











California High School Exit Exam. As
students move from middle to high school, many
face new social, emotional and academic de-
mands. For low-achieving students, the transition
is an especially vulnerable time. The 9 grade year
is when many of these students experience course
failure and grade retention, often cited as factors
that increase the likelihood of students dropping
out of school. Students in the graduating class

of 2006 are also subject to new requirements.
They must pass the California High School Exit
Exam (CAHSEE) in order to receive a high school
diploma. Designed to motivate students and
educators, some argue that these “high-stakes”
tests may exacerbate existing inequalities in
educational outcomes through increasing dropout
rates and take attention away from root causes of
unequal schools (13).

High School Reform. States across the country
are emphasizing high schools as a key area of
focus for education reform and California’s P-16
Council, established by the State Superintendent
of Schools, has designated high school reform as
its first priority. This is because while progress is
being made in raising achievement and closing
gaps during elementary school years, these solid
gains tend to erode when students enter high school.
In 2007, less than 10 percent of the region's high
schools have reached the optimum level of 800 on
the Academic Performance Index (5, 12).

Researchers observe that high schools, which are
especially effective at improving the academic
achievement of previously low-performing
students, open the door to rigorous courses to all
students, regardless of prior achievement. These
high schools also make literacy a priority and
connect the most effective teachers with the most
vulnerable students (12).

High School to Post-Secondary Education

Meeting College Standards. Research by

the U.S. Department of Education has shown that
the single biggest predictor of college success

is the quality and intensity of a student’s high
school coursework. However, even students who
do plan to go to college often do not receive

the coursework they need to thrive in a post-
secondary education environment. This problem
affects a disproportionate number of students

of color. Once students enter college, they often
take “placement tests” to ensure their English and
math skills are at the appropriate level. Passing
these tests should be straightforward if a student
has taken the necessary courses in high school.
For students who do not pass, they are forced to
take remedial classes, which do not count toward
graduation credit. This in turn increases the time
these students spend in college and overall tuition
costs, which can decrease the likelihood of gradu-
ation (13).

Removing Barriers to Post-Secondary
Education. At the national level, an estimated
65,000 undocumented students graduate from
high school each year. The majority are young
people who have lived in the U.S. most of their
lives, having come to the United States with their
parents when they were young. While they are
ready to attend college, become professionals,
and contribute to society, they face a number

of barriers. They often do not have the financial
resources to attend college, are unable to work
because of their undocumented status and live

in fear of being detected by immigration officials.
State and federal policy reforms are needed to
remove these barriers. For example, the recently
vetoed Development, Relief and Education for
Alien Minors Act, would allow undocumented
immigrants a six-year period of conditional status
to graduate from a two-year community college,
complete two years of a four-year degree, or serve
in the U.S. military for two years. Students who
met these requirements would then be eligible to
apply for permanent-residency status (14).
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About Silicon Valley
Community Foundation

Silicon Valley Community Foundation is

a leading voice and catalyst for innovative
solutions to the region’s most challenging
problems. Our mission, vision and values
reflect our commitment to serving the vibrant
communities in San Mateo and Santa Clara
counties. We bring together diverse groups
of people—nonprofits, donors, government
leaders, business people, faith-based
organizations—all of whom care deeply
about improving the quality of life in our
region. Our goal is impact and we employ a
variety of strategies to achieve it, including
grantmaking, community initiatives, donor
engagement, convening and research.
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