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Is the Bay Area Preparing Latino High

School Graduates for College? A

Statistical Portrait of College Preparation

in the San Francisco Bay Area

Abstract

Latinos are the fastest growing racial ethnic group in the nine-county San
Francisco Bay Area and now constitute 21 percent of the total population.
Their representation among K-12 public school enrollment is even higher at
30 percent. Despite this, few studies have examined how well the Bay Area
is preparing this group of students for entry into the state’s public four year
colleges. This research brief explores college preparation in each of the nine
counties that consist of the Bay Area and finds that Latinos trail behind non-
Latinos in two major indicators of college preparation (completing the A-G
course requirements and taking the SAT as high school seniors).



RESEARCH BRIEF Fall 2007

The San Francisco Bay Area (hereafter, “Bay Area”) 
experienced significant growth in its Latino population 
over the last 35 years.  In 1970, Latinos represented 
just eight percent of the Bay Area population with 
380,947 residents.  By 1990, the Latino population 
grew to 939,497 residents.  Between 1990 and 2005, 
the Latino community grew by 54 percent to reach 
1,451,468 residents and now constitutes 21 percent 
of the total Bay Area population.  In contrast, the Bay 
Area population, as a whole, increased by just 13 percent 
during this time period with the number of white and 
African-American residents declining by 10 and 3 
percent, respectively.  Latinos now make up one in five 
residents in seven of the nine counties that comprise 
the Bay Area and one in four residents in Santa Clara 
and Napa counties (see Figure 1).1

Researchers and policy makers have stressed the 
need to improve access to higher education for all 
Californians in order to meet California workforce 
projections.  Observers of California’s racial-ethnic 
demographic shifts have specifically been concerned 
about the historically low college graduation rates of 
Latinos given their rapidly increasing share of the state’s 
working-age population.2  However, too few studies 
have focused on the prospects for higher education 
of Latino youth in the Bay Area, a region that is well 
known for its technological advances in Silicon Valley in 
the last decade and is highly dependent on the presence 
of an educated workforce. 

This research brief examines how Bay Area Latino 
youth are faring in their preparation for higher education. 
In so doing, it places the growth in Latino Bay Area K-
12 public school enrollment within a broader context of 
changing Bay Area population demographics.  It also 
analyzes measures of four-year college preparation and 
entry rates among Bay Area public high school graduates 
in comparison to statewide trends.  We conclude with a 
discussion of the structural barriers to preparation faced 
by Latinos attending the state’s public high schools.

Is the Bay Area Preparing Latino 
High School Graduates for College?

Source: Based on authors’ calculations of population estimates 
retrieved from RAND California at http://ca.rand.org

Figure 1: Latino Population in Bay Area Counties, 2005
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Table 1:  Latino K-12 Public School Enrollment by Bay Area County

Latinos Are the Fastest 
Growing Group in Bay Area K-12 

Over three million Latinos are currently enrolled 
in California’s public schools and they now comprise 
nearly half of the K-12 public school system (see Table 
1).  This represents a 42 percent increase in just 10 
years.  The number of Latinos enrolled in Bay Area 
public schools increased by nearly the same amount (39 
percent).  While Latino enrollment in public schools 
grew substantially in the region as a whole, there was 
variation across counties.  For example, the counties of 
Sonoma and Contra Costa experienced a near doubling 
in Latino enrollment while San Francisco County 
experienced a slight decrease.  

In 1995, Latinos comprised 23 percent of the total 
Bay Area K-12 public school population.  Ten years 
later, they comprised 30 percent and this change is 
visible throughout the region.  For example, in 1995 just 
three counties—Napa, San Mateo and Santa Clara—
had public school populations that consisted of more 
than 25 percent Latino students.  By 2005, seven of the 
nine counties did so.  Napa, Santa Clara and San Mateo 
counties have particularly high proportions of Latino 
students (42, 36 and 34 percent, respectively).  Santa 
Clara County is also unique as it, along with Alameda 
County, is where Latinos are highly concentrated.  
Together, these two counties serve over 50 percent of 
the 289,674 Latino students currently enrolled in Bay 
Area K-12 public schools.

As a result of these shifting school demographics, 
Latinos are quickly on their way to becoming the 
largest racial-ethnic group of students enrolled in Bay 
Area public schools (see Figure 2).  In 1995 nearly half 
of all Bay Area public school students were white and 
nearly one-quarter were Latino.  By 2005, the school 
population consisted of nearly equal proportions of 
Latino and white students largely due to a 39 percent 
increase in Latino students and a 21 percent decrease 
in white students.  The number of African-American 
and American-Indian students enrolled in the region’s 
public schools also decreased.  Schools also serve a 
greater number of Asian/Pacific Islanders and Filipino 
students; together with Latinos, they are largely 
responsible for the modest six percent increase in the 
region’s total public school enrollment with Latinos 
experiencing the largest growth.  Accompanying the 
growth in Latino students is an increasing number of 
English Language Learners (ELL) whose first language 
is Spanish.  In 2005 there were 142,455 ELL Spanish-
speaking students enrolled in Bay Area public schools, 
up 56 percent since 1995 (see Table 1).  Although most 
of these students are concentrated in the elementary 
school grades, 18 percent are enrolled in high school. 

The Hispanic Community Foundation 
commissioned one of the few studies on the education 
achievement of this burgeoning Bay Area population.  
The report analyzed standardized test scores, dropout 
rates and college-prep course taking and found that 
Latinos experience significant gaps in educational 
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achievement compared with whites.  For example, less 
than one-third of Bay Area Latino tenth graders scored 
at or above grade-level in mathematics compared 
with 60 percent of their white counterparts.  This gap 
in math scores is also found among fourth and sixth 
graders; a similar pattern also exists in reading.3  The 
most recent results of the California High School Exit 
Exam (CAHSEE) also show significant disparities in 
pass rates between Bay Area Latinos and their Asian 
and white counterparts.  In 2005-2006, only 48 percent 
of Latinos tested passed the mathematics part of the 
CAHSEE compared with 82 and 87 percent of whites 
and Asians respectively, and a similar gap is found in 
English-language arts exam. 

The Majority of Latinos Graduate 
from Bay Area High Schools 

Unprepared for College Entry

The major requirement for entry into the University 
of California and California State University system is 
the “A-G” coursework series, a set of 15 courses across 
several academic subjects and electives.  Students who 
pass all A-G required courses with a grade point average 
of a C or better meet the minimum requirements for 
admission to the CSU system while the UC recommends 
that students take additional courses in math, lab 
science, and foreign language. Standardized tests (SAT 
I, SAT II and ACT) are required for UC admissions, 
regardless of the eligibility pathway students choose to 

pursue.  Students who achieve a grade-point average 
of 3.0 or higher in their A-G courses do not need to 
take such tests to achieve CSU eligibility although they 
are highly recommended for admission to competitive 
majors and impacted CSU campuses.  

The A-G coursework series is highly effective 
at narrowing the state’s graduating class into a four-
year college admissions pool.  In 1985, only 26 percent 
of all public school graduates completed the A-G 
requirements with a grade of C or better; completion 
rates for Latinos and African-Americans were 
particularly low at 16 and 17 percent, respectively.  Ten 
years later, more Latino graduates completed the A-
G coursework series (23 percent) yet they were still 
less likely to do so in comparison to all graduates (35 
percent).   The A-G completion rate for Latinos and 
African-Americans has remained relatively flat since 
1995, a time period when the state was purportedly 
mandated to ensure that “all California children are 
provided with the tools to compete in our society” in 
the wake of Proposition 209, a 1996 California ballot 
initiative that eliminated the use of race and gender in the 
state’s public universities admissions’ decisions.  Finally, 
although more Latino high school seniors in California 
are taking the SAT I, they are less likely to do so in 
comparison to their Asian and white counterparts and 
they also achieve lower scores.4  Examining coursework 
patterns, grades, and standardized test scores, the 
California Postsecondary Education Commission 
estimates that despite experiencing a near doubling in 
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Source:  California Department of Education
Note:  The “Multiple /No Response” categories were not options in 1995
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Figure 2:  Racial Ethnic Distribution of San Francisco Bay Area K-12 Public School Enrollment



Table 2:  Meaures of College Preparation for Bay Area Counties

eligibility rates, only 6.5 percent of current Latino high 
school graduates achieve UC eligibility compared with 
31 percent of Asians and 16 percent of whites.  The 
Latino CSU eligibility rate is higher (16 percent) but 
has remained stagnant since 1990.5

Students who graduate from Bay Area public 
schools are more likely to complete the A-G coursework 
series in comparison to students from other regions of 
the state.   For example, in 2005, 42 percent of Bay 
Area graduates completed the A-G requirements 
whereas only 36 percent of students statewide did so.  
Likewise, 46 percent of Bay Area seniors took the SAT 
I in comparison to 36 percent of students statewide.   
However, as the data in Table 2 reveal, there are 
large disparities in each of these measures of college  
preparation between Latinos and non-Latinos.  Only 
22 percent of Bay Area Latinos completed the A-G 
requirements in 2005, a full 25 percentage points lower 
than the A-G completion rate of non-Latinos, the 
majority of whom are Asians and whites.  The difference 
in standardized test taking is even larger:  only 21 
percent of Bay Area Latino seniors attempted the 
SAT I compared with over 54 percent of non-Latinos.  
These patterns of racial-ethnic disparity are also visible 
throughout the region’s counties.  Historical data reveal 
that the A-G completion rates for non-Latino Bay 
Area graduates increased dramatically since 1985 but 
those of Latinos did not (see Figure 3).  Instead, Latinos 
experienced only a slight increase in A-G completion 

rates since 1985 and virtually no change since 1995.  
The higher than average rates of four-year college 

preparation found among Bay Area students translates 
into higher than average four-year college entry rates 
(see Table 3).6   A total of 58,581 students graduated 
from a Bay Area public high school in 2005.  Thirteen 
percent enrolled at a California State University 
campus as first-time freshmen in fall of that year and 
11 percent enrolled in the University of California, 
resulting in a total four-year college entry rate of 24 
percent.  This entry rate is higher than the statewide 
rate of 18 percent.   
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Figure 3:  A-G Completion Rates Among  Bay Area 
Public High School Graduates* 

*This analysis is restricted to the graduates of comprehensive, alternative,
  and continuation public high schools.



However, the data also reveal severe racial-ethnic 
disparities in access to four-year colleges.  Of the 12,323 
Latinos who graduated from a Bay Area public high 
school in 2005, only 11 percent entered a California 
public four-year college that fall compared with 42 
and 20 percent of their Asian and white counterparts.  
The gap in entry rates to the University of California 
is particularly large with only three percent of Latinos 
doing so compared with 28 percent of Asians and nine 
percent of whites.  A higher proportion of Latinos 
enter the CSU system (eight percent) yet this is still 
smaller than the overall CSU entry rate of 13 percent.  
Finally, Bay Area Latinos’ entry rates in the UC and 
CSU system as first-time freshmen are equal to Latinos’ 
statewide entry rates.

A Solution to Inequality
 of Access to College Preparation

San Francisco Bay Area Latinos who graduate 
from public high schools have low rates of preparation 
for entry into four-year colleges and universities despite 
living in a region of the state that has higher than 
average A-G completion and SAT taking rates.  Why 
would this be the case?   A full discussion of the factors 
that influence student achievement is beyond the scope 
of this research brief.  Instead, we focus our discussion 
on factors that are capable of being influenced by public 
policy – namely, school resources.  Researchers with  

UCLA/IDEA and UC ACCORD recently published 
two reports that illuminated the barriers to four-year 
college preparation that exist in California’s public 
high schools:  College Opportunity Report 2006 and 
Removing the Roadblocks.7  In particular, they identified 
the following barriers:
•	 insufficient counselors:  the average high school 

counselor in the state of California serves 506 
students, nearly double the national average

•	 high student-teacher ratios and significant mismatches 
between teacher training and assignment to college 
preparatory courses:  the student-teacher ratio is 21:1 
compared with the average of 15:1 nationwide; 37 
percent of high schools assign improperly qualified 
teachers to college preparatory math courses 

•	 lack of universal access of opportunity to take A-G 
courses:  over 50 percent of all high schools do not 
offer enough A-G courses for all enrolled students 
to take them

Nearly one-third of the state’s public high schools 
face all three barriers and most of them are highly 
segregated with non-white students.   Forty percent of 
Latino high school students attend severely segregated 
public schools and nearly two-thirds attend very large 
public high schools with average enrollments of more 
than 1,838 students.8   As such, Bay Area Latinos are 
very likely to attend schools with insufficient resources 
to prepare for college.    Such disparities were illuminated 
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Table 3:  Bay Area 2005 Public High School Graduates* and 
Fall 2005 Entry into the California State University and the University of California
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3
8
3
7
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11
7
3

California State University University of California

*This analysis is restricted to the graduates of comprehensive, alternative, and continuation public high schools.



by student declarations in support of Williams v. The 
State of California, a class-action lawsuit that protested 
the deteriorating facilities, textbook and teacher 
shortages, and overcrowding in many public schools.   
In vivid detail, college-bound high school students 
enrolled in the state’s lowest performing schools, many 
of them in the Bay Area, described the lack of A-G/
Honors/AP courses, year-round school schedules that 
only offer college prep courses during certain tracks, 
and the week-long waits to see a school counselor.9   

These barriers affect students from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds in profound ways because 
their families are not in a position to compensate for 
school shortcomings by advising them on which courses 
to take and purchasing college preparation services such 
as SAT coaching.  Indeed, the reliance on institutional 
support for college preparation is particularly crucial 
for Latino students:  in 2000, only 9 percent of Latino 
children in California age 0-5 had one parent with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher compared with 46 percent 
of white children and 56 percent of Asian children the 
same age.10    

Recent legislative efforts have sought to modify the 
state’s high school graduation requirements to ensure 
that all students are given the opportunity to graduate 
from high school well prepared for both college entry 
and/or work.  The most ambitious proposal thus far 
has been AB 1253, sponsored by Assembly Member 
Joe Coto (D-San Jose) in 2005.   This bill proposed 
to align California’s high school graduation curriculum 
requirements with the 15 A-G courses with an opt-
out provision for students interested in attending 
a community college or receiving career technical 
education.  The bill failed to pass the Assembly 
Committee on Appropriations and is not currently 
active.  In the meantime, two school districts have aligned 
their graduation requirements with the A-G curriculum 
sequence in an effort to equalize opportunities and 
promote college access:  the Los Angeles Unified 
School District, whose policy will affect students who 
begin ninth grade in 2008, and the San Jose Unified 
School District (SJUSD) whose policy went into effect 
for students who graduated in 2002.11  

The result of this policy change at SJUSD is nothing 
short of remarkable.  Beginning with the class of 2002, 
all students, with the exception of students pursuing 

independent programs and those in special education, 
were required to meet the new set of graduation course 
requirements.   The effect was seen immediately in 
2002 when 65 percent of SJUSD graduates completed 
the A-G coursework series with a grade of C or better 
compared with only 37 percent the year prior.  All 
racial-ethnic groups experienced a large increase in A-
G completion rates including Latinos, whose rates had 
been hovering at less than 20 percent for many years.  
In 2001 only 19 percent of Latinos completed the A-G 
coursework series.  In 2002, 44 percent of them did so.   
The SJUSD also experienced an increase in graduation 
rates since the implementation of this policy.12   

Future Research

Low rates of A-G completion for Latinos 
graduating from Bay Area public high schools have dire 
implications for Latino access to four- year colleges and 
it is clear that the majority of college-bound Latinos 
will begin their studies at a local community college.  
While the community college may be a viable option for 
Latinos who wish to transfer to a four-year institution, 
studies show that only small proportions of community 
college students manage to transfer and Latinos are 
particularly underrepresented among those who do 
successfully navigate a community college.   Students 
who enter a community college without sufficient 
preparation for college level coursework will likely 
spend time taking basic skills courses thus impeding 
transfer.  Future research at the Center for Latino 
Policy Research will explore Latinos’ experiences at the 
25 community colleges in the San Francisco Bay Area 
region.
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