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Abstract

This report interrogates a central paradox at the heart of one of the nation’s wealthiest
regions: how profound educational inequities persist within a system surrounded by
economic abundance. Drawing on a comprehensive analysis of Oakland Unified School
District (OUSD) data from 2020 to 2025, this study examines the intersection of
demographic transformation, concentrated socioeconomic disadvantage, and persistent
disparities in academic and developmental outcomes. Utilizing publicly available
datasets from the California Department of Education and regional demographic
indicators, the analysis explores patterns across literacy, mathematics, graduation,
college and career readiness, discipline, attendance, and resource allocation.

Findings reveal a system characterized not by isolated achievement gaps but by a
coherent, compounding structure of inequity. Despite receiving 133 percent of the state
average per-pupil funding, OUSD serves a student population that is over 80 percent
socioeconomically disadvantaged and increasingly concentrated among Black and
Latino/a/x students. Across all grade levels, these students experience significantly
lower proficiency in literacy and mathematics, with disparities emerging early and
widening over time, particularly in mathematics, a critical gateway to advanced
coursework and workforce access. These academic patterns are reinforced by
disproportionate exposure to exclusionary discipline, elevated chronic absenteeism, and
reduced access to postsecondary pathways, creating a cumulative trajectory of
disadvantage.

This study reframes educational disparities as failures of opportunity design rather than
deficits in student capability. The findings suggest that current systems are misaligned
with the structural realities of the populations they serve, producing predictable and
persistent inequities across multiple domains. In a regional economy driven by
high-skill, technology-based industries, these educational disparities extend beyond
schooling to shape workforce participation and long-term economic mobility.

The report advances a structural lens for understanding and addressing inequity,
emphasizing the need for systemic redesign over incremental reform. It further
introduces a multi-pillar strategy integrating artificial intelligence, applied research, and
workforce alignment to disrupt entrenched disparities and expand access to opportunity.
Ultimately, this analysis positions educational data not merely as descriptive, but as
diagnostic evidence of how inequity is produced, sustained, and, critically, how it can be
transformed.

Keywords: educational equity, socioeconomic disadvantage, achievement gaps,
workforce mobility, structural inequality



Racial Achievement Gaps and Demographic Transformation in Silicon Valley:
Implications for Educational and Workforce Equity

In contexts where material abundance is assumed to translate into equitable
outcomes, districts serving concentrated populations of socioeconomically
disadvantaged students illuminate a critical paradox between resource availability and
opportunity design; Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) exemplifies this disconnect.
Situated in Alameda County, one of the wealthiest regions in the United States, OUSD
serves a student population that is 80.8% socioeconomically disadvantaged and over
70% Black and Hispanic/Latino/a/x. Drawing on longitudinal district data from 2020 to
2025, this study interrogates how concentrated racial and socioeconomic
marginalization persists and, in some cases, intensifies despite substantial financial
investment.

Findings reveal a dual equity crisis shaped by both demographic transformation
and enduring structural disparities. While overall enrollment has declined, the
redistribution of students across racial groups coincides with persistent and widening
gaps in literacy, mathematics, discipline, and postsecondary readiness. By elementary
school, the majority of Black and Hispanic students do not meet grade-level standards,
disparities that expand sharply by middle school and become entrenched by high
school. In particular, inequities in mathematics achievement, a key gatekeeper to
advanced coursework and STEM pathways, function as an early sorting mechanism
that stratifies access to future economic opportunity.

These patterns extend beyond academic performance. Disproportionate
suspension rates, reduced college and career readiness among marginalized groups,
and compounded barriers for English learners, students with disabilities, and foster
youth illustrate how institutional processes reproduce inequity across multiple domains.
Importantly, these outcomes unfold within a district receiving 133% of the state average
per-pupil funding, complicating resource-based explanations.

This study reframes commonly cited “achievement gaps” as manifestations of
opportunity design failures embedded within district systems. Rather than reflecting
individual or group deficits, the data point to misalignments in instructional access,
pathway development, and systemic supports that shape educational trajectories over
time. In a regional economy defined by high-skill, high-wage industries, these inequities
extend beyond schooling, structuring access to labor market participation and long-term
mobility. The findings call for a shift from technical reform toward structural redesign,
positioning urban educational data as critical evidence of how inequity is produced,
sustained, and potentially disrupted.



Racial and Socioeconomic Concentration: Education, Poverty, and Structural
Opportunity

Oakland Unified serves 44,647 students, of whom 80.8 percent are
socioeconomically disadvantaged. The district’s racial composition reflects concentrated
inequality: 50.93 percent Hispanic or Latino/a/x and 19.54 percent Black.

Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) is Majority Hispanic/Latino
OUSD Racial/Ethnic Makeup — 2024-25

Hispanic or Latino (50.9%)
African American (19.5%)
White (10.0%)

Asian (9.1%)

Two or More Races (6.1%)
Not Reported (2.7%)
Filipino (0.7%)

Pacific Islander (0.7%)
American Indian (0.3%)

44,647
Students



Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) is Majority Hispanic/Latino
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Figure 1

Between 2020-21 and 2024-25, the most notable shift in OUSD's enroliment
composition is the growing share of Hispanic or Latino/a/x students (+3.2 %), who now
make up the largest racial group in the district. This growth has come alongside a
decline in both Asian (-2.4 %) and African American (-2.1 %) enrollment share — the
latter a continuation of a longer-term trend of Black student displacement from Oakland,
with significant equity implications for a district where Black students already face some
of the largest achievement gaps. English learners comprise 32.06 percent of enrollment,
and 16.42 percent of students receive special education services.

Poverty is often mischaracterized as an individual or family-level failure.
However, decades of economic and educational research demonstrate that poverty
operates structurally, shaping access to quality schooling, enrichment opportunities,
health supports, stable housing, and social capital. As Mihai, Titan, and Manea (2015)
argue, poverty and a lack of education are in a reciprocal relationship: poverty limits
access to quality education, and limited access to education perpetuates poverty. A
substantial body of theoretical and empirical research demonstrates that levels of
schooling correlate strongly with economic development, productivity, and wage
outcomes.

Education functions not merely as a credential, but as an investment in human
capital that enhances productivity and earnings across the lifespan. Individuals with
higher levels of education tend to enter the labor market at higher starting wages and
experience faster wage progression, while those with lower educational attainment face



limited earnings mobility and flatter lifetime income trajectories. This relationship,
however, should not be interpreted as evidence that families are responsible for
systemic inequities. Mihai et al. (2015) emphasize that combating poverty requires
coordinated state-level economic and social policies, including inclusive educational
policies that ensure access to quality schooling and prevent early school leaving.
Reciprocally, educational systems, at both micro and macro levels, play a central role in
supporting social upward mobility and interrupting intergenerational poverty
transmission.

In Oakland, the structural context is especially pronounced. Alameda County’s median
household income exceeds $100,000, yet 80.8 percent of Oakland Unified students
qualify as socioeconomically disadvantaged. This disparity reflects geographic
economic stratification and historic racial segregation that concentrate poverty within
particular neighborhoods and school attendance zones.

When a district serves a majority of students facing economic hardship, the
educational system's design must account for that level of need. Poverty compounds
educational risk by:

* Reducing access to early literacy materials and enrichment
* Increasing housing instability and absenteeism

« Limiting access to out-of-school academic supports

« Elevating stressors that affect concentration and learning

As Mihai et al. (2015) note, education is one of the most powerful mechanisms for
breaking the “vicious circle” of intergenerational poverty. But this only holds true when
educational systems are inclusive, equitable, and aligned with labor market
opportunities. Investments in early education, secondary completion, and
postsecondary pathways yield long-term economic returns both for individuals and for
regions.

In high-cost, high-skill labor markets such as Silicon Valley, educational
attainment directly shapes access to economic participation. Without equitable access
to literacy, mathematics, graduation, and A—G coursework, racial and socioeconomic
disparities in schooling translate into disparities in workforce entry, wage growth, and
wealth accumulation.

Therefore, Oakland’s demographic concentration is not a deficit. It is a structural
reality that demands policy design proportional to need. The challenge is not whether
families value education. Research consistently demonstrates that families experiencing
poverty understand the economic value of schooling. The question is whether systems
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provide the conditions necessary for educational attainment to function as a true
mobility engine.

In Oakland Unified, the data suggest that structural alignment between poverty
context, educational design, and career pathways remains incomplete. Addressing this
misalignment requires not the remediation of families, but the redesign of systems. This
systemic misalignment becomes most visible in early academic outcomes, where
disparities in literacy and mathematics emerge as the first measurable indicators of
unequal opportunity.

Literacy and Math: Racial Gaps That Widen in Silicon Valley

Despite Silicon Valley’s global reputation as a hub of innovation and economic
opportunity, student achievement data reveal persistent and widening racial inequities in
literacy and mathematics outcomes. An analysis of California Assessment of Student
Performance and Progress (CAASPP) results across Grades 3, 8, and 11 shows that
Black and Latino/a/x students remain substantially below proficiency standards, while
White students and some Asian student groups consistently perform at or above
standard. These disparities are particularly severe in mathematics, where proficiency
gaps widen as students move through the K-12 system.

Early Literacy and Math Gaps Begin in Elementary School

Achievement disparities are already visible by Grade 3, a critical developmental
stage when students transition from “learning to read” to “reading to learn.” Among all
Grade 3 students tested, only 31.34 percent met or exceeded the standard in English
Language Arts (ELA) and 35.80 percent in math. However, these averages mask
substantial racial differences. White students demonstrated the highest levels of early
proficiency, with 70.43 percent meeting or exceeding ELA standards and 73.89 percent
meeting or exceeding math standards. Asian students also performed well, with 43.90
percent meeting or exceeding standards in ELA and 56.03 percent in math.

In contrast, Black and Latino/a/x students lagged significantly behind. Only 20.08
percent of Black students met or exceeded ELA standards, with 60.36 percent failing to
meet the standard. Latino/a/x students showed similar disparities, with just 16.26
percent meeting or exceeding ELA expectations and 62.62 percent not meeting the
standard. Mathematics performance followed a similar pattern: only 22.49 percent of
Black students and 20.93 percent of Latino/a/x students met or exceeded grade-level
expectations.
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Students facing structural vulnerabilities intersecting with race experienced even greater
barriers. Among socioeconomically disadvantaged students, only 18.36 percent met or
exceeded ELA standards, while nearly 60 percent failed to meet expectations. For
students with disabilities, only 14.63 percent reached proficiency in ELA, with more than
two-thirds failing to meet the standard. Among unhoused/unhoused students, the
challenges were even more severe, with only 8.46 percent meeting or exceeding
literacy standards and 70.77 percent not meeting expectations.

These disparities indicate that inequities in educational outcomes emerge early and
disproportionately affect students living at the intersection of race, poverty, disability,
and housing instability. These patterns of inequity are not confined to early grades; they
compound across developmental stages, deepening significantly by middle school.

Achievement Gaps Deepen by Middle School

By Grade 8, the racial achievement gap remains pronounced and, in many
cases, widens. Overall proficiency remains modest, with 33.55 percent of students
meeting or exceeding ELA standards and 21.01 percent meeting or exceeding math
standards. White students continue to outperform most groups, with 77.41 percent
meeting or exceeding ELA standards and 59.73 percent meeting or exceeding
mathematics standards. Asian students also maintain relatively strong outcomes, with
52.83 percent meeting or exceeding ELA standards and 44.37 percent in math.

However, Black and Latino/a/x students continue to face significant barriers to
proficiency. Among Black students, only 19.66 percent met or exceeded ELA standards,
while 55.89 percent did not. The disparities are even more dramatic in mathematics,
where only 8.50 percent of Black students met or exceeded grade-level expectations,
while nearly 75 percent failed to meet the standard.

Latino/a/x students also experienced substantial challenges: 24.95 percent met or
exceeded ELA standards, while only 13.39 percent met or exceeded math standards.
More than two-thirds of Latino/a/x students (67.18 percent) did not meet math
proficiency benchmarks.

Students with disabilities and students experiencing unhousedness faced
particularly severe academic barriers. Among students with disabilities in Grade 8, only
6.66 percent met or exceeded math standards, while more than 82 percent failed to
meet expectations. Similarly, 79.19 percent of unhoused students did not meet math
standards, highlighting the compounding impact of economic instability on educational
outcomes. These compounded disadvantages persist into later grades, where
disparities in high school outcomes remain evident.
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High School Outcomes Reflect Persistent Structural Inequities

By Grade 11, the achievement patterns remain largely unchanged, reinforcing
the persistence of structural educational inequities. Across all students, 36.20 percent
met or exceeded ELA standards, while only 19.60 percent met math proficiency
benchmarks. White students continued to demonstrate the highest outcomes, with
70.15 percent meeting or exceeding ELA standards and 55.06 percent meeting math
standards. Asian students also maintained strong performance, with 65.08 percent
meeting ELA standards and 52.28 percent meeting math standards.

In contrast, Black and Latino/a/x students remained significantly below
proficiency levels. Among Black students, only 24.70 percent met or exceeded ELA
standards, while just 6.31 percent met math standards, leaving nearly 78 percent failing
to meet expectations. Latino/a/x students experienced similarly stark disparities: 27.91
percent met or exceeded ELA standards, while only 9.05 percent met math standards.

Students facing structural barriers experienced even greater challenges. Among
students with disabilities, only 4.64 percent met math standards, while 87.29 percent
failed to meet expectations. Unhoused students faced comparable barriers, with only
3.01 percent meeting math proficiency benchmarks and 87.59 percent not meeting
standards.

Math Inequity Is Career Mobility Inequity

The extreme disparities in mathematics proficiency are particularly concerning
because math achievement is one of the strongest predictors of long-term educational
and economic outcomes. Research consistently shows that mathematics proficiency
strongly influences:

» Completion of A—G requirements necessary for admission to California’s public
universities

* Access to advanced STEM coursework in high school

* Participation in dual enrollment and early college pathways

* College persistence and degree attainment

When Black and Latino/a/x students remain substantially below math proficiency
thresholds throughout K—-12, their opportunities to access high-growth STEM fields are
significantly constrained. In a region like Silicon Valley, where the labor market
increasingly demands quantitative and technical skills, these disparities translate
directly into inequities in career mobility and economic opportunity. The implications of
these disparities reach beyond academic outcomes, revealing deeper structural
inequities within Silicon Valley’s interconnected education and labor systems.
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Growth: Are Racial Gaps Closing?

Across grades 3, 8, and 11, student achievement trends in Oakland Unified show
limited progress and persistent racial disparities. In Grade 3 ELA, overall proficiency has
remained relatively stable since 2021, rising only slightly from 29.6% to 31.3%.
However, this modest change masks widening disparities across racial groups. Black
students declined from 30.8% meeting standards in 2021 to 20.1% in 2025, while
Hispanic students remained essentially unchanged at roughly 16%. In contrast, White
students rose sharply over the same period, reaching about 70% proficiency.

Similar patterns appear in mathematics. Grade 3 math proficiency for all students
has remained flat at about 35-36%, but performance for Black students dropped
significantly from 37.0% to 22.5%. Hispanic students also remained largely stagnant at
around 21%. Meanwhile, White students improved to nearly 74% proficiency. By middle
school, these gaps remain entrenched. In Grade 8 ELA, overall proficiency declined
from 46.7% in 2021 to about 33.6% in 2025. Black students remained below 20%
proficiency, and Hispanic students hovered near 25%. White students maintained much
higher achievement levels, reaching over 77%. Mathematics shows even more severe
disparities. In Grade 8 math, only 21% of all students met or exceeded standards in
2025. For Black students, proficiency was just 8.5%, and for Hispanic students, about
13%. White students, by contrast, approached 60% proficiency.

By Grade 11, the pattern persists. ELA proficiency for all students declined from
50.8% in 2021 to 36.2% in 2025. Hispanic students experienced one of the steepest
declines, dropping from 48.5% to 27.9%. Black students remain around 25% proficient.
In contrast, White students still exceed 70%. Math outcomes at the high school level
are particularly concerning. In Grade 11, only 19.6% of students meet standards overall.
Black students are at just 6.3% proficiency, and Hispanic students at about 9%. Even
among higher-performing groups, scores have declined compared with earlier years.

While some groups show modest improvements in isolated years, the overall
trajectory indicates stagnation rather than meaningful acceleration. In several
cases—yparticularly for Black and Hispanic students, achievement levels have declined
over time rather than improved. These downward trends in achievement raise important
questions about student engagement, where attendance patterns offer additional insight
into how students experience the system.
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Graduation Outcomes and Post-Secondary Readiness
Overall Graduation Trends Mask Persistent Inequality

Oakland Unified's overall four-year graduation rate fluctuated over the five-year
period, rising from 77.1 percent in 2020-21 to a peak of 83.2 percent in 2023-24, then
declining to 78.6 percent in 2024-25. While the district's aggregate trajectory suggests
modest progress, this headline figure obscures significant disparities in who crosses the
graduation threshold.

Racial Disparities in Graduation Persist

Significant racial disparities in graduation persist across the five-year period. In
2024-25, Asian students graduated at the highest rate of any racial group at 89.4
percent, followed by Two or More Races at 85.6 percent and African American students
at 82.0 percent. Hispanic or Latino/a/x students, who represent the largest share of
OUSD's enrollment, graduated at a notably lower rate of 74.5 percent, a 14.9
percentage point gap relative to their Asian peers. Students with "Not Reported"
race/ethnicity recorded the lowest graduation rate of any group at 62.1 percent, a figure
that declined over the period and warrants closer administrative attention, as missing
demographic data may disproportionately reflect the most mobile and disengaged
students in the district.

Some groups showed improvement over time: African American students gained
3.8 percentage points, and Filipino and Pacific Islander students showed larger gains of
18.5 and 14.6 points, respectively. However, the relatively small populations of the latter
two groups mean year-to-year fluctuations should be interpreted carefully. More
importantly, none of these within-group gains has been sufficient to substantially close
the gaps between the district's highest- and lowest-performing racial groups.

Students Facing Structural Barriers Show Mixed but Meaningful Trends

Students experiencing homelessness demonstrated the most striking
improvement across the five-year period, with their graduation rate rising 18.5
percentage points from 40.7 to 59.2 percent. This is a substantial gain that reflects
meaningful progress, though at 59.2 percent, unhoused students remain nearly 20
percentage points below the district average, indicating that sustained investment in
housing-aware student support remains warranted.

Foster youth graduation rates declined by 3.6 percentage points to 51.2 percent,
the lowest of any group in the district. It is worth noting that this population is small and
the rate is therefore sensitive to even modest changes in individual outcomes year to
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year, making it difficult to draw firm conclusions about systemic trends from the data
alone. What is clear is that foster youth remain a high-priority group deserving targeted
support. Research by Pecora et al. (2009) identifies placement stability and consistent
school enroliment as among the strongest protective factors for academic outcomes
among youth in foster care, suggesting that cross-agency coordination between child
welfare and education systems is an important lever for improvement.

English Learners showed a 6.0 percentage point improvement in graduation
rates over the period, reaching 65.6 percent in 2024-25. While a gap relative to the
district average remains, this trajectory is encouraging, particularly given that English
Learners represent a substantial and growing share of OUSD's student population.
Students with disabilities similarly improved by 1.3 percentage points, a modest but
consistent gain that aligns with broader statewide trends toward more inclusive
academic pathways for this population.

The UC/CSU Gap

If graduation rates tell us who is finishing high school, UC/CSU completion rates
tell us who has meaningful access to California's public university system. While 70.7
percent of all OUSD graduates completed the A-G course requirements necessary for
UC or CSU admission in 2024-25, completion rates varied substantially across racial
groups. Asian students and white students achieved the highest rate at 84.0 percent,
followed by Hispanic or Latino/a/x students at 70.1 percent, which is essentially the
district average. African American students completed A-G at 59.6 percent, the lowest
rate among the district's larger racial groups and roughly 24 percentage points below
the highest-performing groups. These gaps have narrowed modestly over the five-year
period, with African American and Hispanic or Latino/a/x students both showing upward
trends, but remain wide enough to represent a meaningful structural barrier to access to
California's public university system.

Students with disabilities showed the most dramatic improvement in UC/CSU
completion, rising 14.9 percentage points from 38.2 to 53.1 percent — a remarkable
gain that likely reflects sustained district investment in expanding access to college
preparatory coursework for this population. Foster youth showed an equally striking
increase of 32.5 percentage points, though this figure should be interpreted with
significant caution: the small denominator (as few as 29 students in some years) means
that even a handful of students completing A-G requirements can produce dramatic
percentage swings that do not necessarily reflect systemic change.

The most concerning trend is among Pacific Islander students, whose UC/CSU
completion rate declined by 9.7 percentage points to just 38.1 percent in 2024-25 — the
lowest of any racial group and a figure that represents a significant equity crisis for a
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community already facing some of the highest chronic absenteeism rates in the district.
Filipino students experienced a similarly troubling 14.0 percentage point decline to 72.7
percent, though with only 18 students in the 2024-25 cohort, year-to-year comparisons
should be made carefully.

California's A-G requirements serve as the de facto gatekeeping mechanism for
access to the UC and CSU systems, which together represent the primary pathways to
high-wage professional employment in the state. Research from the Public Policy
Institute of California has consistently documented that UC/CSU graduation is strongly
associated with lifetime earnings, with bachelor's degree holders earning substantially
more over their careers than those with only a high school diploma (Bohn et al., 2013).

College and Career Readiness: A Three-Year Window

A more comprehensive measure of post-secondary readiness, the College and
Career Indicator (CCIl) measures the share of graduating seniors deemed "Prepared"
for college or career through a combination of pathways, including A-G completion,
AP/IB examinations, dual enrollment, CTE pathways, and State Seal of Biliteracy. This
metric is available only for 2022-23 through 2024-25 due to structural changes in the
CDE's reporting framework in earlier years.

Across all students, the share deemed Prepared increased from 37.9 to 43.4
percent over three years, a meaningful 5.5 percentage point gain. However, the
absolute levels remain deeply concerning: fewer than half of all OUSD graduates meet
the threshold for college or career preparedness by the state's own definition, meaning
close to half (42.8 percent explicitly categorized as Not Prepared) are exiting the K-12
system without the credentials or competencies the state identifies as necessary for
post-secondary success.

The racial equity picture within CCl is stark. African American students improved
by 9.4 percentage points to reach 38.5 percent, the largest gain of any racial group, but
remain 4.9 percentage points below the district average. Hispanic or Latino/a/x
students, who make up the largest share of OUSD graduates, improved by 5.2 points to
36.1 percent, with 50.4 percent explicitly Not Prepared. In contrast, Asian students
reached 70.6 percent prepared, creating a 34.5 percentage point gap between the
district's two largest and most academically divergent racial groups.

Only 23.4 percent of English Learners were deemed Prepared, a figure that has
increased by just 4.6 percentage points across three years despite representing more
than a third of students tested. Among students with disabilities, only 23.1 percent met
the Prepared threshold. Most concerning, homeless youth reached only 24.6 percent
Prepared despite a notable 13.8 percentage point improvement, meaning that nearly
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two-thirds of unhoused students are leaving OUSD without being deemed ready for
either college or career by the state's own measure.

Disciplinary Action (Suspensions and Expulsions)

Disciplinary patterns provide an important lens into how these inequities are
experienced in students’ day-to-day schooling. If graduation and readiness outcomes
reflect the end of the pipeline, disciplinary action reveals how disparities are produced
and reinforced within it.

Overall Declines Mask Persistent and Uneven Discipline Patterns

Across the 2021-22 to 2024—-25 period, Oakland Unified saw a modest decline in
overall disciplinary action. Total suspensions fell from 1,914 to 1,749 students, and the
district-wide suspension rate declined slightly from 3.9 to 3.7 percent. Expulsions also
decreased, from 29 to 23 students, with the expulsion rate effectively approaching zero.
On the surface, these trends suggest incremental progress toward reducing
exclusionary discipline. However, as with academic outcomes, aggregate improvements
obscure persistent and patterned inequities in who is most likely to be excluded from the
classroom.

Racial Disparities in Suspensions Remain Stark and Stable

Racial disparities in suspension rates are both large and remarkably persistent.
In 2024-25, African American students were suspended at a rate of 8.8 percent, more
than double the district average (3.7 percent) and over seven times the rate of Asian
students (1.0 percent). White students were suspended at 1.2 percent, meaning Black
students experienced suspension at more than seven times the rate of their White
peers.

Hispanic or Latino/a/x students, who represent the largest share of enroliment,
were suspended at 2.7 percent, i.e., below the district average but still more than double
the rate of Asian students. These patterns have remained largely unchanged over time:
while overall suspension rates declined slightly, the relative gaps between groups have
not meaningfully narrowed.

This stability in disparity aligns with longstanding national findings. Research
from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (2014) and subsequent
studies (e.g., Skiba et al., 2011) consistently document that Black students are
disproportionately disciplined even when controlling for behavior, suggesting that implicit
bias and differential enforcement play a significant role.
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Students Facing Structural Barriers Experience Elevated and Rising Risk

Disparities are even more pronounced among students facing compounded
structural challenges. Foster youth experienced the highest suspension rate in the
district, rising sharply from 9.6 to 18.8 percent—nearly five times the district average.
Similarly, students with disabilities were suspended at a rate of 6.5 percent, and
socioeconomically disadvantaged (SED) students at 4.3 percent, both above the district
average.

Notably, while most groups saw stable or declining suspension counts, several
vulnerable populations saw increases. Suspensions among students with disabilities
rose from 512 to 553 students, and among homeless students from 91 to 136. These
increases occurred even as overall suspensions declined, indicating that reductions
have not been equitably distributed. These trends indicate that exclusionary discipline
remains concentrated among students already facing structural instability, reinforcing
the same patterns of heightened risk and disengagement identified by Losen et al.
(2015).

Suspension as a Driver of Absenteeism and Academic Decline

Groups with higher suspension rates, particularly African American, Pacific
Islander, and students with disabilities, also exhibit some of the highest chronic
absenteeism rates. For instance, African American students reached 41.3 percent
chronically absent in 2024-25, compared to 13.1 percent for Asian students. The
relationship between discipline and attendance is well-established. Studies (e.g.,
Balfanz et al., 2015) show that suspension increases the likelihood of chronic
absenteeism, which in turn strongly predicts lower academic achievement and higher
dropout risk. The alignment of these patterns in OUSD suggests that disciplinary
practices are part of a broader, reinforcing cycle of disengagement.

Expulsions Are Rare but Follow Similar Disparity Patterns

While expulsions are relatively rare, the available data suggest that similar
inequities persist. African American and Hispanic or Latino/a/x students account for the
majority of expulsions, and male students are disproportionately represented. Although
small sample sizes limit definitive conclusions, the concentration of expulsions within
groups with higher suspension and absenteeism rates is consistent with national trends.
At the same time, the overall decline in expulsions represents a positive development,
reflecting broader statewide and national shifts toward reducing the use of the most
severe exclusionary practices.
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Discipline as Part of a Broader Pattern of Compounding Disadvantage

Disciplinary patterns mirror disparities seen in achievement, attendance, and
graduation. The same groups: Black, Latino/a/x, students with disabilities, foster youth,
and homeless students, are consistently more likely to be suspended, chronically
absent, and academically behind. Exclusionary discipline reduces instructional time and
reinforces disengagement, contributing to the gaps it reflects (Skiba et al., 2014). While
overall suspension and expulsion rates have declined, disparities remain largely
unchanged. This suggests that reductions in discipline have not yet translated into more
equitable outcomes, and that systemic approaches beyond discipline policy alone are
required.

Attendance and School Engagement

Chronic Absenteeism as a Structural Signal

Chronic absenteeism data from Oakland Unified reveals striking disparities
across racial and demographic lines, and a district-wide surge that has only partially
recovered since the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020-21, the overall chronic absenteeism
rate stood at 18.2 percent. By 2022-23, it had nearly tripled to 52.9 percent before
declining to 29.8 percent in 2024-25, still more than 60 percent higher than
pre-pandemic levels.

These aggregate figures, however, obscure profound disparities in who bears the
greatest burden. Pacific Islander students experienced the highest rates across all five
years, reaching 82.7 percent in 2022-23 and remaining at 60.2 percent in 2024-25, the
only group that showed virtually no recovery from its pandemic peak, with a net
five-year increase of 22.4 percentage points. African American and Latino/a/x students
similarly experienced persistent elevation, with 2024-25 rates of 41.3 and 31.5 percent,
respectively, compared to just 13.1 percent for Asian students and 16.4 percent for
White students. These racial gaps are not incidental; research from the Attendance
Works initiative consistently identifies chronic absenteeism as one of the strongest early
predictors of third-grade reading failure, middle school disengagement, and ultimately
dropout risk (Chang & Romero, 2008).

Students facing overlapping structural vulnerabilities had the highest
absenteeism rates. Foster youth and unhoused students entered the pandemic period
already chronically absent at rates of 55.6 and 54.5 percent, respectively, rates that
climbed to 71.5 and 72.8 percent by 2022-23. While unhoused students showed
meaningful improvement by 2024-25, reaching 45.3 percent, foster youth remained at
56.2 percent, suggesting that housing instability and placement disruption continue to
function as structural barriers to consistent school attendance that cannot be addressed
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through attendance policy alone. These patterns of disrupted attendance extend beyond
access and stability, pointing to disciplinary practices as an additional driver of missed
instructional time.

Suspension Absences Reveal a Racial Discipline Gap

The absenteeism-by-reason data introduces an additional equity dimension: the
role of disciplinary exclusion in driving absence. While suspension absences represent
a relatively small share of total absence days across the district, the racial distribution is
starkly unequal. In 2024-25, suspension absences accounted for 1.1 percent of total
absence days for African American students, more than five times the rate observed for
Asian students (0.2 percent) and nearly double the district average (0.5 percent). This
pattern has persisted and worsened over the five-year period, with African American
students experiencing a 1.1 percentage-point net increase since 2020-21, compared
with near-zero change for most other groups.

Critically, when comparing chronically absent students to their non-chronically
absent peers, suspension absence rates are nearly identical: 0.6 versus 0.5 percent in
2024-25. This finding suggests that disciplinary exclusion is not primarily driving the
chronic absenteeism gap between these two groups; rather, it functions as an
additional, racially concentrated form of instructional loss layered on top of broader
attendance challenges. Research has consistently shown that out-of-school suspension
reduces academic achievement, increases dropout likelihood, and disproportionately
affects Black students nationally, a phenomenon that the Stanford Civil Rights Project
has described as a critical dimension of the school-to-prison pipeline (Losen & Martinez,
2013). If discipline pushes students out, then attendance isn’t just a metric; it's an equity
mandate.

Attendance as an Equity Imperative

Attendance is a leading structural indicator of education equity. Every day a
student misses school represents lost instructional time that compounds across grades,
subjects, and ultimately, life outcomes. When Pacific Islander students miss school at
rates four times higher than their Asian peers, and when African American students are
suspended at rates five times higher, these are not random variations in individual
behavior. They are signals of systemic failures in housing policy, mental health support,
culturally responsive discipline practices, and community investment that require
structural rather than punitive responses.

Without sustained, targeted intervention to address the root causes of chronic
absenteeism among Oakland's most marginalized student populations, the attendance
gaps documented here will continue to feed the achievement, graduation, and
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college-readiness disparities observed across every other metric in this analysis. The
cumulative impact of chronic absenteeism becomes most visible in graduation rates and
postsecondary readiness, where disparities reflect the full trajectory of inequity.

These patterns raise a critical question: whether schools are equipped with the staffing
and support structures necessary to address the needs underlying disparities in
disciplinary action and disengagement. Student—staff ratios offer one lens into that
capacity, revealing not only how many adults are in schools but also how resources are
distributed to meet student needs.

Student-Staff Ratios: Improvement in Averages vs. Lived Classroom Conditions

Aggregate Ratios Improve, but Mask Shifting Resource Pressures

At the district level, the student—teacher ratio declined from 18.62 to 17.65
between 2021-22 and 2024-25. However, this improvement is undercut by
simultaneous declines in support capacity. The student—administrator ratio rose from
210 to 275, a 31 percent increase in administrative load, and pupil services staffing
worsened relative to earlier benchmarks. For a district where over 80 percent of
students are socioeconomically disadvantaged and chronic absenteeism remains nearly
30 percent, the contraction of counseling and intervention capacity directly affects
whether the most vulnerable students remain enrolled and on track.

Averages, Obscure Distribution, and Capacity Constraints

A lower student—teacher ratio does not translate into better conditions if the
support infrastructure has contracted at the same time. When administrative and pupil
services capacity declines, teachers absorb a greater share of behavioral and
social-emotional responsibility, work that is real but invisible in aggregate ratios. The
American School Counselor Association recommends one counselor per 250 students;
OUSD's trajectory moves in the opposite direction, precisely as the students most
reliant on those supports, foster youth, unhoused students, students with disabilities,
have shown rising suspension and absenteeism rates. Ratio data, like achievement
data, must be read in context to reflect the conditions students and teachers actually
encounter. These resource and outcome disparities are not isolated to district-level
conditions but reflect deeper structural inequities embedded within Silicon Valley’s
education system.



22

Conclusion: Structural Design as the Path Forward

From Isolated Gaps to System Signals

The patterns documented across this analysis are consistent, compounding, and
predictable. Students who are Black, Latino/a/x, unhoused, in foster care, or classified
as English Learners do not face isolated setbacks; they face lower proficiency in
elementary school, widening math gaps by middle school, disproportionate suspension
and chronic absenteeism, and ultimately lower graduation, A-G completion, and college
and career readiness rates, simultaneously and consistently. As Ladson-Billings (2006)
has argued, the cumulative underfunding and structural neglect of schools serving
predominantly Black and Brown communities produce disparities that cannot be
addressed through individual-level interventions alone. The data from Oakland Unified
bear this out: the gaps are not random; they are patterned and persist across grade
levels, subjects, and outcome measures, in a regional economy where educational
trajectories directly determine access to high-wage, high-growth industries.

The challenge is not isolated gaps, but a system in which resources, supports, and
outcomes are misaligned with student needs. Addressing these patterns requires
moving beyond diagnosis toward structural design: reconfiguring how resources are
allocated, supports are delivered, and success is defined across the system.

The Innovation Paradox: Wealth, Proximity, and Persistent Inequity

The stakes of this misalignment are sharpened by geography. Silicon Valley is
among the wealthiest, most technologically sophisticated regions on earth, a place that
routinely positions itself as a global model for innovation, meritocracy, and human
potential. Yet the data from Oakland Unified expose a profound contradiction at the
region's core: the same economy that produces extraordinary wealth for some
systematically denies the educational conditions necessary for others to participate in it.
For the Black and Latino/a/x students who make up the majority of OUSD's enroliment,
Silicon Valley's promise of opportunity is not a lived reality. A region that prides itself on
disrupting broken systems has, in its own backyard, allowed one of the most
consequential systems of all to remain largely unreformed.

Directions for Future Research

This analysis establishes what with reasonable precision; it cannot yet resolve
the why. Three areas of further inquiry are most urgent. First, a school-level funding
analysis is needed. OUSD receives $29,431 per ADA — 133 percent of the state
average, but aggregate revenue figures do not reveal whether resources flow
proportionally to the highest-need schools and students. Disaggregating funding by
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school site and linking it to outcomes would clarify whether investment is reaching
where it is most required. Second, multivariate statistical modeling is necessary to
move from correlation to mechanism. Regression-based approaches that control for
socioeconomic status, English learner classification, disability status, and school-level
characteristics would estimate the independent contributions of factors such as teacher
experience, counseling access, and suspension history to student outcomes, identifying
which structural inputs, if changed, would produce the greatest equity gains. Third,
longitudinal cohort tracking would reveal how early indicators such as third-grade
literacy, first suspension, and chronic absenteeism predict long-term trajectories across
the K-12 pipeline, identifying the transition points where targeted intervention would
yield the highest return. Together, these directions would move the work from pattern
recognition to causal understanding, and from system diagnosis to evidence-based
design.

From Data to Design: SVEEI's Three-Pillar Strategy for Structural Change

The findings presented in this report make one reality clear: Oakland Unified is
not facing a singular challenge, but a systemic one. The district is experiencing a
simultaneous demographic shift and persistent academic underperformance,
particularly among Black, Latino/a/x, socioeconomically disadvantaged, unhoused, and
disabled students. These patterns are not isolated outcomes; they result from
misalignment among educational design, structural conditions, and workforce demands.
If educational inequity is structurally produced, it must be structurally addressed.

At the Silicon Valley Equity in Education Institute (SVEEI), we are advancing a
three-pillar strategy designed to intervene at critical points along the educational
pipeline. Our approach is grounded in the understanding that early literacy gaps, middle
school math failure, and limited workforce access are interconnected, and that
meaningful change requires coordinated action across systems rather than isolated
interventions.

1. Al Collaboration and Strategy: Expanding Access to Opportunity Early

The data show that disparities begin in elementary school, where Black and
Latino/a/x students are already significantly below grade-level standards in literacy and
mathematics. By middle school, these gaps widen, particularly in math, which functions
as a gateway to advanced coursework and future career pathways. SVEEI’s Al
Collaboration and Strategy pillar is focused on intervening early by expanding access to
high-quality, technology-enabled learning environments. Through partnerships with Al
innovators, school districts, and community organizations, we are developing tools and
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strategies that support differentiated instruction, early literacy development, and math
acceleration for students who have historically been underserved.

This includes integrating Al-supported learning platforms into classrooms,
creating student-centered innovation labs, and designing culturally responsive tools that
reflect the realities of the students being served. The goal is not simply to introduce
technology, but to ensure equitable, intentional access to innovation that closes
foundational learning gaps before they become systemic barriers.

2. Al Research in Education: Turning Evidence into Action

This report demonstrates that despite available resources, outcomes have
remained largely stagnant, with some student groups experiencing declines over time.
This underscores a critical issue: data alone does not produce change. Systems must
be designed to act on what the data reveal. SVEEI's Al Research in Education pillar is
focused on generating and applying evidence-based solutions that directly address the
disparities identified in this report. We are partnering with researchers, educators, and
practitioners to develop, test, and refine instructional models, curricular frameworks, and
intervention strategies that improve literacy and math outcomes for historically
underserved students.

This work moves beyond traditional research models. SVEEI is committed to
translating research into practice by embedding findings into classrooms, informing
district-level decision-making, and shaping policy conversations. By aligning research
with implementation, we aim to close the gap between what is known and what is done.

3. Workforce Readiness Development and Al: Connecting Education to Economic
Mobility

The data make clear that educational disparities do not end in the classroom.
They extend to graduation outcomes, college readiness, and, ultimately, workforce
participation. In a region where economic opportunity is increasingly tied to technical
and analytical skills, the persistence of math inequity directly limits access to
high-growth industries. SVEEI's Workforce Readiness Development and Al pillar
addresses this disconnect by building pathways that connect K-12 education to
postsecondary success and career mobility. We are developing programs that expose
students to emerging industries, create mentorship and internship pipelines, and align
academic preparation with workforce demand.

This work is particularly critical as artificial intelligence continues to reshape the
labor market, eliminating some traditional roles while creating new opportunities that
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require advanced skills. Without intentional intervention, students who are already
underserved by the education system will be further excluded from the future of work.
By aligning education with workforce realities, SVEEI is working to ensure that
opportunity is not determined by race, income, or circumstance.

An Invitation to Build Together

The challenges outlined in this report cannot be addressed by any single institution.
They require coordinated action across education systems, technology sectors,
research institutions, and community organizations. SVEEI invites collaborators to join
us in this work.

We are seeking partnerships with school districts committed to redesigning
instructional systems, with researchers advancing evidence-based solutions, with
technology leaders building equitable tools, and with employers invested in developing
diverse talent pipelines. We are also calling on funders and policymakers to invest in
strategies that move beyond incremental change and toward structural transformation.

This is not simply about improving test scores. It is about redesigning systems so
that all students, regardless of background, have access to the knowledge, skills, and
opportunities needed to participate in and shape the future economy.

The data tell us where we are. The work ahead will determine where we go.
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