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Executive Summary

This Research Brief evaluates the proposal to align California’s high school graduation requirements with the
University of California/California State University “A-G” course sequence. The A-G sequence was originally
designed as an admissions criterion for UC (and later CSU), not as a universal graduation standard. In fact, the
majority of U.S. colleges, and California’s own 116 community colleges, do not require A-G coursework for
admission, relying instead on broader or open-access criteria (Glidden, 1988; Unmudl, n.d.). California’s
Master Plan for Higher Education intentionally limits UC and CSU to the top 12.5% and 33% of high school
graduates, respectively (Glidden, 1988), implying that a majority of students will pursue other postsecondary
routes for which A-G is less relevant. Early 20th-century educational reformer Abraham Flexner critiqued the
traditional one-size-fits-all academic curriculum for failing to meet students’ real needs (Flexner, 1916), a
concern echoed by modern educators like Dr. Elliot Washor who highlight that today’s high schools often
disengage students by focusing narrowly on college prep at the expense of relevance and choice (Marshak,
2010; Washor & Mojkowski, 2013).

Empirical outcomes bear this out. When districts like Los Angeles, San Diego, San Francisco, and Oakland
made A-G coursework mandatory for diplomas, graduation rates initially plummeted or required dilution of
standards (e.g. accepting D grades) to avoid failure (Fleming, 2016; Public Policy Institute of California, 2016).
San Diego Unified, for example, saw its graduation rate plateau in the high 80% range and begin to decline after
a decade of A-G-for-all, leading the district to recently approve an alternative graduation pathway with less
stringent course requirements (McWhinney, 2025). Los Angeles County data further illustrate a mismatch
between A-G completion and students’ actual postsecondary outcomes: Nearly 59% of L.A. County graduates
complete A-G requirements (Los Angeles Regional Consortium, 2023), yet only about 39% enroll in UC or CSU,
while almost half enroll in community college (Los Angeles Regional Consortium, 2023). Statewide, only ~30%
of ninth-graders will earn a bachelor’s degree by their late 20s. And of those graduates, over 40% may be
underemployed in jobs that don’t require that degree (Los Angeles Regional Consortium, 2023). These findings
suggest that mandating a uniform university-prep curriculum for all is misaligned with the needs and realities
of the majority of students, and the state workforce.

Instead, this brief recommends a diversified approach: to uphold high expectations and multiple pathways.
Strengthen rigorous academic options for those pursuing four-year universities while equally valuing career-
technical education (CTE), dual enrollment, and industry-recognized credentials (IRCs) that prepare students
for direct entry into the workforce, military, apprenticeships (“earn-and-learn”), or entrepreneurship. Merced
Union High School District’s model, having every student graduate with a diploma plus CTE certification and
college credits exemplifies how integrating A-G academics with technical and experiential learning can serve
the “5 E’s” of student postsecondary success: Enrollment, Employment, Enlistment, Earn-and-Learn, and
Entrepreneurship. Such an approach would better fulfill the Master Plan’s vision, without misalignment,
opportunity costs, or forcing one single pathway for all.
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History Repeating Itself:
One-Size-Fits-Few in General Education

Early 20th-century debates over high school curriculum foreshadow
today’s concerns. In 1916, Abraham Flexner (a prominent education
reformer) published “A Modern School,” sharply criticizing the era’s
college-preparatory secondary education. He observed that high school
curricula were dominated by traditional academic subjects (Latin,
classical literature, abstract math) taught “without close or constant
reference to genuine individual or social need” (Flexner, 1916).
Students mechanically endured years of material “remote from use and
experience” out of habit and tradition, often failing to truly learn it
(Flexner, 1916).

Flexner pointed to striking statistics: in 1915 over 75% of students who took the College Board exam in Virgil
(Latin) failed to score even 60%, and nearly 70% of those tested in advanced algebra likewise failed (Flexner,
1916). In his view, the real outcome of forcing all students through a purely academic gauntlet was not
intellectual uplift, but widespread disengagement and superficial learning “by means of devices...without
intelligent insight”(Flexner, 1916). He called for a “modern” approach focused on practical learning and the
amount of education that can be meaningfully delivered by age 18, rather than clinging to a university-style
classical curriculum for its own sake (Flexner, 1916). Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?

Fast-forward 100 years, and similar critiques are voiced today by student-centered educators like Dr. Elliot
Washor (co-founder of Big Picture Learning). Washor argues that most large, traditional high schools still
operate on a factory-model, offering a monolithic university-prep program that fails to engage many
adolescents. He notes that in conventional schools students have little personalization, and too often “the
coursework is irrelevant to both their personal goals and societal needs.” Lacking relevance, many students
become disengaged or drop out: a dynamic Washor and colleagues described as students “leaving to learn”
because schools are not providing meaningful learning inside the building.

Through decades of work with personalized, interest-based schools, Washor has identified key conditions
needed for “productive learning”: strong relationships (teachers who know and care about students’ interests),
relevance (curriculum connected to real-world careers and student goals), choice (students having some say
in what and how they learn), challenge (high expectations through projects and applied work), and
opportunities for practice, play, and real-world application (Washor & Mojkowski, 2013). These conditions are
rarely met by a one-size-fits-all university-prep curriculum. As one commentator summarized, in many high
schools today students are “underserved in conventional, factory-model high schools” and a rigid focus on
seat-time and test scores has created “a pervasive sense of uncertainty and hopelessness” for those who
don’t see a four-year university as their immediate aim (Marshak, 2010).

In short, both historical and contemporary perspectives caution that mandating the same purely academic
path for every student will inevitably fail a significant portion of them. Flexner’s and Washor’s insights set the
stage for examining whether a universal A-G graduation requirement would repeat these mistakes by
squeezing all students into a single mold, focused towards a single goal.
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