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ABOUT CTFC

CTFC is a Coalition of nearly 50 tribal nations in California
whose mission is to promote and protect the health,
safety and welfare of tribal children and families, which
are inherent tribal governmental functions and are at the
core of tribal sovereignty and tribal governance.

This year, CTFC began hosting a two-year Equal Justice
Works fellowship project sponsored by the Danaher
Corporation that aims to assist tribes and tribal families in
providing education advocacy for tribal youth in
California’s child welfare system. 

https://www.caltribalfamilies.org/

https://caltribalfamilies.org/
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Historically, the United States has used education as a weapon to assimilate
tribal children, disrupt tribal economies, and take tribal land. For illustration,
the U.S. Department of Interior’s Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative
Investigative Report that was released in 2022 confirms that that the federal
government forced Indian children to attend Indian boarding schools
between 1819 to at least 1969. At these schools, “systematic militarized and
identity-alteration methodologies” were employed, such as prohibiting tribal
languages, religions, and cultural practices, as well as renaming and cutting
the hair of tribal children. The abuse, disease, malnourishment, and
overcrowding at Indian Boarding Schools were so severe that the
Department of Interior expects that thousands or even tens of thousands of
tribal children have died at these schools. 
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A s s i m i l a t i o n  t a c t i c s  l i k e  t h e  I n d i a n  b o a r d i n g
s c h o o l  p o l i c i e s  c o n t i n u e  t o  i m p a c t  t h e  e d u c a t i o n

o u t c o m e s  o f  N a t i v e  y o u t h  t o d a y .  N a t i o n a l l y ,
N a t i v e  y o u t h  h a v e  t h e  h i g h e s t  r a t e s  o f  t r a u m a

a n d  c h i l d  w e l f a r e  i n v o l v e m e n t  a n d  s o m e  o f  t h e
l o w e s t  r a t e s  o f  a c a d e m i c  a c h i e v e m e n t .  

This fact sheet is intended to raise awareness of the persisting education
disparities for Native youth in California to demonstrate that California has
failed to support Native students, especially Native students with
disabilities and Native foster youth. 

https://www.bia.gov/sites/default/files/dup/inline-files/bsi_investigative_report_may_2022_508.pdf
https://www.bia.gov/sites/default/files/dup/inline-files/bsi_investigative_report_may_2022_508.pdf
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Notable efforts have been taken to improve education equity for Native
students throughout California. For example, the San Manuel Band of
Mission Indians funded the California Indian Culture and Sovereignty
Center’s comprehensive three series report on The State of American Indian
and Alaska Native Education in California. The ACLU of Northern California
also recently released their report, Failing Grade: The Status of Native
American Education in Humboldt County, and have initiated a lawsuit on
behalf of the Bear River Band of the Rohnerville Rancheria regarding
repeated acts of discrimination against Native students and students with
disabilities in Humboldt County. Further, the Northern California Indian
Development Council created an Indigenous Education Advocate (IEA)
position to help advance educational equity for Native students.

To expand on these efforts, CTFC recently began implementing a strategic
plan designed to promote tribal sovereignty over education and to ensure
that child welfare systems, education systems, and tribal systems are able to
work together to ensure comprehensive advocacy for tribal youth. As a part
of this plan, CTFC’s Legal Counsel for Tribes program will begin
implementing a formal screening process to identify and help address
education issues for tribal foster youth. Additionally, CTFC will be releasing a
survey to tribes and hosting listening sessions with tribal communities in
2024 to better understand the needs of tribal youth in education systems.
The tribal survey and listening sessions will inform educational trainings and
resources developed by CTFC to assist tribes and tribal families in providing
trauma-informed education advocacy for tribal youth in California. 

Please sign up for CTFC’s Mailing List on Education Issues to receive
educational materials, event information, and other updates involving
education for tribal youth. 

https://forms.gle/iRztBuLvna1Z8wNv8

https://www.csusm.edu/cicsc/projects/education-report.html
https://www.csusm.edu/cicsc/projects/education-report.html
https://www.aclunc.org/publications/failing-grade-status-native-american-education-humboldt-county
https://www.aclunc.org/publications/failing-grade-status-native-american-education-humboldt-county
https://caltribalfamilies.org/california-tribal-families-coalitions-legal-team/lc4t/
https://forms.gle/iRztBuLvna1Z8wNv8
https://forms.gle/iRztBuLvna1Z8wNv8
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The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), which is the
largest nationally representative and continuing assessment of public and
private schools in the United States, demonstrates continuing education
disparities for Native youth. For instance, in 2019, only 59% of eighth grade
Native students were reading at or above grade level, compared to 72% of
all students and 81% of white students. 

Additionally, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2019 report
shows that Native students had the highest rate of disability under the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) for the 2015-2016 school
year at 17%. A 2018 Government Accountability Office report further
revealed that Native students with disabilities are 3.5 times more likely to
receive multiple out-of-school suspensions and 3 times more likely to be
expelled compared to white students with disabilities. 

Even federal Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) schools, which are tasked
with fulfilling the federal government’s responsibility for the education of
Indian children, are in worse conditions than public schools. For example,
according to the NCES 2014 report, the national high school graduation rate
for the 2011-2012 school year was 80%, but the graduation rate for BIE
schools was only 53%. The graduation rate for BIE schools was even lower
than every state’s graduation rate. According to the 2019 National Indian
Education Study, Native students who attend BIE schools also scored lower
in math and reading than Native students who attend public schools.
Additionally, Government Accountability Office investigations detail the
BIE’s failure to provide adequate staffing, safe school facilities, oversight of
school spending, distance learning, and special education services to
Native students at BIE schools. 



BACKGROUND 
For this fact sheet, data is provided by the California Department of
Education (CDE) public DataQuest resource unless noted otherwise.
Unfortunately, this data is limited because the CDE’s DataQuest system’s
‘students with disabilities’ data does not include students who have a
disability under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. This is especially
significant for Native youth because Native youth have the highest rates of
trauma, and complex trauma may be a basis for a disability under Section
504. The ‘students with disabilities’ data also does not include students who
the school failed to identify as a student with a disability in the first place.
CDE data is further limited because it fails to distinguish tribal youth, who
have distinct rights and protections resulting from a political affiliation with a
tribe. The CDE’s Native American/American Indian (NA/AI) data also fails to
include Native students who were categorized under “Two or More Races.” 

Term Definition for the Purpose of this Fact Sheet

NA/AI
Students

Students in California’s K-12 public educational system who were
reported by local educational agencies to the CDE as NA/AI. This
definition does not include NA/AI students who were reported as
“Two or More Races.” 

Foster Youth

Students who meet the definition provided in California’s Education
Code Section 42238.01(b), which includes youth who are the subject
of a petition filed pursuant to Section 300 of the Welfare Institutions
Code regardless of removal from the home. 

Students with
Disabilities

Students that have one of the following educational plans:
Individualized Education Program (IEP), Individual Family Service Plan
(IFSP), or Individual Service Plan (ISP).  This definition does not include
students with 504 plans. 

All Students All students in California's K-12 public educational system. 
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DEMOGRAPHICS

Students

All Students
NA/AI
Students

Total 5,892,240 (100%) 27,001 (100%)

Students with
Disabilities

745,513 (12.65%) 4,713 (17.45%)

Foster Youth 31,060 (0.53%) 506 (1.87%)

Foster Youth
with Disabilities

9,389 (0.16%) 171 (0.63%) 

California Student Enrollment 
2021 - 2022 School Year

There were 27,001 Native
public-school students in
California for the 2021 -
2022 school year. Native
students were more likely
to be identified as a
student with a disability
compared to all students.
Native students were also
over three times more
likely to be identified as a
foster youth and were
almost four times as likely
to be identified as a foster
youth with disabilities
compared to all students. 

Schools
According to the National Indian Education Association, 93% of Native
students attend state public schools, while less than 7% of Native students
attend federal Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) schools. In California, there
are two BIE schools. Sherman Indian High School in Riverside, California, is
operated by the Bureau of Indian Education, while Noli Indian School in San
Jacinto, California, is tribally operated by the Soboba Band of Luiseño
Indians. Many tribes in California provide their own tribal schools that are
not associated with the BIE school system, such as the Morongo School in
Banning, California. However, it is difficult to determine exactly how many
tribal schools exist in California because of the CDE’s failure to distinguish
private schools from tribal schools in the California School Directory. 



DEMOGRAPHICS

0 1000 2000

Intellectual Disability (MR) 273

Hard of Hearing (HH) 38

Deaf (DEAF) 12

Speech or Language Impairment (SLI) 918

Visual Impairment (VI) 24

Emotional Disturbance (ED) 274

Orthopedic Impairment (OI) 54

Other Health Impairment (OHI) 804

Specific Learning Disability (SLD) 2374

Deaf-Blindness (DB) 0

Multiple Disability (MD) 36

Autism (AUT) 580

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) 22

NA/AI Special Education Enrollment (2018)
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California NA/AI Special Education Enrollment 
2018 Reporting Cycle 

The CDE Reported that 5,409 Native students were enrolled in special
education for the 2018 reporting cycle. The most common disability
category among Native students was Specific Learning Disability
(SLD), followed by Speech and Language Impairment (SLI) and Other
Health Impairment (OHI). 

While the CDE does not provide public data regarding Native students
with disabilities who are served under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation
Act, the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) reported that 640 (0.8%) of Native
public-school students with disabilities had a Section 504 plan for the
2017-2018 school year. The OCR also reported that 1,712 (0.1%) of
Native public-school students in California identified as English
language learners. 

Students Cont. 



ACCESS TO SCHOOL

Native students in California have the highest rate of chronic absenteeism
compared to any other racial group. Alarmingly, over half of Native
students with disabilities are chronically absent. Students with disabilities
and foster youth are also at higher risk of being chronically absent. A
student is considered to be chronically absent by the CDE if they were
absent for 10% or more of the days they were expected to attend school.
Notably, students who were expected to attend less than 31 instructional
days at the school or who were enrolled but did not attend the school
were not eligible to be considered chronically absent, so in reality the rate
of students missing more than 10% of school days is likely even higher. 
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Chronic Absenteeism

All Students NA/AI Students

Total 30.0% 43.6%

Students with
Disabilities 

40.6% 50.9%

Foster Youth 54.7% 46.5%

Foster Youth with
Disabilities

49.4% 55.0%

California Student Chronic Absenteeism
2021 - 2022 School Year



ACCESS TO SCHOOL

In California, the suspension rate
for all students during the 2021-
2022 school year was 3.20%,
however, a student's risk of
being suspended increased
significantly if they were Native,
a student with a disability, or a
foster youth. Native foster youth
with disabilities in particular
were over five times more likely
to be suspended than all
students in California (17.20%).
Native students in general were
suspended over twice as much
as all students (6.50%), and
almost 1 out of 10 Native
students with disabilities in
California were suspended
during the school year (9.80%)
compared to approximately 1
out of 18 of all students (5.50%).
Students with disabilities and
foster youth were also
substantially more likely to be
suspended.
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Suspensions
California Suspension Rate

2021-2022 School Year
All Students NA/AI Students
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ACCESS TO SCHOOL

Over 30% of Native students who
were suspended in California for
the 2021-2022 school year were
suspended multiple times. The rate
of multiple suspensions increased
for Native students with disabilities
(39.7%), Native foster youth (38.7%),
and Native foster youth with
disabilities (43.9%). Although Native
foster youth were less likely to be
suspended multiple times
compared to all foster youth. 

C A L I F O R N I A  T R I B A L  F A M I L I E S  C O A L I T O N
2 0 2 3  E D U C A T I O N  F A C T  S H E E T

P A G E  1 0

Multiple Suspensions  Multiple Suspensions Rate for
Suspended Students in California

2021 - 2022 School Year
All Students NA/AI Students

Total

Students with
 Disabilit

ies
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Expulsions

All
Students

NA/AI
Students

Total 0.1% 0.1%

Students with
Disabilities 

0.1% 0.2%

Foster Youth 0.4% 0.0%

Foster Youth
with Disabilities

0.3% 0.0%

During the 2021-2022 school year,
Native students with disabilities in
California were twice as likely to be
expelled compared to all students,
with or without disabilities. While
the expulsion rate for Native foster
youth was 0%, the expulsion rate for
foster youth identified as “Two or
More Races” was 0.5%. It is also
unclear from the CDE data how
often other exclusionary methods
such as involuntary school transfers
were utilized instead of formal
expulsions. 

California Student Expulsion Rate
2021 - 2022 School Year



ACADEMIC OUTCOMES

California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress data from
the 2022-2023 school year indicates major achievement gaps for Native
students in California. Only 33.9% of Native students met or exceeded
standards in English Language Arts/Literacy compared to 46.7% of all
students.  Similarly, only 21.9% of Native students met or exceeded
standards in math compared to 34.6% of all students. Public data was
not available for Native students with disabilities or Native foster youth. 
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Academic Achievement

California Assessment of Student Performance
Percent of Students that Met or Exceeded Standards

2022 - 2023 School Year

46.7%
All Students

33.9%
NA/AI Students

E N G L I S H  L A N G U A G E
A R T S / L I T E R A C Y

M A T H E M A T I C S

34.6%

21.9%

All Students

NA/AI Students



ACADEMIC OUTCOMES

According to CDE data from the 2021-2022 school year, Native youth
are less likely to graduate from high school compared to all students
(78.8% v. 87.0%). Students with disabilities and foster youth are also
less likely to graduate. There is a slight disparity among Native
students with disabilities compared to all students with disabilities
(69.5% v. 73.8%). Although, Native foster youth are more likely to
graduate than all foster youth. 
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Graduation 

California Cohort Graduation Rate
2021 - 2022 School Year

Total Students with Disabilities Foster Youth
Foster Youth with Disabilities

All Students NA/AI Students
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College Readiness
College readiness is a major problem for Native youth in California. While
over half of all high school graduates in California meet the course
requirements for admission into the University of California or California State
University (UC/CSU) systems, only 30.4% of Native students meet these
requirements. Notably, even when UC/CSU course requirements are met,
admission is not guaranteed. This disparity worsens for Native students with
disabilities and Native foster youth. Only 10.8% of Native students with
disabilities meet UC/CSU course requirements compared to 19.5% of all
students with disabilities, and only 6.7% of Native foster youth meet UC/CSU
requirements compared to 17.4% of all foster youth. The percentage of
Native foster youth students with disabilities meeting UC/CSU course
requirements was especially low at 5.9%. 

Total Students with Disabilities Foster Youth
Foster Youth with Disabilities

All Students NA/AI Students
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Percent of California High School Graduates
Meeting UC/CSU Course Requirements

2021 - 2022 School Year
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College Enrollment
California high school graduates who met University of California or
California State University (UC/CSU) course requirements were about
twice as likely to enroll in college within 12 months after graduation
compared to graduates who did not meet UC/CSU course requirements
(82.0% v. 41.8%). While there is some disparity in college enrollment for
Native youth who met UC/CSU course requirements, it appears that
college readiness is a major protective factor for Native youth enrolling in
college within 12 months of high school graduation. However, it is very
concerning that the CDE was unable to provide data on college enrollment
for Native foster youth on this data point because there were not enough
Native foster youth meeting UC/CSU course requirements in California to
meet data reporting requirements. 

For Native high school graduates in California not meeting UC/CSU
requirements, there were substantial disparities in college enrollment
during the 2021-2022 school year. While 41.8% of all high school graduates
not meeting UC/CSU requirements still enrolled in college within 12
months, only 30.9% of Native high school graduates not meeting UC/CSU
requirements did. This disparity worsens for Native youth with disabilities
(23.4% for Native youth with disabilities and 23.1% for Native foster youth
with disabilities). 
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College Enrollment Cont. 

All Students NA/IA Students
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

 UC/CSU Course
Requirements

Met 
Total
Students with Disabilities
Foster Youth
Foster Youth with Disabilities

All Students NA/AI Students
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Percent of California High School Graduates 
Enrolled in College within 12 Months

2021-2022 School Year

 UC/CSU Course
Requirements

Not Met 



REFERENCES

C A L I F O R N I A  T R I B A L  F A M I L I E S  C O A L I T O N
2 0 2 3  E D U C A T I O N  F A C T  S H E E T

ACLU Northern California, ACLU of Northern California Files Complaint Against Loleta USD
on Behalf of Tribe for Discrimination of Indigenous Students (2022). Retrieved on December
8, 2023, from https://www.aclunc.org/news/aclu-northern-california-files-complaint-
against-loleta-usd-behalf-tribe-discrimination. 

ACLU Northern California, Failing Grade: The Status of Native American Education in
Humboldt County (2020). Available at https://www.aclunc.org/publications/failing-grade-
status-native-american-education-humboldt-county. 

Breanna K. Bollig Improving Public Schools: What Advocates Can Learn from Indian
Education Rights, 52 J. OF L. EDUC. 2 (2023). 

Bryan Newland, Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative Investigative Report (2022).
Available at https://www.bia.gov/sites/default/files/dup/inline-
files/bsi_investigative_report_may_2022_508.pdf. 

California Department of Education, California Assessment of Student Performance and
Progress, Retrieved on December 20, 2023, from https://caaspp-elpac.ets.org/caaspp/. 

California Department of Education, Data Quest, Retrieved in 2023 from
https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/. 

California Department of Education, School Directory. Retrieved on December 1, 2023, from
https://www.cde.ca.gov/SchoolDirectory/. 

California Indian Culture and Sovereignty Center, The State of AI/AN Education in
California (2016). Retrieved on December 8, 2023, from
https://www.csusm.edu/cicsc/projects/education-report.html. 

Institute of Education Sciences, NAEP Data Explorer, Retrieved on July 20, 2022, from
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ndecore/xplore/NDE. 

Institute of Education Sciences, Public High School Four-Year On-Time Graduation Rates
and Event Dropout Rates: School Years 2010-11 and 2011-12 (2014).
 
Institute of Education Sciences, National Indian Education Study 2019 (2021). 

P A G E  1 6

https://www.aclunc.org/publications/failing-grade-status-native-american-education-humboldt-county
https://www.aclunc.org/publications/failing-grade-status-native-american-education-humboldt-county


REFERENCES

C A L I F O R N I A  T R I B A L  F A M I L I E S  C O A L I T O N
2 0 2 3  E D U C A T I O N  F A C T  S H E E T

P A G E  1 7

Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Status and
Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups (2019), Retrieved on December 20, 2023,
from https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2019/2019038.pdf. 

Morongo Education Services. Retrieved on December 1, 2023, from
https://morongonation.org/education-services/. 

National Center for Juvenile Justice. Retrieved December 1, 2023 from
https://ncjj.org/AFCARS/Disproportionality_Dashboard.asp?selDisplay=4. 

Native Indian Education Association, Information on Native Students. Retrieved on
December 1, 2023, from https://www.niea.org/native-education-research. 

Northern California Indian Development Council, Indigenous Education Advocate. Retrieved
on December 8, 2023, from https://www.ncidc.org/indigenous-education-advocate. 

Soboba Band of Luiseño Indians. Retrieved on December 21, 2023, from
https://www.soboba-nsn.gov/departments

U.S. Dept. of Education, Office for Civil Rights, Civil Rights Data Collection. Retrieved on
December 1, 2023, from https://ocrdata.ed.gov/estimations/2017-2018. 

U.S. Gov’t Accountability Off., GAO-15-121, Bureau of Indian Education Needs to Improve
Oversight of School Spending (2014). 

U.S. Gov’t Accountability Off., GAO-21-492T, Indian Education Schools Need More Assistance
to Provide Distance Learning (2016). 

U.S. Gov’t Accountability Off., GAO-20-358, Indian Education Actions Needed to Ensure
Students with Disabilities Receive Special Education Services (2020). 

U.S. Gov’t Accountability Off., GAO-16-313, Key Actions Needed to Ensure Safety and Health
at Indian School Facilities (2016). 

U.S. Gov’t Accountability Off. GAO-18-258, K-12 Education Discipline Disparities for Black
Students, Boys, and Students of Disabilities 73 (2018). 

Zachary Giano et al., Adverse Childhood Events in American Indian/Alaska Native
Populations, 60(2) AM. J. PREVENTIVE MED. 213 (2020).
  







December 2023


