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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
How can we close the African American
achievement gap? An important and growing group
of public schools with a majority African American
student enrollment are answering this question by
beating the odds, teaching their students effectively,
and attaining impressive levels of academic
achievement. There are 16 schools in total in this
growing club—among them are 13 charter schools,
2 traditional district schools and 1 magnet school.
These public schools are in the top half of academic
achievement statewide and in the top 10 percent
when compared to similar schools. Interestingly,
15 are founded or led by African Americans.
These schools represent a diversity of learning
models available through public education in
California. In order to close the African American
achievement gap, we should work together to grow,
study, and learn from these important schools and
the common characteristics they share. When it
comes to African American students, this will require
education stakeholders to be agnostic about the
type of public school a parent has chosen for their
child and focused on the results that school has
achieved.
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THE PROBLEM
A PERSISTENT AFRICAN AMERICAN
ACHIEVEMENT GAP IN CALIFORNIA
PUBLIC SCHOOLS
African American students are the lowest-performing

Fig. 2 In comparison, white students have much higher

racial group in California. Only one in three African

levels of achievement. White students are nearly twice

American students are proficient in English Language

as likely to be proficient in ELA and two-and-a-half times

Arts (ELA), Fig. 1 and one in five are proficient in Math.

as likely to be proficient in Math.

ELA PROFICIENCY BY SUBGROUP, CALIFORNIA 2019

Fig. 1
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MATH PROFICIENCY BY SUBGROUP, CALIFORNIA 2019

Fig. 2
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THE ROADMAP
POSITIVE OUTLIERS
While we most often hear about the challenges African

serve African American students and are high-performing.

American students face in public schools, there are well-

These schools are public, serve a majority of low-income

established examples of public schools in California that

students and are not selective in their admissions.

TOP MAJORITY AFRICAN AMERICAN PUBLIC SCHOOLS IN CALIFORNIA
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State
Rank

Similar
School
Rank

ELA
% Met

Math
% Met

Wilder Prep

9

10

83

54

Charter

Wilder Prep

9

10

69

63

Los Angeles
Unified

Magnet

n/a

9

10

69

65

Fortune
School

Sacramento County
Office of Education

Charter

Fortune

8

10

66

66

Hardy Brown
College Prep

San Bernardino City
Unified

Charter

Fortune

7

10

57

51

Sacramento
Charter High

Sacramento City
Unified

Charter

St. HOPE

6

10

69

27

CATCH Prep
Charter High, Inc.

Los Angeles
Unified

Charter

CATCH Prep

6

10

56

41

Today's Fresh
Start-Compton

Compton Unified

Charter

Today's Fresh Start

6

10

48

39

Aspire Berkley
Maynard Academy

Oakland Unified

Charter

Aspire

6

10

45

37

Watts Learning
Center

Los Angeles
Unified

Charter

Watts Learning

6

10

44

48

Pasadena Rosebud
Academy

Pasadena Unified

Charter

Rosebud

6

10

43

36

William Lee
College Prep

Sacramento County
Office of Education

Charter

Fortune

6

10

42

52

Hazel Mahone
College Prep

Sacramento County
Office of Education

Charter

Fortune

6

10

41

45

St. HOPE Public
School 7

Sacramento City
Unified

Charter

St. HOPE

5

10

46

38

Broadacres
Avenue Elementary

Los Angeles
Unified

Traditional

n/a

5

10

45

39

Malcolm X
Academy

San Francisco
Unified

Traditional

n/a

5

10

23

43

School

District

School
Type

Charter
Organization

Wilder's Preparatory
Academy Charter Middle

Inglewood Unified

Charter

Wilder's Preparatory
Academy Charter

Inglewood Unified

Cowan Avenue
Elementary

Note: Academic data reflects 2019 information from the CAASPP website and Fortune School of Education calculations. Fortune is a countywide
benefit charter with many sites in Sacramento all sharing one school code. For this analysis, we consider each site to be a separate school.
With all sites combined, Fortune has a State Rank of 6, Similar School Rank of 10, 45% met in ELA, and 46% met in Math.

California, has over 10,000 public schools—86 are majority African
American. Nearly 70 percent of the state’s majority African American
schools perform in the bottom 25 percent of student achievement.
By taking a look at the high-performing majority African American
schools, we can learn how these schools are achieving results at
scale with African American students—a challenge for the typical
California public school.
Parents, community leaders and schools need straightforward
ranking systems to understand the performance of public schools.
This is particularly important for parents who are looking to enroll
their children in schools with a track record of success. Fortune
School of Education calculated a measure to accomplish just that,
based on the California Department of Education’s Similar Schools
Rank. This measure compares a school’s academic performance,
taking into account the demographic makeup of the school. State
Rank, on the other hand, compares the absolute performance of
schools regardless of demographic makeup.
We found 16 majority African American schools that had the highest
score (10 out of 10) on the Similar Schools Rank as well as at least a 5
out of 10 on the State Rank. In other words, we found 16 schools that
are majority African American and score in the top half of student
performance statewide and in the top 10 percent of schools when
considering their demographics. Interestingly, 15 are founded or led
by African Americans.
Are there other attributes these positive outliers have in common?
That brings us to the final point.
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94% of the top rated
majority African
American public
schools in California
are founded or led
by African Americans

THE SOLUTION
GROW, STUDY, AND EMULATE
To close the achievement gap, we need more schools to be like
these positive outliers. The fastest way to make that happen is to
expand these schools. Policy makers should provide incentives for
the charter schools on this list to open new sites, especially in areas
where there are high concentrations of African American students
with low levels of achievement.
This is an important space for regional initiatives to emerge to
address regional problems. The Sacramento County Board of
Education is engaged in one such regional initiative in which they
have authorized nine charter schools to address the severe and
persistent African American achievement gap that exists in the
county. The results of this initiative are self-evident, as three of the
state’s highest performing majority African American schools are
authorized by the Sacramento County Board of Education. This
Sacramento County example provides evidence that high-achieving
African American schools can be replicated.
A closer examination of the leadership of these and other schools
that are positive outliers for African American students amplifies the
important role of African American principals and school founders.
Each new school that these leaders create will inspire students to
obtain significantly higher academic growth. This option is highimpact and will make a difference in the quality of education for
African American students statewide.
We should continue to study what makes these outliers so
successful and encourage other schools to emulate those traits.
Dr. Rex Fortune, a former superintendent, has published two books
that focus on the practices of positive outlier schools. The most
recent is Bridging the Achievement Gap: 2nd Edition. In his analysis,
Dr. Fortune uses qualitative and quantitative research methods
to identify how some schools are able to obtain such impressive
results with African American students. Bridging the Achievement
7

Gap, highlights eleven practices found to be common across all the
positive outlier schools studied.

High-achieving
African American
schools can be
replicated.

PRACTICES OF SCHOOLS THAT ARE
CLOSING THE AFRICAN AMERICAN ACHIEVEMENT GAP

01

02

03

04

THE SCHOOL
LEADER

THE
TEACHERS

THE
PARENTS

THE
STUDENTS

has a vision and plan based

are selected for their beliefs

commit to assisting students

who need extra time for

upon the expectation that

that students can and will

at home and supporting the

instruction receive it.

students can and will succeed.

succeed and a willingness to

school.

show progress toward that goal.
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OVERALL
ENROLLMENT

PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

THE
PARENTS

MEANINGFUL
EXPERIENCES

is smaller than average.

for teachers and time for peer

receive learning opportunities

to encourage aspiration

collaboration.

to encourage involvement.

for college and career.
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TECHNOLOGY
PLATFORMS

INSTRUCTIONAL
STRATEGIES

COMMUNITY
SUPPORTERS

are deployed for instruction,

are based on frequent student

are engaged.

family communications, data

assessments and adjustments

analysis and public information.

to instructional strategies as
necessary.
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Bridging the Achievement Gap: 2nd Edition, Rex Fortune, Ph.D.

