California Budget
& Policy Center

& HIGH SCHOOL REQUIREMENTS LEAD TO INEQUITABLE ACCESS
§

BY ESI HUTCHFUL




03
04
05
07
11
12

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Executive Summary

CSU and UC Base Eligibility for Admission on Completion of
Specific Courses

Discrepancies Among High Schools, CSU, and UC Requirements
Put Burden on Students

Course Requirements Inconsistent with High School Standards Create
an Inequitable Barrier to CSU and UC

Disparities in Satisfying CSU and UC Course Requirements Reflect
Societal and Educational Inequities

Policymakers Can Improve CSU and UC Access by Reforming Course
Requirements



Executive Summary

California is home to renowned public university systems, educating thousands of students every year
and helping them build strong futures for themselves and their communities. The right to education
is fundamental to the well-being of students and the larger society as research shows that more
education can promote healthier lives and is associated with better employment prospects.” Due to
these benefits, California prospers when its high school students continue their education and attend
college.? With estimates showing about 40% of jobs in California will require a bachelor’s degree in less
than a decade, access to higher education is critical to California’s prosperity.® However, California is
failing to set students up for this future. This report shows that California’s public universities do not
provide equal access to higher education based solely on merit. This problem is due in part to course
requirements that create an inequitable barrier to admission for many students who do not have an
equal opportunity to fulfill them successfully. The report also explores data concerning which students
are most affected by this barrier and offers recommendations for how the universities and public high
schools can improve college access for all of California’s students to build a stronger future for young

people and communities.
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CSU and UC Base Eligibility for Admission on Completion of Specific Courses

alifornia’s two public university systems are the California State University (CSU) and the

University of California (UC). Together with the California Community Colleges (CCC),

CSU and UC form the basis of public higher education in the state. CSU and UC are
selective institutions that provide bachelor’s degrees and other advanced degrees for hundreds
of thousands of students each year, roughly 486,000 at CSU and 285,000 at UC.* In the California
1960 Master Plan for Higher Education, the Legislature set the universities’ eligibility targets at the
top 33.3% of high school graduates for CSU and the top 12.5% for UC.> The universities establish
their own eligibility criteria to define what makes a “top” graduate. These criteria are high school
graduation, high standardized test scores, and a grade of C or higher in a minimum of 15 specific
courses in seven subjects (“A-G"”).® Though each of these requirements restricts students’ access,
data from UC indicate that the course requirements are the greatest barrier for student admission.’
As more high school students have met the minimum qualifications, CSU and UC have responded
by tightening restrictions. For example, from 1983 to 2007, CSU and UC expanded required A-G

coursework in certain subjects, added new subject areas, and increased the GPA requirement.®

0%

With estimates showing about 40% of jobs in California will
require a bachelor's degree in less than a decade, access to
higher education is critical to California’s prosperity.
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Discrepancies Among High Schools, CSU, and UC Requirements
Put Burden on Students

Currently, the A-G course series does not align with the state’s high school graduation requirements
(Table 1). For example, students need to take three years of English to graduate from high school, but
need four years of study to qualify for CSU and UC. Consequently, students can graduate from California
high schools without being eligible for California universities. While many school districts have decided
independently to adapt their requirements to match those of CSU and UC, not all have done so. In a
2017 survey, nearly half (49%) of school districts reported they did not require students to complete
all A-G courses in order to graduate.’ Of those that did match CSU and UC course requirements,
28% allowed students to pass with a D grade, which still kept CSU and UC eligibility out of reach for
California students as the universities require a C grade or better. Moreover, not all schools even offer
the full A-G curriculum to their students.™

For students lacking full access to A-G courses, CSU and UC offer three alternatives: take classes online
or in summer school, demonstrate subject proficiency through additional standardized subject tests, or
enroll in a community college and then transfer.” These options place the burden and costs of solving
educational institutional gaps on students. Additionally, there are large economic and racial equity gaps
in access to a computer or to high-speed internet; in standardized testing; and in CCC transfer rates."?

There are large economic and racial equity gaps in access to a
computer or to high-speed internet; in standardized testing;
and in CCC transfer rates.
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TABLE 1: CSU AND UC GENERALLY REQUIRE MORE COURSES THAN ARE NEEDED TO
GRADUATE FROM CALIFORNIA HIGH SCHOOLS

STATE GRADUATION CSU ADMISSION UCADMISSION

L LT REQUIREMENTS REQUIREMENTS REQUIREMENTS

ENGLISH 3 YEARS 4 YEARS 4 YEARS

2 YEARS: 3 YEARS: 3 YEARS (4 YEARS

e Algebra1 e Algebra1 RECOMMENDED):
e Algebra2 e Algebra1
* Geometry e Algebra2

e Geometry

SCIENCE 2 YEARS 2 YEARS, WITH LABS U LT LS
(3 YEARS RECOMMENDED)
1 YEAR: 2 YEARS: 2 YEARS
! FOREIGN LANGUAGE Either foreign Foreign Language 3 YEARS.RECOMMENDED):
language, arts, or T Foreign Language
VISUAL AND PERFORMING ARTS career technical S 1 YEAR:
education Visual and ’
Performing Arts Visual and Performing Arts
Not applicable 1YEAR 1YEAR
HISTORY/SOCIAL SCIENCE 3 YEARS 2YEARS 2 YEARS
{ﬂ=[]]> PHYSICAL EDUCATION 2 YEARS Not applicable Not applicable

Source: California Department of Education, California State University, and University of California
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Course Requirements Inconsistent with High School Standards Create an
Inequitable Barrier to CSU and UC

By design, the A-G course requirements have long placed CSU and UC completely out of reach for
most high school graduates as the California universities seek the “top” 33.3% and 12.5% of graduates,
respectively. However, the extent to which the course requirements block access for students varies
significantly according to student characteristics. In 2018-19, many students, including students with
disabilities, English language learners, students with low incomes, and students of color graduated high
school without completing the A-G pathway, at rates that were higher than the state average of 50%
(Figure 1).”* Among students of differing racial and ethnic backgrounds, the A-G course requirements
were most likely to pose a barrier for American Indian or Alaska Native graduates (69% did not complete),
and least likely to pose a barrier for Asian graduates (25% did not complete) (Figure 2).

In 2018-19, many students, including students with

disabilities, English language learners, students with low

incomes, and students of color graduated high school

without completing the A-G pathway, at rates that were
higher than the state average of 50%.
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FIGURE 1

Key Student Groups Are Less Likely to Complete the Courses
Required for Admission to CSU or UC

Percentage of High School Graduates Not Meeting A-G Course Requirement, 2018-19

Students with Disabilities 82%
Students in Foster Care 80%

English Language Learners 74%

Students Experiencing 71%
Homelessness

Migrant Students 69%
Students with Low Incomes 57%
Male Students 55%
Students of Color 51%
All Students 50%
White Students 45%

Female Students 44%

Note: Students must complete at least 15 college preparatory courses ("A-G") with a grade of C or better
to be eligible for admission to the California State University or the University of California. Data on
non-binary students are suppressed in the source data due to privacy concerns.

Source: Budget Center analysis of California Department of Education data
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FIGURE 2

Many Students of Color Are Less Likely to Complete the Courses

Required for Admission to CSU or UC
Percentage of High School Graduates Not Meeting A-G Course Requirement, 2018-19

American Indian or 69%
Alaska Native

Native Hawaiian or 60%
Other Pacific Islander
Black 60%
Latinx 56%
All Students 50%
White 45%
Two or More Races 45%
Filipino 33%

Asian 25%

Note: Students must complete at least 15 college preparatory courses (“"A-G") with a grade of C or better
to be eligible for admission to the California State University or the University of California.
Source: Budget Center analysis of California Department of Education data
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Notably, somewhat older data on A-G course completion showed substantial differences among
students of different Asian ethnicities.’ In 2012-13, the most recent year for which these ethnic
breakouts are available, 57% of Laotian students did not complete the A-G requirement, compared
to 24% of Chinese students. These outcomes reflect the variation in educational attainment among
Asian students that is due, in part, to the different immigration histories and economic experiences of
disparate Asian groups.’®More recent data are available for Asian students which show that completion
rates vary significantly based on key characteristics. Whereas 25% of all Asian students in 2018-19 did
not complete the A-G requirement, outcomes were worse for different groups, including those with
disabilities (65%), those who were homeless (42%), and those with low incomes (33%) (Figure 3).'® While
similar disparities exist for all racial and ethnic groups, they are particularly important to note for Asian
students, who face a “model minority” myth that obscures existing challenges.

FIGURE 3

Among Asian Students, Key Student Groups Are Less Likely to
Complete the Courses Required for Admission to CSU or UC

Percentage of Asian High School Graduates Not Meeting A-G Course Requirement, 2018-19

Students with Disabilities 65%
English Language Learners

Migrant Students

Students in Foster Care

Students Experiencing
Homelessness

Students with Low Incomes

All Asian Students

Note: Students must complete at least 15 college preparatory courses (“A-G") with a grade of C or better
to be eligible for admission to the California State University or the University of California.
Source: Budget Center analysis of California Department of Education data
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Disparities in Satisfying CSU and UC Course Requirements Reflect
Societal and Educational Inequities

The A-G course requirements included in CSU and UC admissions are an inequitable barrier because
students of different backgrounds face different societal challenges. Black and Latinx families tend
to have fewer resources to prepare their children for college and are more likely to live in poorer
neighborhoods than are white and Asian families of the same income level.” Additionally, living in
poverty is associated with lower educational attainment, due to increased health problems, housing
instability, food insecurity, and other challenges.' Children experiencing homelessness are also more
likely to face chronic absences from school and to struggle academically, compared to students who

are housed."”

Housing segregation and economic discrimination block many California students from the advantage
of well-resourced schools in their communities. Many Black, Latinx, and other students of color still
attend schools that are “predominantly minority” and that are less likely to have smaller class sizes, a
challenging curriculum, A-G courses, and highly qualified teachers — and more likely to have lower A-G
course completion rates.? These students also have limited access to critical academic support and

counseling that could help them enroll in A-G courses and improve their completion rates. 2’

Recent proposals by CSU and UC to increase the A-G course requirements again — an additional
quantitative reasoning requirement (CSU) and another year of science (UC) — could leave many students
of color even further behind. Both of these changes would disproportionately affect Black and Latinx
students, who are more likely to attend schools that have difficulty staffing science classes, with the

majority of teacher vacancies for STEM classes occurring in districts primarily serving children of color.?

Many Black, Latinx, and other students of color still
attend schools that are “predominantly minority”
and that are less likely to have smaller class sizes,

a challenging curriculum, A-G courses, and highly
qualified teachers — and more likely to have lower
A-G course completion rates.
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Policymakers Can Improve CSU and UC Access by Reforming Course Requirements

With about 40% of all jobs in California expected to require a bachelor’s degree by 2030, the state’s
economic future depends on equitably expanding students’ access to higher education.?® CSU and
UC'’s policy of tying eligibility to the completion of certain courses (A-G) undermines that ideal as both
access to and success in these courses is partially based on a student’s social advantages — which they
do not control. California students’ long-term success in higher education and the workforce is therefore
obstructed long before they enroll in college courses or apply for a job. To address this problem:

¢ The state Board of Education (BOE) should align — within a decade — high school
graduation requirements with current CSU and UC eligibility standards and boost
support for K-12 schools to help students meet these requirements.?* BOE should set
a goal to ensure that graduation requirements and CSU/UC eligibility course requirements
are — and remain — aligned.? To reach this goal, schools would need a transition period,
potentially up to a decade, and the necessary resources for success, including more teachers
and staff to support students. This work should occur in consultation with CSU and UC,

K-12 leaders and students, and other stakeholders representing various student groups.

e CSU and UC should modify the A-G course requirements in the short-term to reflect
current access. The goal of the previous recommendation is for high school graduation
requirements to reflect CSU/UC standards in the long-term. In the short-term, however,
California’s public universities should not maintain a standard for eligibility that is clearly
inequitable. To this end, as schools prepare to align fully with CSU and UC policy, CSU
and UC should modify A-G requirements to reflect students’ current access to college
preparatory courses. For example, given that some schools still do not offer the full
A-G course series, CSU/UC could determine the A-G capacity at the schools least able
to fulfill the pathway and then set that capacity as a temporary baseline requirement. If
the school offers at most 11 A-G courses across all subjects (instead of the 15 CSU and
UC currently require for eligibility), then CSU/UC eligibility requirements would, for the
time being, be set at 11 A-G courses across all subject areas. These short-term modified
requirements would provide students with rigorous college preparatory coursework
and better ensure that students have an equal opportunity to meet eligibility criteria.
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e State policymakers should require CSU, and encourage UC, to modify the A-G course
policy and provide support to manage potential implementation challenges. Though CSU
and UC typically determine their own eligibility criteria, state policymakers can take steps to
require (or encourage) the changes outlined in the previous recommendation. For CSU, the
state could adopt a statute mandating more equitable course requirements that reflect current
levels of A-G access in high school. For UC, which has separate constitutional protections, state
leaders could adoptintentlanguage or consider budgetary incentives.? CSU and UC may have
some concern that this revised A-G standard would be insufficiently rigorous and would leave
some students unprepared to succeed in college. To address this concern, state policymakers
should provide resources to the universities to enable them to offer academic support where
necessary, as CSU/UC already offerto asignificantshare ofincoming students.? Providingmore

targeted support to these students is a better course than continuing an inequitable policy.

e State policymakers should require CSU and UC to report on equity impacts of the A-G
policy and to work with BOE and K-12 leaders on any future changes. The Legislature
currently requires CSU and UC to regularly report their progress toward certain state higher
education goals, including increased student access.?® Policymakers should also require the
universitiestoreporton A-G disparities and progress towardincreasing equitable accessto A-G
courses. When proposing changes to A-G policy, CSU and UC should report on the potential
equity impacts and work with BOE and K-12 leaders to ensure schools can meet these changes.

As set out in the 1960 Master Plan for Higher Education, CSU and UC are responsible for providing
higher education to California’s students. As CSU and UC are selective institutions, students’ access to
that education is inherently restricted. However, those restrictions should be based on merit, not on
social factors over which students have no control. CSU and UC's current course requirements policy
yields significant inequities in college eligibility; the burden of addressing those inequities should
not rest on individual students. In California, fair access to higher education remains an ideal. State
policymakers, CSU and UC, K-12 leaders, and stakeholder groups representing students must all work
together to finally turn that ideal into reality — a California where all students have the opportunity
to equitably pursue a higher education and policymakers invest in the next generation of the state’s

learners and leaders.
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