teachers in schools
attended by Hispanic
and black students are
not fully credentialed—
twice the percentage 
of uncredentialed 
teachers in schools
attended by white and
Asian students.
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Context

In a recent study of the social and
economic well-being of Californi-

ans, PPIC researchers found sub-
stantial differences among racial
and ethnic groups across multiple
measures, including health status,
education, labor market outcomes,
economic conditions, and political
participation (Reyes, 2001). Edu-
cation is one of the most funda-
mental socioeconomic indicators,
because differences in educational
attainment contribute to racial
and ethnic differences in other
areas such as poverty, health care,
employment, and earnings. Further-
more, research suggests that educa-
tional differences today are expected
to play a role in continuing racial
and ethnic gaps in well-being for
the next generation. And yet,
among socioeconomic indicators,
education is particularly amenable
to public policy, because most of
California’s children receive their
education in public schools. 

In the 1998–1999 school year,
40.5 percent of the student popula-
tion in California’s public schools
were Hispanic. Non-Hispanic
whites were the second largest
group at 38.8 percent, followed by
Asians at 11.1 percent, blacks at
8.8 percent, and Native Americans/
Alaskans at 0.9 percent. Projections
of the expected growth in the 
Hispanic and Asian populations
indicate that the ethnic composi-
tion of California schools will
continue to change.1

All of California’s major
racial/ethnic groups have experi-
enced increasing educational
attainment over the past three
decades, yet substantial gaps per-
sist. College completion rates are
one important indicator of edu-
cational achievement. In the late
1990s, roughly 27 percent of
young adults (ages 25–29) in Cali-
fornia had graduated from a four-
year college or university. Among
the major racial/ethnic groups,
Asians had the highest completion
rates at just over 50 percent.
Among non-Hispanic whites, 38
percent completed college. Blacks
had a substantially lower rate of
completion at only 20 percent.
Hispanics had the lowest rate at 
8 percent. The college completion
rate of Hispanics is particularly
affected by immigration, because
foreign-born Hispanics tend to
have low rates of college gradu-
ation (5 percent). However, even
among U.S.-born Hispanics the
college completion rate was only
13 percent.2

This issue of California Counts
looks at the factors that contribute
to racial and ethnic differences in
educational attainment. We focus
on home indicators and school
indicators. Education begins in
early childhood, with home con-
ditions affecting the educational
opportunities available to children.
In examining the home environ-
ment, we look at parental educa-
tion, family income, preschool
attendance, family participation in

Research suggests 
that educational 
differences today are
expected to play a 
role in continuing 
racial and ethnic gaps
in well-being for the
next generation.
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opportunities within their fami-
lies; others enter school already
disadvantaged. Below, we examine
indicators of resources, opportuni-
ties, and achievements that reflect
education conditions in the home. 

Parental Education
One strong indicator of a child’s
educational opportunities is
parental education (Manski et al.,
1992; World Bank, 1993). Gener-
ally, parents with higher education
are able to provide better finan-
cial resources for the family, and
mothers with more education 
usually have better access to child
development information and can
provide better health and educa-
tion for their children. As shown
in Figure 1, there are large differ-
ences in educational achievement
across racial and ethnic groups. In
1999, over half of Hispanic moth-
ers did not have a high school
diploma, compared to about 18
percent of black mothers, 12 per-
cent of Asian mothers, and 8 
percent of white mothers. Over 
60 percent of white mothers and
Asian mothers had some college
education or a college degree,
compared to 40 percent of black
mothers and fewer than 19 per-
cent of Hispanic mothers. Immi-
grant mothers generally have less
education than mothers born in
the United States (Reyes, 2001).
Maternal education rates also dif-
fered dramatically among different
ethnicities of Asians and Hispan-
ics.4 Among Asians, immigrant

child development activities, Eng-
lish proficiency, and the availability
and use of home computers. We
then look at the public school
environment and two indicators
of school quality: teacher creden-
tials and the availability of college
preparatory courses. We also
examine two indicators of student
achievement: proficiency scores 
in basic subjects and high school
completion rates. For each of
these indicators, this report pro-
vides the most recent available
information. The information
comes from a variety of data
sources, and the most recent year
of data varies, depending on the
source and subject.

We focus on four major racial
and ethnic groups in California:
white non-Hispanics, Hispanics,
Asians, and blacks. Within the
major racial and ethnic groups,
there is substantial variation across
subgroups. In particular, although
socioeconomic indicators for
Asians often are similar to those of
whites, subgroup analysis shows
that Southeast Asians fare substan-
tially worse. The data used for this
report do not permit analysis by
subgroup for most indicators.3

Home Indicators

Early educational experiences pro-
vided by the family are important

to a child’s development and pre-
paredness for school. Some chil-
dren experience many educational

In 1999, over half of
Hispanic mothers did
not have a high school
diploma, compared 
to about 18 percent 
of black mothers,
12 percent of Asian 
mothers, and 8 percent
of white mothers.
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Southeast Asian mothers had the
lowest high school completion
rate; among Hispanics, immigrant
Mexican mothers had the lowest
completion rate.

Similar to Hispanic mothers,
Hispanic fathers had the lowest
high school completion rate, with
64 percent of immigrant Hispanic
fathers and 28 percent of U.S.-
born Hispanic fathers lacking a
high school diploma. For other
racial and ethnic groups, the pro-
portions of fathers without a high
school diploma were much lower: 
8 percent of blacks, 7 percent of
Asians, and 5 percent of whites.5

Family Income 
Whereas more parental education
may indicate better family infor-
mation for improving child devel-
opment, family income is a 
strong indicator of more economic
resources available for a child’s
education and subsequent lifetime
opportunities.6 Median family
incomes by race in 1998 showed 
a large range, with white children
ranking highest, living in families
with a median income of about
$56,500, and Asian children rank-
ing second at a median family
income of $49,500. Black and
Hispanic children ranked lowest,
with median family incomes of
about $33,000 and $25,500,
respectively. As shown in Figure 2,
65 percent of Hispanic children
and 53 percent of black children
lived in families with incomes
below $35,000, compared to 27

Figure 2. Distribution of Family Income, 1998

Pe
rc

en
ta

g
e

50

40

30

20

10

0
$75,000 to

$99,999
$50,000 to

$74,999
$35,000 to

$49,999
$15,000 to

$34,999
Under

$15,000
$100,000
or more
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percent of white children and 35
percent of Asian children. Families
with low incomes are likely to
have problems making ends meet
for basic needs, such as housing,
and thus have limited ability to
pay for extras such as center-based
child care or to save for their chil-
dren’s college education (Riches
and Ross, 1999).

Preschool
Organized educational activities
such as preschool can help disad-
vantaged children start out on
more equal footing. Studies have
shown that early childhood devel-
opment activities such as preschool
can help children improve their
school readiness and can produce

long-term educational improve-
ments (Illig, 1998; Karoly et al.,
1998; Sawhill, 1999). Although
preschool activities are commonly
understood as a positive enrich-
ment for child development, many
children ages 3–5 do not attend
preschool (see Figure 3). Sixty-six
percent of Hispanic children and
just over half of Asian and black
children do not attend preschool.
These numbers would rise if fami-
lies did not have access to publicly
funded programs such as Head
Start. 

Family Activities in 
Early Childhood
With over half of all children not
attending preschool, many young

Although preschool
activities are commonly
understood as a 
positive enrichment 
for child development,
many children ages 3–5
do not attend preschool.

Figure 3. Percentage of Children Ages 3–5 Who Did Not 
Attend Preschool, 1995–1997
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children depend on their families
to provide child development
activities. Tasks such as reading
and practicing letters and numbers
improve reading and arithmetic
readiness, and activities such as
crafts and games help develop
motor skills. Other enrichment
activities such as educational tele-
vision and songs can also help
children prepare for school. A 
supplement in the 1990 Current
Population Survey asked parents
how often in the past week the
family participated in child devel-
opment activities for children ages
3–5. Some families participated 
in such activities three or more
times a week. Other families
reported no participation. Small
sample sizes for California allow
for reliable activity rates only for
white and Hispanic children. In
reading activities, very few white
children—around 3 percent—
were not read to by a family mem-
ber, whereas almost 30 percent of
Hispanic children had not been
read to in the past week (see Fig-
ure 4). Only 10 percent of white
children did not have a family
member who practiced letters and
numbers with them, whereas
almost 30 percent of Hispanic
children did not have help learn-
ing letters and numbers. There
were also gaps between whites and
Hispanics for other activities such
as crafts, songs, and educational
television, but the Hispanic-white
gaps were largest in the reading
readiness activities.7

English Proficiency
As might be expected, English
proficiency helps improve a child’s
learning opportunities in the
school system and future success
in the labor market (Trejo, 1997).
Although California schools iden-
tify limited English proficiency
(LEP) students, it is not clear
what level of English proficiency
these children have. A 1995 CPS
survey asked parents if their chil-
dren ages 5–14 spoke a language
other than English at home. A
small share of white children 
and black children spoke another
language—8 percent and 1 per-
cent, respectively. In contrast, 
75 percent of Hispanic children
and 67 percent of Asian children

Figure 4. Percentage of Preschool Children (Ages 3–5)
Without Family Participation in Child Development 
Activities, 1990
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and computing skills, computers
in the home can serve as an edu-
cational resource for children 
writing research reports, doing
math drills, or practicing Scholas-
tic Assessment Test (SAT) skills.
Families with higher incomes are
more likely to own computers,
but some school programs enable
families to borrow a computer
from school. As more initiative is
taken toward bridging the “Digital
Divide,” it is important to identify
which students lack a home com-
puter (Moller, 2000). Statistics
from a 1997 CPS survey showed
that many children do not have a
computer at home. Although a
majority of white and Asian chil-
dren do, 76 percent of Hispanic
children and 62 percent of black
children do not have a computer

Among the children
who spoke another 
language at home, 23
percent of Hispanic
children did not speak
English well or at all,
and 14 percent of Asian
children did not speak
English well.

Figure 5. English Language Abilities for Children
Ages 5–14, 1995
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Notes: Questions on language abilities for children ages 5–14 were asked in 1992 and 1995. 
Results in 1992 were similar to those in 1995.
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spoke a language other than Eng-
lish at home. Of the children who
spoke a second language at home,
a large majority spoke English
“very well” or “well.” However,
some parents reported that their
children spoke English “not well”
or “not at all.” These children were
primarily Hispanic and Asian.
Among the children who spoke
another language at home, 23 per-
cent of Hispanic children did not
speak English well or at all, and 14
percent of Asian children did not
speak English well (see Figure 5).

Computer in the Home
The availability and use of a home
computer are other indicators of
home resources that provide edu-
cational opportunity. Beyond
encouraging knowledge of typing
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at home (see Figure 6). However,
owning a computer is not enough.
Children must be encouraged to
use it. Among children who do
have computers at home, usage
rates vary. White children with
home computers are least likely to
be nonusers at 18 percent, where-
as almost one-third of Hispanic
children and about one-quarter of
Asian and black children who have
home computers do not use them.

School-Related 
Indicators

Beyond home resources, skills
development in the schools is

essential to a child’s opportunities
for higher education. Measures of
school quality include teacher cre-

dentials and college preparatory
classes. We examine these quality
indicators here and we also look at
student achievement in proficiency
tests and at high school gradua-
tion rates, both of which reflect a
mix of education conditions at
home and in school.

Teacher Credentials
The percentage of teachers who
are fully credentialed provides 
a good measure of the concentra-
tion of qualified and experienced
teachers in a school.8 This measure
is also highly correlated with other
school resources such as class size
and course offerings (Betts et al.,
2000). Hispanic and black stu-
dents are more likely to attend
schools with a larger percentage of
teachers who are not fully creden-

Figure 6. Percentage of Children Ages 5–14 with 
No Computer at Home, 1997
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Source: Calculations from the October 1997 Current Population Survey.
Notes: Questions on computer availability and use in the home among children ages 5–14 were 
asked in 1993 and 1997. Results in 1993 were similar to those in 1997.
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Among children who
do have computers 
at home, usage rates 
vary. White children
with home computers
are least likely to be
nonusers at 18 percent,
whereas almost one-
third of Hispanic 
children and about
one-quarter of Asian
and black children who
have home computers
do not use them.
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(Rose and Betts, 2001). Differ-
ences in course availability across
racial and ethnic groups were not
as dramatic as differences in other
school quality measures, but the
patterns matched those we saw 
in other school resources, with
white students ranking above
other racial and ethnic groups.
Generally, a lower percentage of
college preparatory courses was
offered in urban high schools, but
even when urban schools were
separated from other high schools,
group differences existed (see Fig-
ure 8). For urban schools, the
average white student attended a
school where 65 percent of the
math courses were college prepara-
tory. The average Hispanic, Asian,

Math courses not only
provide a foundation
for science and 
technology but also
serve as an indicator 
of future labor 
market opportunities.

Figure 7. Percentage of Teachers Without Full Credentials 
by Students’ Racial/Ethnic Group, 1998
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Department of Education, 1998.
Notes: Because California Department of Education data are reported at the school level and not at 
the student level, results show the school quality for the average student in the racial category. LEP 
students are not considered in calculating the school quality measures in these figures. Further 
findings from these data can be found in Bett et al. (2000). 
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tialed (see Figure 7). About 16
percent of the teachers in schools
attended by Hispanic and black
students are not fully credentialed.
This is double the share of teach-
ers who are not credentialed in
schools attended by white and
Asian students.

Availability of College
Preparatory Classes
A measure of school quality at the
high school level is the availability
of college preparatory math courses
that count for University of Cali-
fornia A–F requirements. Math
courses not only provide a founda-
tion for science and technology
but also serve as an indicator of
future labor market opportunities
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Figure 8. Percentage of College Preparatory Math 
Classes Offered, 1998
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Source: Calculations from the California Basic Education Data System (CBEDS), California 
Department of Education, 1998.
Note: See the notes to Figure 7.
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Figure 9. Reading Proficiency Scores, Grade 8, 1998
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are included in the NAEP report. Differences between whites and Asians in California were not 
statistically significant. Differences between blacks and Hispanics in California were not statistically 
significant. Subject tests are periodically administered, with different testing years for different 
subjects.
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or black student attended a school
where 60 percent of the math
courses were college preparatory.

Student Proficiency in 
Reading and Math
Proficiency tests reflect a combi-
nation of individual student 
ability and experience in the edu-
cational system. Performance on
the National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress (NAEP) tests
demonstrated the wide spectrum
of skills proficiency among Cali-
fornia’s students. The NAEP tests
are designed to measure different
levels of skills with scaled scores
and to report results in four cate-
gories of proficiency—below basic,
basic, proficient, and advanced.
The scores for California eighth
graders showed that a large major-
ity of students across all racial
groups were not performing at the
proficient level in math or read-
ing, and only 1 to 2 percent of
white or Asian students performed
at the advanced level. 

In the case of reading skills,
about half of Hispanic and black
students, 28 percent of Asian 
students, and 18 percent of white
students scored below basic profi-
ciency (see Figure 9). About 
one-third of white students and
one-quarter of Asian students
scored at the proficient level, but
only one-tenth of Hispanic and
black students reached this level.

The proficiency test in math
skills showed even larger numbers
of students in all groups scoring
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percent for immigrant Hispanics. 

Conclusions

We find that by nearly every
indicator of educational pre-

paredness and opportunity, His-
panic and black children tend to
fare worse than white and Asian
children. Hispanic and black 
children tend to have fewer educa-
tional and income resources avail-
able in their families. They are
more likely to attend lower-quality
schools with fewer credentialed
teachers and fewer college prepara-
tory courses. By the eighth grade,
Hispanic and black children

High School Completion
High school completion is one
indicator of the high school expe-
rience and also an indicator of
future job opportunities. Although
high school education is usually
finished by age 18, a look at com-
pletion rates for adults ages 25–29
included students who finished
later or with equivalent certifica-
tion. The overall completion rate
was 81 percent. However, all
groups except Hispanics completed
high school at rates greater than
90 percent (see Figure 11). The
large share of immigrants and dif-
ferent education conditions in the
Hispanic population help explain
the shortfall among Hispanics.
Completion rates were 81 percent

Effective policy
changes focused on
children with low 
levels of home and
school resources will
improve the racial 
and ethnic education
gaps for today’s 
children and for future
generations.

Figure 10. Mathematics Proficiency Scores, Grade 8, 1996

Source: Ballator et al. (1997).
Note: See the notes to Figure 9.
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below basic. Over 80 percent of
black students, about 70 percent
of Hispanic students, 42 percent
of Asian students, and 37 percent
of white students scored below
basic (see Figure 10). Few students
scored at or above the proficient
level: about one-eighth of white
and Asian students, 4 percent of
Hispanic students, and 2 percent
of black students. 

The generally low student
skills reflected in the NAEP tests
for eighth graders present a warn-
ing about these students’ prepa-
ration for and access to college
preparatory classes in high school.
Without strong skills in reading
and math, job opportunities will
also be limited.
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exhibit lower rates of basic skills 
in reading and math. These factors
are early contributors to ultimate
educational shortcomings, includ-
ing substantially lower rates of 
college completion for Hispanics
and blacks.

Although education has long
been a fundamental indicator of
well-being, there is a particular
urgency to our current focus on
racial and ethnic gaps in educa-
tion. The population of California
is expected to become increasingly
diverse, with Hispanic children
representing an even larger share
of future student populations.
Additionally, the value of educa-
tion in the California labor mar-
ket has increased substantially, so

that a college education is even
more important today than in
past decades for securing a well-
paying job (Reed, 1999; Betts,
2000). Finally, education is in 
the public policy spotlight in 
California as well as at the federal
level. Policymakers have the oppor-
tunity to use current reforms to
improve school quality for the
least-advantaged children. Effec-
tive policy changes focused on
children with low levels of home
and school resources will help
close the racial and ethnic educa-
tion gaps for today’s children and
for future generations. �
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Figure 11. High School Completion Rates, 1999
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Notes: The reported statistic is the percentage with a high school diploma or the equivalent for 
young adults currently in the workforce (i.e., the data do not include young adults in school or in 
military or penal institutions). High school completion rates given here do not necessarily reflect 
graduation rates from California schools; they include young adults who were educated in other 
states and countries.
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Notes
1 Enrollment statistics for grades K–12 are
from the California Basic Educational Data
System (CBEDS), California Department of
Education, 1998. Population projections are
from the California Department of Finance.

2 College completion rates are based on the
author’s calculations from the Current Popu-
lation Survey, Outgoing Rotation Group,
1998–2000.

3 See Reyes (2001) for subbgroup analysis
using data from 1990.

4 For more information on educational 
outcomes for Asian and Hispanic ethnic and
immigrant groups, see Reyes (2001). 

5 These statistics are for fathers living with
children ages 0–5 and are from the March
Current Population Surveys, 1998–2000.

6 For more information on differences across
racial/ethnic groups in poverty and family
income, see Reyes (2001).

7 A more recent survey on child activities in
1999 by the National Survey of American
Families (Urban Institute) showed that the
gaps in family participation have persisted
(Vandivere et al., 2000). Reading activities for
children ages 0–5 were measured. The major-
ity of Hispanic children were read to by a fam-
ily member less than three times a week, and
16 percent of Hispanic children lacked read-
ing activities altogether. Five percent of white
children, 10 percent of black children, and 7
percent of children in the “other” race cate-
gory (mostly Asian) lacked reading activities. 

8 Years of teaching experience and teacher 
credentials are highly correlated, so that either
measure provides a reliable perspective on
teacher quality.
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