


Ethnic Studies in California’s High Schools

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This policy brief describes the role of Ethnic Studies curriculum in high school settings, in light of legislative e�orts 

through AB-331 to require Ethnic Studies as a statewide high school graduation requirement.1 First, it provides a 

brief history of Ethnic Studies and its development since its birth in California during the 1960’s civil rights movement. 

Second, it shows the need for Ethnic Studies as California’s increasingly diverse student body —with almost 80 

percent students of color— does not see itself reflected in the current predominantly Euro-centric curriculum. Last, it 

provides a summary of an extensive body of academic research that shows the benefits of Ethnic Studies courses 

on student academic achievement, multicultural awareness, and inter-racial relations. 

INTRODUCTION

Ethnic Studies (ES) is an interdisciplinary field that focuses on understanding the roles that minoritized racial and 

ethnic groups play in the construction of American history, culture, and society. ES recovers and reconstructs 

the histories of those Americans whom history has traditionally neglected.2 Critics of Ethnic Studies argue that it 

weakens students’ connection to their American identity.3 In reality, the racial and ethnic communities represented 

in Ethnic Studies curricula are ingrained into American history from the Indigenous peoples who lived on the land 

before the arrival of Europeans to African Americans brought over as slaves in the early days of colonization. 

Asian Americans have also been woven into the American fabric since their migration to the U.S. in great numbers 

beginning in the nineteenth century, alongside Latinos who lived in the Southwest U.S. long before the United States 

even earned independence. Despite these deep intersections of racial and ethnic groups and their contributions to 

American society, studies show that 79 percent of the individuals named in social science textbooks in California are 

white.4 For students from racially and ethnically diverse populations, Ethnic Studies coursework provides an avenue 

to recognize racially and ethnically diverse cultures and histories, helping them build a connection to American 

national identity.5 

The movement for Ethnic Studies is rooted in California. It was spearheaded in 1968 by a generation of mostly 

African American college students inspired by the civil rights and anti-war movements who protested at university 

administrative o�ices at San Francisco State University and the Berkeley and Santa Barbara campuses of the 

University of California. They demanded multicultural reform in higher education through the creation of Ethnic 

Studies programs with coursework that would shift the focus of the dominant Eurocentric curriculum at colleges 

and universities across the country.6  

The establishment of Ethnic Studies coursework in higher education came at a time when American society 

was making great progress towards racial justice. As non-white racial and ethnic groups began entering higher 

education at increasing rates in the 1960s, outdated coursework focused mostly on Protestant Anglo-Saxons 

failed to reflect their experiences and their histories. This generation took the actions that successfully led to the 

development of over 160 Ethnic Studies programs and departments at colleges and universities in the United States.7

Over the course of the 21st century, the implementation of Ethnic Studies curricula in higher education has not 

trickled down to the K-12 context, including high school. Even though the movement for Ethnic Studies started in 

California, other states have pioneered the introduction of ES curriculum in K-12 education. In 2017, Oregon passed 

HB 2845 requiring the implementation of Ethnic Studies curriculum in grades K-128. In 2019, Vermont passed similar 

legislation.9  
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In California, after passing AB-2016, the State Board of Education and Superintendent of Instruction have worked 

on crafting a model curriculum for Ethnic Studies at the high school level.10 On August 17, 2020, AB-1460 was signed 

by Governor Newsom to o�icially implement an Ethnic Studies requirement for all students in the California State 

University system.11 Three days later on August 20, AB-331, which introduces a required semester-long course in 

Ethnic Studies at the high school level, was approved by the California State Senate Appropriations Committee.12  

THE DIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA’S STUDENT BODY IS NOT REFLECTED IN THE 
CURRICULUM

California has an increasingly diverse high school student body which does not see itself represented in the 

curriculum. Between 2009 and 2019, the proportion of white students among California’s 9th graders dropped 

from 27.3 percent to 22.1 percent. Meanwhile, the share of Latino students increased from 50.3 percent to almost 

56 percent and the share of Asian students increased from 10.7 percent to 11.6 percent in the same 10-year period. 

African American students represent 5.3 percent of all students who started high school in 2019, down from 7.4 

percent in 2009. Pacific Islanders, American Indians, or Alaska Natives’ representation has remained at around 

1 percent of the student population, and multiracial students —i.e. those who identified as part of two or more 

racial groups— increased from 1.3 percent in 2009 to 3.5 percent in 2019 (See Figure 1). Together, students of racial 

and ethnic groups that have been historically marginalized represent almost 80 percent of the student body in 

California.13 

Figure 1. Racial and Ethnic Demographics of California Ninth-Grade Student Populations, 2009-2010 vs. 2019-2020 and 

2029-2030 Projections

Source: California Department of Education Data Reporting Office, available online. 

Notes: The Data Reporting Office at the California Department of Education separately reports Filipino and Asian American student enrollment data. For the 

purposes of this brief we combined Filipino with Asian American student enrollment data. The data reporting office also separately reports Pacific Islander 

and American Indian or Alaska Native student enrollment data, but for the purposes of this brief, we combined Pacific Islander and American Indian or 

Alaska Native student enrollment data. 

https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/dqcensus/EnrEthGrd.aspx?cds=00&agglevel=state&year=2019-20
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Non-white racial and ethnic groups are expected to make up 77.6 percent of California ninth graders by the 2029-

2030 academic year (See Figure 1). Even though the student body has and will continue to undergo substantial 

racial and ethnic transformations, minoritized groups are rarely reflected in school curricula which remain 

centered on the experiences of Protestant white Europeans.14 This lack of representation in the curriculum causes 

disengagement with school material, which explains some of the achievement gap between students of color and 

white students. 15 

Although all students in the California State University system will now be required to complete an Ethnic Studies 

requirement to graduate,16 research demonstrates that introducing this curriculum at an earlier age can improve 

academic outcomes. Education scholars have shown that students’ levels of racial and ethnic identity exploration 

are particularly high in the ninth and tenth grades, making high school an ideal time to introduce students, 

especially students of color, to Ethnic Studies coursework.17

INCLUDING ETHNIC STUDIES IN HIGH SCHOOL CURRICULUM LEADS TO IMPROVED 
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT AND BETTER RACIAL RELATIONS
 

Rigorous scientific evaluations of Ethnic Studies programs show clear positive impacts on academic achievement 

for all students enrolled. Enrollment in Ethnic Studies classes is associated with a boost in classroom attendance, 

GPA’s, and graduation rates for all students, but particularly for Latino and Asian American students across 

California. Students who previously felt marginalized by the traditional curriculum feel a deeper connection to their 

education, not only within their Ethnic Studies courses, but across all subjects. 18 

Two cases, out of the many school districts that have successfully introduced Ethnic Studies courses, stand out 

because of their promising results. A study in the San Francisco Unified School District shows that taking an Ethnic 

Studies course increased students’ GPA by 1.4 grade points, attendance by 21 percentage points, and credits earned 

by 23 credits (roughly four courses).19 In Arizona, Mexican American Studies courses at the Tucson Unified School 

District helped students increase their likelihood of both graduating high school and passing the state of Arizona’s 

standardized high school exams.20 

In addition to improving academic achievement, Ethnic Studies has proven to improve racial attitudes and 

interracial relations for all students, both white and non-white.21 Academic research shows evidence that increasing 

student exposure to courses about race, ethnicity, and diversity increases students’ acceptance and tolerance 

towards people of other races,22 reduces racial bias,23 and fosters a sense of connection and commonality with 

people from di�erent backgrounds. 24 

CONCLUSION

Academic scholarship on the e�ects of Ethnic Studies on college and high school students shows evidence that 

by taking Ethnic Studies courses, students from marginalized groups increase their academic achievement and all 

students improve their understanding of diversity.
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Since students of minoritized groups represent almost 80 percent of the student body,  just beginning high school, 

California’s students would benefit from an educational curriculum that centers and focuses on the histories and 

experiences of all racial and ethnic groups who have played vital roles in constructing America’s and California’s 

culture and society. This can be accomplished through the implementation of Ethnic Studies as a high school 

graduation requirement across the state through AB-331. An Ethnic Studies curriculum at the high school level can 

provide our diverse youth with the recognition needed to see themselves as part of American history and provide 

all students with the tools they need to navigate and thrive in a multicultural democracy. 
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