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Ethnic studies is a culturally relevant curriculum designed to address the
instructional needs of an increasingly diverse student population. However,
evidence regarding the effectiveness of this curriculum at scale remains lim-
ited. This study evaluated the impact of districtwide implementation using
a student-level difference-in-differences design with two-way fixed effects.
We found that enrollment increased overall grade-point average by 0.17
points (0.24 SD), with the largest gains observed in math and science, and

BIRAJ BISHT is a doctoral student in the School of Education at the University of
California, Irvine. His research examines how educational policy shapes learning,
engagement, and opportunity in K–12 systems, with a focus on disparities experienced
by students of color and those from low socioeconomic backgrounds.

SADE BONILLA is an assistant professor of education policy at the University of Pennsylvania
Graduate School of Education. Her research examines how education policies and
institutional practices shape student access, engagement, and academic outcomes across
K–12 and postsecondary contexts, with particular attention to equity implications for
students from low-income backgrounds and racially minoritized groups.

GRACE (HA EUN) KIM is a research analyst at the Center for the Transformation of Schools
at the University of California, Los Angeles, where she supports various teams, includ-
ing, but not limited to, the Educator Diversity team and the Computational Thinking
Equity Project. Grace uses quantitative and qualitative research methodologies to
address critical education policy questions regarding racial and socioeconomic
inequality in school experiences and outcomes.

EMILY K. PENNER is an associate professor of education policy and social context in
the School of Education at the University of California, Irvine. Her research focuses
on K–12 education policy and considers the ways that districts, schools, teachers,
and families contribute to and ameliorate educational inequality.

American Educational Research Journal

June 2026, Vol. 63, No. 3, pp. 471–513

DOI: 10.3102/00028312261426338

Article reuse guidelines: sagepub.com/journals-permissions

� 2026 The Author(s). https://journals.sagepub.com/home/aer

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3102%2F00028312261426338&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-04-08


reduced course failure by 5.6 percentage points (0.14 SD). These benefits
extended to all student groups, with stronger effects among academically vul-
nerable, male, Black and Latinx students and those with individualized edu-
cation plans. Our findings suggest that well-implemented ethnic studies can
be scaled effectively and can potentially reduce disparities in student
outcomes.

KEYWORDS: ethnic studies, culturally relevant pedagogy, difference-in-
differences, curriculum

Introduction

For decades, researchers have documented persistent racial and ethnic
gaps in student outcomes and unequal access to quality education
(Coleman, 1966; Matheny et al., 2023). Despite numerous K–12 reforms, evi-
dence of their effectiveness in improving outcomes for historically marginal-
ized students remains mixed (Bleiberg et al., 2024; Dee & Jacob, 2011; Ladd,
2017). Scholars have long emphasized the need for culturally relevant
approaches that draw on the strengths of increasingly diverse communities
while addressing students’ instructional and pedagogical needs (Ladson-
Billings & Tate, 1995; Yosso, 2005). More recently, Polikoff (2021) argued
that high-quality curricula reflecting students’ cultural backgrounds are essen-
tial for promoting both equity and excellence in education. Ethnic studies (ES)
has emerged as a prominent example of these values, offering curricula
rooted in the experiences of students of color and increasingly used to pro-
mote educational equity (Tintiangco-Cubales et al., 2015). Although ES orig-
inated in higher education during the social movements of the 1960s, its
presence in K–12 schools was limited, until recently, to local initiatives.

In recent years, ES has expanded beyond localized efforts as districts and
states have formally adopted policies mandating its implementation—often
amid significant political debate and resistance. Notably, California became
the first state to require ES for high school graduation, beginning with the class
of 2030, and several other states and districts have followed suit. By 2020,
nearly half of California high school students were enrolled in schools offering
ES (Kwon, 2021; Penner & Ma, 2024). Yet opposition to ES, which has existed
since its origins in the 1960s, continues today, as seen in Arizona’s Mexican
American Studies (MAS) ban in 2010, and more recent restrictive policies
highlight continuing controversy (Kocivar, 2024; Medina, 2017). Even in
California, the future of the graduation requirement remains uncertain
because its most recent state budget did not allocate funding for implementa-
tion (Jones, 2025). These developments highlight both the opportunities and
challenges associated with the institutionalization of ES.

The growing prevalence of ES coursework raises important questions
about its effects when implemented at scale. Although recent studies have
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highlighted the potential of ES to improve student outcomes—including course
performance, graduation rates, and college enrollment (Bonilla et al., 2021;
Cabrera et al, 2014; Dee & Penner, 2017)—existing research is limited in scope.
For example, Cabrera et al. (2014) provided largely descriptive findings of
Tucson’s MAS Program, whereas causal studies have focused on a small-scale
ES pilot targeting academically struggling students in the San Francisco
Unified School District (Bonilla et al., 2021; Dee & Penner, 2017). This raises
concerns about the generalizability of the benefits of ES to broader and more
diverse student populations. Moreover, the scaling of promising education
interventions frequently leads to diminished effectiveness (Al-Ubaydli et al.,
2020; Jepsen & Rivkin, 2009; Kraft et al., 2024; von Hippel & Wagner, 2018).
As ES becomes a core element of high school curricula in California and else-
where, rigorous evaluation of its impact at scale is essential for understanding
its potential to improve academic trajectories for all students.

We provide the first causal evidence on the academic impacts of a district-
wide expansion of high school ES in the San Francisco Unified School District
(SFUSD). Using longitudinal student-level data for 10 cohorts followed from
grades 6 through 12, we estimated the effects of ES enrollment on overall
grade-point average (GPA) and course failure. Our empirical strategy
employed a student-level two-way fixed-effects model to compare students’
course performance before and after ES participation. We further used an
event-study framework to assess the dynamic effects of ES enrollment over
time and a synthetic difference-in-differences (SDID) approach to adjust for
preexisting differences between students who did and did not enroll in ES.

We found that ES enrollment improved academic outcomes, increasing
GPA by 0.17 points (0.24 SD) and reducing course failures by 5.6 percentage
points (0.14 SD). These effects translated into a roughly 15% increase in stu-
dents meeting the 3.0 GPA threshold for University of California admission
and a 27% reduction in course failures, with gains especially pronounced in
math and science. ES benefits students across all racial and ethnic groups,
with particularly strong effects for lower-performing students, male students,
Black and Latinx students, and students receiving special education services.
Importantly, these effect sizes fell within the medium to large range for edu-
cational interventions and were both rare and substantively meaningful,
because average effects in education research typically fall below 0.10 SD
(Kraft, 2020). Results remained robust across model specifications, sensitivity
checks for differential attrition, sample restrictions, and falsification tests,
underscoring the credibility of these causal estimates.

This study makes three key contributions to the existing literature. First, it
provides novel causal evidence on successfully scaling a promising curricular
intervention districtwide, extending prior research that focused primarily on
a smaller, well-resourced pilot program (Bonilla et al., 2021; Dee & Penner,
2017). Second, it broadens the evidence base regarding the effectiveness of
ES across diverse student populations, including variation by academic
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preparedness, race and ethnicity, special education participation, and English
language proficiency. Finally, it contributes to research on high school transi-
tions by demonstrating how a race-conscious course can buffer students
against the adverse effects of transitioning to high school during adolescence
(Benner & Graham, 2009; Seidman et al., 1996).

Theoretical Framework

ES is a curricular and pedagogical approach that centers the histories, cul-
tures, and experiential aspects of diverse communities in the classroom.
Drawing on principles of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings,
1995), ES affirms student identities, promotes academic engagement through
relevant content, and cultivates critical consciousness by enabling students to
examine and challenge structural inequality. The curriculum fosters individ-
ual and collective agency by examining colonialism, racism, and power struc-
tures in the context of social movements (Reyes-McGovern & Buenavista,
2016; Sleeter & Zavala, 2020). By connecting academic learning to real-world
civic involvement, ES fosters both individual empowerment and community
action (Reyes-McGovern & Buenavista, 2016; Tintiangco-Cubales et al., 2015).

ES emerges from critical traditions, including critical race theory, Latina/o/x
critical race theory, critical race structuralism, and other critical traditions, which
emphasize how race, racism, and intersecting oppressions shape educational
institutions and access to opportunity (Bell, 1995; Bernal, 2002; Delgado &
Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
These perspectives highlight how curricular omissions, race-evasive practices,
and deficit-based narratives marginalize students from nondominant groups
while advancing education as a means of social transformation (Wiggan
et al., 2023). Rooted in student and community activism, ES was designed
from its inception to reconstruct the histories of marginalized groups, centering
their contributions to U.S. society as means of establishing democratic pluralism
and achieving educational equity (Hu-DeHart, 1993).

ES is particularly well suited to engage students during the transition to
high school—a period of rapid developmental change characterized by iden-
tity formation, heightened social awareness, and emerging civic orientation.
Psychosocial and social identity theories show that identity development
accelerates during this period as students encounter new academic and social
challenges during their entry into high school (Benner & Graham, 2009; Lee &
Smith, 2001). This transition often includes risks such as increased rates of
grade retention (Pharris-Ciurej et al., 2012), declining achievement (Rice,
2001), heightened loneliness, and diminished self-esteem (Barber & Olsen,
2004; Benner & Graham, 2009; Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Racially minoritized
students may also face bias and discrimination that further shape their school
engagement and experiences (Benner et al., 2018; Eccles et al., 2006).
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Given these risks, scholars have emphasized that peer connection, sense
of belonging, and positive teacher relationships are crucial protective factors
for students’ well-being (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Benner, 2011; Weiss &
Bearman, 2007). ES courses explicitly teach students the conceptual language
and foster critical thinking skills to analyze inequality, examine social move-
ments, and connect their identities to wider social issues. Introducing this con-
tent in early high school—when students are developmentally primed to
question societal norms and consider their role in shaping them—may cata-
lyze meaningful increases in academic engagement and motivation.

Multiple theoretical traditions have suggested pathways through which
ES can improve academic outcomes for historically marginalized students.
Our framework drew from culturally relevant pedagogy, ethnic-racial identity
development, critical consciousness, and social psychological mindsets. ES
mirrors the tenets of culturally relevant pedagogy and culturally responsive
or sustaining teaching, which aim to support diverse learners by prioritizing
academic development, affirming students’ cultural and racial identities,
and cultivating critical thinking about social issues and inequities (Gay,
2010; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995; Paris & Alim, 2017). ES curricula expand
on these principles through deeper reflection and social action (Cuauhtin,
2019), with the aim of unlocking the educational potential of marginalized
students by centering their often-overlooked cultural knowledge, skills, and
assets (Yosso, 2005).

ES also offers students a meaningful context for developing a positive eth-
nic-racial identity (ERI), a process of exploring and constructing the significance,
centrality, and emotional meaning of group membership (Gillespie et al., 2025;
Rivas-Drake et al., 2014; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). ERI is shaped by heritage,
lived experiences, and broader sociohistorical contexts, reflecting the extent
to which students affirm its personal significance in their lives (Umaña-Taylor,
2023). For youth of color navigating stereotypes, cultural differences, and iden-
tity-based tensions, a secure and positive ERI is linked to healthier adjustment
and smoother transitions to adulthood (Eccles et al., 2006; Phinney &
Kohatsu, 1999; Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). Research has shown that interventions
focused on ERI development foster psychosocial well-being and academic
engagement in adolescents (Umaña-Taylor, 2023). In line with this, ES courses
often invite students to reflect on their racial and cultural identities, consider their
intersections with other aspects of self, and critically examine how they shape
personal experiences and societal perceptions (Gillespie et al., 2025). Positive
ERI development, in turn, may foster students’ sense of belonging, motivation,
and purpose in school, thereby contributing to academic success.

Another central aim of ES is to develop students’ critical consciousness,
defined as an awareness of structural inequality, the ability to reflect on its
causes and consequences, and a belief in one’s capacity to affect social change
(Diemer et al., 2016; Freire, 2014; Pinedo et al., 2025). Adolescence is consid-
ered a critical period for this development because it coincides with other key
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developmental processes (Pinedo et al., 2024). ES courses create opportuni-
ties for students to examine historical and contemporary injustices, connect
personal and community experiences, and learn about civic and political
actions that can promote social change. Research has suggested that cultivat-
ing sociopolitical efficacy and the skills to engage in activism supports recip-
rocal youth-context interactions and is linked to positive outcomes such as
higher SAT scores, better GPAs, and increased intentions to vote (Heberle
et al., 2020; Seider & Graves, 2020).

Developing critical consciousness promotes a range of positive outcomes
across diverse groups. For students from marginalized communities, it
strengthens academic engagement and promotes resilience in the face of dis-
crimination (Diemer & Li, 2011; Seider & Graves, 2020). For students from
more privileged backgrounds, critically examining inequality can reduce
bias, build solidarity, and increase support for social change (Glasford &
Johnston, 2018; Hughes et al., 2007; Nelsen, 2021). Together, the literature
has suggested that critical consciousness may serve as a key psychological
mechanism through which ES builds inclusive, civically-oriented learning
environments (Diemer et al., 2016; Pinedo et al., 2025).

ES also incorporates key active ingredients of mindset and social psycho-
logical interventions that enhance students’ self-perception and learning
capabilities. The course provides repeated opportunities to affirm their per-
sonal values, promote social belonging, cultivate a growth mindset, provide
forewarning about stereotypes, and develop external attributions for chal-
lenges (Cohen et al., 2006; Walton & Cohen, 2011; Yeager et al., 2019).
Whereas mindset interventions typically offer these supports for students in
isolated instances, ES sustains them throughout the duration of the course,
often an entire year.

Evidence on ES and Student Outcomes

A growing body of research has highlighted the social, behavioral, and
academic benefits of ES for K–12 students (Bonilla et al., 2021; Cabrera
et al., 2014; de los Rı́os, 2013; Dee & Penner, 2017; Gillespie et al., 2024,
2025; Sleeter, 2011; Sleeter & Zavala, 2020). Qualitative and case study
research has suggested that students enrolled in ES courses demonstrate
increased school connectedness, motivation, ethnic identity, sense of
empowerment, self-concept, critical thinking skills, and academic achieve-
ment (Halagao, 2012; Lewis et al., 2006, 2012; Thomas et al., 2008; Vasquez,
2005; Wiggan & Watson-Vandiver, 2019).

Larger-scale quantitative studies have explored the relationship between
ES enrollment and student outcomes. For example, Cabrera et al. (2014)
found that enrolling in the Tucson Mexican American Studies Program was
associated with increases in graduation rates among four cohorts of students
who elected to take the course. Quasi-experimental evidence from SFUSD’s
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pilot ES program in a subset of district high schools indicated that students
with an eighth grade GPA below 2.0 who were encouraged to take the course
experienced increased cumulative ninth grade GPA, attendance, and course
credits (Dee & Penner, 2017). Furthermore, these benefits extended through-
out and beyond high school because these students were more likely to grad-
uate and enroll in postsecondary education (Bonilla et al., 2021). However, it
is unclear whether the effects would persist in different schools, when taught
by different teachers, or with higher-performing students.

Challenges of Scale-Up

Many initially promising educational interventions fail to scale success-
fully (Domina et al., 2015; Elmore, 2016; Jepsen & Rivkin, 2009; List et al.,
2021). Maintaining effective practices becomes challenging when programs
are replicated in new conditions that alter implementation depth, sustainabil-
ity, spread, and ownership (Coburn, 2003; Peurach & Glazer, 2012).
Additionally, treatment effects observed in small-scale programs may not
accurately reflect outcomes when expanded to broader populations or differ-
ent contexts or taught by new educators (Al-Ubaydli et al., 2020). If district-
wide expansion fails to preserve the core components that made initial
implementations successful, lacks adequate support for new ES teachers, or
involves students who are unrepresentative of the broader population, the
program may not yield similar results. Therefore, assessing the effectiveness
of ES at scale and its impact across diverse demographic, instructional, and
school contexts is crucial to understanding its broader potential.

Our study provides novel evidence of the effects of ES implemented dis-
trictwide over more than a decade (from the 2007–08 to 2022–23 school years)
and across a diverse and large group of students. We also tested the effect of
ES enrollment for students across the eighth grade GPA distribution, students
from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, and among students participat-
ing in special education and English language learner programs. To accom-
plish this, we asked the following research questions:

Research Question 1: How does ES enrollment impact students’ academic perfor-
mance, specifically course grades and failure rates?

Research Question 2: Does the effect of ES enrollment vary by students’ demo-
graphic and academic characteristics?

Data

School District Context

We evaluated the districtwide implementation of high school ES in the
SFUSD. This year-long district course was an early leader in establishing
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a formal K–12 ES program that has roots in an early community-based itera-
tion of the program (Tintiangco-Cubales et al., 2010). The year-long district
course was developed and piloted by a core group of social studies teachers
over several years with support from an ES professor from a local California
State University. The school board subsequently voted to expand course
availability across all district high schools and then adopted a two-semester
ES graduation requirement, beginning with the graduating class of 2028.
However, the course was not immediately available in all schools; instead,
its availability expanded gradually at different rates across schools.

Assessing the impact of scaling up ES in the SFUSD was ideal for several
reasons. This program grew steadily over time, but its initial pilot was widely
regarded as successful (Bonilla et al., 2021; Dee & Penner, 2017). However,
many interventions that show early success face challenges when scaled to
new contexts or taught by different educators (Al-Ubaydli et al., 2020;
Jepsen & Rivkin, 2009; List et al., 2021). By examining the impact of ES expan-
sion across district high schools, we document whether its success in a highly
resourced pilot, driven by self-selected, motivated teachers, is sustained as
new educators teach the course in diverse instructional environments.

Second, we provide credibly causal estimates of ES by leveraging rich
panel data spanning 16 years, documenting its gradual expansion. Rapid
expansion at the expense of local control can undermine scale-up efforts
(Peurach & Glazer, 2012). The SFUSD’s steady ES expansion offers a valuable
opportunity to validate this approach and examine changes in program
impact over time.

Finally, earlier studies were limited in examining heterogeneity across
student populations due to small pilot sizes or student body composition
(Bonilla et al., 2021; Cabrera et al., 2014; Dee & Penner, 2017). Our study pro-
vides critical insights into how the impact of ES varies by students’ prior aca-
demic achievement, language proficiency, special education participation,
and racial or ethnic background, informing implementation efforts across
California and beyond.

Data and Methods

We used student-level administrative data for students in grades 6–12
across nearly 40 middle and high schools in the SFUSD, spanning the 2007–
08 through 2022–23 school years. These data included information on student
course enrollments, course-level grades, identifiers for student’s race/ethnic-
ity, gender, emergent bilingual (or English language learner) status, special
education program participation, grade level, and school.

We examined two key indicators of students’ academic progress as
dependent variables in our analyses: student annual GPA and an indicator
for whether they passed all their classes (excluding ES and physical educa-
tion).1 The GPA variable was a continuous measure that took a value on
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a 4-point scale (4 = A; 3 = B; 2 = C; etc.). We also created an indicator for
whether each student passed all their courses. The indicator took the value
1 if the student received any Ds or Fs across all graded courses. This course
credit indicator specified whether a student passed all their core courses
with a C– or higher (i.e., the district policy and the University of California/
California State University system minimum admission requirements).

Research has suggested that high schools have responded to federal
accountability standards by increasing graduation rates through grade infla-
tion rather than real academic gains (Harris et al., 2023; Sanchez & Moore,
2022). Higher graduation rates have not been matched by improved standard-
ized test scores (Bowden et al., 2023; Goldhaber & Goodman Young, 2024),
prompting concerns that the high school diploma is being devalued
(Northern et al., 2018). However, research has consistently demonstrated
that high school GPA is the strongest predictor of college performance, sur-
passing standardized tests such as the ACT and the SAT, across a variety of
contexts (Allensworth & Clark, 2020; Koretz et al., 2016; Pattison et al.,
2013). Given that GPA is an imperfect measure, we conducted robustness
checks to test the sensitivity of our results.

Our primary independent variable of interest was a binary indicator of
student enrollment in ES, which equaled 1 for the first high school grade in
which a student enrolled in ES. Because some students took ES in multiple
years, we defined this variable based on their first enrollment grade. A small
number of students took ES as a brief 6-week ‘‘elective wheel’’ during middle
school.2 Sensitivity analyses excluding these students yielded qualitatively
consistent results. Accordingly, for the purposes of this study, we defined
ES participation as the first enrollment in an ES course during high school.

Analytic Sample

Figure 1 illustrates the growth of ES enrollment in SFUSD high schools
from the 2007–08 through 2022–23 school years. Since the program’s official
pilot in the 2010–11 school year, enrollment in ES has quadrupled despite
overall high school enrollment remaining steady at around 16,000 students
per year. In the first year of the ES pilot, only 3.5% of all high school students
were enrolled in ES. However, by the 2022–23 school year, enrollment had
increased to 13.4%. Enrollment in ES peaked at 15% in the 2021–22 school
year.

ES is most commonly taken in ninth grade, with nearly 36% of ninth
graders enrolled in the 2022–23 school year. A smaller share—about
6%—of students took the course in grades 10–12. Most students took ES for
a full academic year, whereas fewer than 0.5% enrolled for just one semester.

We constructed two analytic samples. Our main analytic sample was a bal-
anced panel, which consisted of students observed continuously from grades
6 through 12 with complete 7-year enrollment records during our study
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period. It comprised 24,246 unique students—about 40% of all ninth graders
during the study period in this sample—originating from 32 feeder middle
schools and enrolled across 17 comprehensive and four alternative or contin-
uation high schools, resulting in 169,722 student-year observations.
Leveraging this extensive dataset, we estimated effects for 10 cohorts of sixth
grade students. For comparison, we also constructed an unbalanced panel
that included students who had at least 2 years of enrollment data, including
the ninth grade year, and had GPA data. For students who took ES, we
included those who had GPA data from at least 1 year before and at the end
of the year they enrolled in ES. This expanded sample included 60,240 unique
students, about 96% of all ninth graders during our study period. We used this
larger sample to compare estimates from the balanced panel to ensure the
robustness of our main results.

In our primary (balanced panel) sample, 19% (n = 4,615) of SFUSD high
school students across 10 cohorts ever enrolled in ES (Table 1). In our unbal-
anced panel, 19.2% (n = 11,578) of SFUSD high school students ever enrolled
during the same period (Appendix Table A1). Appendix Table A2 details the
differences between the balanced and unbalanced samples. We used the bal-
anced panel as our primary estimation sample because it allowed us to exam-
ine dynamic effects of the program on enrolled students over time.

Table 1 provides baseline (grade 8) descriptive statistics for the students
in the balanced panel.3 The group of SFUSD students who enrolled in ES

Figure 1. Proportion of high school students enrolled in ethnic studies by year.

Note. Trends in ethnic studies enrollment across school years. Sample includes all high school

students who attend the SFUSD.
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(ever ES) included higher shares of Latinx students (35%), Black students
(10.2%), and students who were eligible for special education services
(13.7%) compared with students who never enrolled in ES (never ES).
Additionally, the ever ES group included lower shares of emergent bilingual
(66.4%), Asian (41.0%), and White students (7%) and had a lower average
grade 8 GPA (2.94) than students who never enrolled in ES (3.36). Most of
the students who took ES did so in grade 9 (52%), whereas 31.1% were in
grade 12, 11.5% were in grade 11, and 5.4% were in grade 10.

Due to our partner district’s policy on student data privacy protection,
individual measures of student poverty were not available. However, the dis-
trict publicly reported school-level share of students classified as socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged. Across SFUSD high schools, ~60% of students fell

Table 1

Baseline Descriptive Statistics, Balanced Panel

Factor

Overall sample
Ever enrolled in

ethnic studies

Never enrolled

in ethnic studies

Mean SD Mean Mean

Demographics

Female 0.490 0.50 0.486 0.491

Special education 0.120 0.33 0.137 0.117*

Emergent bilingual 0.686 0.46 0.664 0.691*

Black 0.055 0.23 0.102 0.044*

Latinx 0.203 0.40 0.351 0.168*

Asian 0.591 0.49 0.410 0.634*

White 0.087 0.28 0.070 0.091*

Other 0.064 0.24 0.067 0.063

Academic performance

Grade 8 overall GPA 3.279 0.77 2.939 3.359*

Grade 8 course failure rate 0.251 0.43 0.398 0.216*

Grade 8 GPA \2.0 0.087 0.28 0.166 0.069*

Grade 8 GPA 2.0–3.0 0.227 0.42 0.324 0.204*

Grade 8 GPA .3.0 0.686 0.46 0.511 0.727*

Ethnic studies enrollment rate

ES in grade 9 0.519

ES in grade 10 0.054

ES in grade 11 0.115

ES in grade 12 0.311

Ever enrolled in ES 0.190

No. of students 24,246 4,615 19,631

Note: Measures for demographic characteristics and academic performance from eighth
grade for students in the balanced panel.
*p \ .01.
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into this category, with rates of socioeconomic disadvantage at the school
level ranging from 20 to 75% for the 2022–23 school year.

Identification Strategy

Student selection into ES presents a potential source of bias if students
who enroll in ES differ systematically. To address this concern, we used a dif-
ference-in-differences (DID) design with two-way fixed effects (TWFE) that
leveraged the longitudinal nature of our student panel data. This approach
allowed us to estimate within-student changes in academic performance
(e.g., GPA or course failure) before and after ES enrollment while accounting
for time-invariant characteristics that might influence academic trajectories
(e.g., motivation and prior achievement). Prior studies have used similar stu-
dent fixed-effects models to evaluate the effects of special education pro-
grams on academic performance and economic returns to earning
postsecondary credentials (Meyer et al., 2022; Schwartz et al., 2021; Xu &
Trimble, 2016).

Specifically, we estimated a TWFE event-study approach as follows:

yig 5 a 1
X�2

j 5�6

bjðESEnrolligÞ1
X3

k 5 0

bkðESEnrolligÞ1 ui 1 pg 1 eig ð1Þ

where yig represents the academic outcome of interest (GPA or course failures)
for student i in grade g. The key independent variable, ESEnrollig, is a set of indi-
cator variables denoting the number of years before or after a student first
enrolled in ES. We omit the year before enrollment (j ¼ �1) and use it as the
reference category to capture baseline differences between treated and
untreated students. The student fixed effect ui captures idiosyncratic time-
invariant individual characteristics such as race/ethnicity, gender, and other
unobserved attributes (e.g., motivation). Additionally, pg is a grade fixed effect
that captures systematic differences in enrollment and outcomes across grades.
The error term eig is clustered at the school level to account for within-school
correlation; With 53 schools, the number of clusters was sufficient, and results
were robust to clustering at alternative levels. The number of pre- and post-
enrollment observations varied by student based on the grade of first ES enroll-
ment in high school. We examined heterogeneous treatment effects by investi-
gating whether the impact of ES enrollment varied by baseline student
characteristics including eighth grade student GPA, race/ethnicity, gender,
emergent bilingual status, and special education enrollment. We also explored
variation in student outcomes based on the timing of ES adoption across
schools.

While the event-study specification provided a dynamic representation of
the ES effect over time, we also estimated a more parsimonious within-student
fixed-effects model to assess the average treatment effect over a student’s
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secondary school career. In this alternative specification, we substituted the
event-study indicators with a binary treatment variable that took the value
of 1 for all post-ES enrollment years. For example, a student enrolling in ES
in ninth grade would carry a value of 1 for grades 9–12. Formally, we esti-
mated this second specification:

yig 5 bðESigÞ 1 ui 1 pg 1 eig ð2Þ

where ESig is an indicator that equals 1 if student i enrolled in ES in grade g or
any prior grade and 0 otherwise. The student and grade fixed effects remained
as specified earlier. Therefore, b captures the overall effect of ES participation
averaged across all post-enrollment years. To examine heterogeneity, we
interacted ESig with key demographic variables to provide estimates of the
treatment effect for each student group.

Because our TWFE analysis indicated potential pretrend differences—
particularly among ninth grade ES takers, who exhibited declining GPA trajec-
tories relative to nontakers prior to enrollment—we also implemented a syn-
thetic difference-in-differences (SDID) estimator (Arkhangelsky et al., 2021;
Candelaria et al., 2024). SDID addresses these concerns by constructing
a weighted comparison group that closely matches ES enrollees’ pretreatment
trajectory. It does so by incorporating unit- and time-specific weights that min-
imize pretreatment imbalances in outcomes, effectively relaxing the parallel
trends assumption. Formally, the SDID objective function was

t̂sdid ; â;û;cp� �
5 argmin

t;a;u;p

XN

i 5 1

X12

g 5 6

ðyig � a� ui � pg � tðESigÞ2ŵsdid
i l̂

sdid
g

2
4

3
5 ð3Þ

where ŵsdid
i and l̂

sdid
g denote the student- and grade-specific weights selected

to minimize the pretreatment differences (during middle school) between ES
takers (i.e., the treatment group) and nontakers (i.e., comparison students).
This weighting procedure strengthened the internal validity of our estimates
by ensuring that pretreatment trajectories of treated and comparison groups
were closely aligned. SDID achieved this alignment by solving a constrained
optimization problem that assigns unit and time weights (Arkhangelsky et al.,
2021; Clarke et al., 2024). By improving pretreatment fit and differencing out
systematic variation, SDID can reduce estimator variance and, in some cases,
yield narrower confidence intervals relative to traditional DID. We estimated
the SDID model using Stata’s sdid command and computed standard errors
using a clustered bootstrap procedure (Clarke et al., 2024). Additional robust-
ness checks, including alternate weighting specifications (i.e., substituting cal-
endar year in place of grade and using both year and grade), are presented in
Appendix Figure A5 and were qualitatively similar.
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Results

Trends in GPA Across Secondary Grades

Figure 2 presents unconditional mean GPA over time for students in the
balanced panel, grouped by ES enrollment. Students who eventually enrolled
in ES showed declining GPAs during middle school, and by eighth grade,
future ninth grade ES enrollees had a GPA that was 0.5 points lower, on aver-
age, than students who never enrolled. At the transition to ninth grade, stu-
dents who never took ES (roughly 80% of the sample) exhibited
a noticeable GPA decline, whereas those who enrolled in ES in ninth grade
did not, suggesting that ES enrollment may mitigate ninth grade transition
effects. By contrast, students who first enrolled in ES in grades 10–12 had
higher middle school GPAs than ninth grade ES enrollees.

These descriptive comparisons underscore the selection into ES courses
by prior GPA as well as other student characteristics (see Appendix Table
A2). This selection into ES courses likely biased the observed GPA differences
in Figure 2. To address this concern, our main analyses relied on a student
fixed-effects model that accounted for time-invariant observed and unob-
served traits and allowed for stronger causal inferences regarding the impact
of ES enrollment.

Figure 2. Grade-point average trajectories by student enrollment in ethnic studies.

Note. Trends in mean GPA by grade levels and ethnic studies enrollment based on a balanced

panel of students attending the SFUSD from grades 6 through 12.
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Main Estimates

Next, we explored the effects of ES enrollment on annual GPA and course
failures using a student fixed-effects event-study design. The x-axis in our
event-study plots (Figures 3–6) represented grades relative to ES enrollment.
The point estimate for year 0 represented the effect for the grade level in
which students enrolled in ES relative to students who never enrolled.
Accordingly, the vertical lines represent confidence intervals, using robust
standard errors clustered at the school level.

Figures 3 and 4 pool students who first enrolled in ES between grades 9
and 12, which produced varying lengths of pre- and post-enrollment periods.
For example, ninth grade enrollees contributed up to 3 pre- and 4 post-
enrollment years, whereas twelfth grade enrollees contributed 6 pre- and
only 1 post-enrollment years. As a result, estimates at the far ends of the
event-study window (e.g., year 26 or year 1 3) were identified from a nar-
rower subset of students. Across the pre-enrollment years, coefficients were
small and statistically indistinguishable from 0, providing supporting evidence
for the parallel-trends assumption that, absent ES enrollment, academic trajec-
tories would have evolved similarly for enrollees and nonenrollees.

In Figure 3, estimates to the right of the vertical line at period 21 are pos-
itive with confidence intervals that exclude 0, suggesting statistically signifi-
cant gains in overall GPA following ES enrollment. By the end of the year
immediately after ES enrollment, GPA increased by ~0.15 grade points relative

Figure 3. Effects of ethnic studies enrollment on overall grade-point average.

Note. Event-study estimates of ethnic studies enrollment in high school (see Equation 1) based

on a balanced panel of students attending the SFUSD from grades 6 through 12.
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to students who never enrolled, and this improvement persisted through high
school, including 3 years after initial enrollment. On average, GPA increased
from 3.3 to 3.45 in the first year following ES enrollment, corresponding to an
effect size of ~0.21 SDs. Figure 4 shows that ES enrollment also reduced
course failures. By the end of the year immediately after enrollment, the likeli-
hood of failing any course decreased by 6.6 percentage points, a 31% reduc-
tion relative to the baseline failure rate of 21% (0.17 SD). This effect persisted
throughout high school, even 3 years after enrollment, providing compelling
evidence that ES improves students’ likelihood of passing their classes.

Given that ES was most often taken in ninth grade and enrollment outside
of this typical timing may introduce selection bias, we also estimated the
event-study models limited to ninth grade enrollees. This restriction also
ensures consistency in the number of pre- and post-enrollment periods in
Figures 5 and 6. Figure 5A shows that ninth grade ES enrollment increased
GPA by nearly 0.25 grade points in the year of enrollment, with effects persist-
ing through subsequent high school years. Similarly, Figure 6A shows that
course failure dropped by 10 percentage points in the year of enrollment—a
34% reduction relative to the mean failure rate of 30%.

Although the results for ninth grade enrollees indicate improvements in
GPA and reductions in course failure, both figures show a statistically signifi-
cant trend in the outcome prior to enrollment in ES. Preexisting trends are
often seen as problematic because they can suggest that post-treatment effects

Figure 4. Proportion of high school students enrolled in ethnic studies by year.

Note. Event-study estimates of ethnic studies enrollment in high school (see Equation 1) based

on a balanced panel of students attending the SFUSD from grades 6 through 12.
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merely reflect prior trajectories, potentially biasing estimates. In our case, the
reversal of pre-treatment trends in the post-treatment estimates suggests that
the estimates likely represent a lower-bound effect of ES enrollment. The pre-
enrollment downward trend also may reflect program dynamics because
teachers and guidance counselors may recommend ES to students with
declining academic performance. Conversely, it is also plausible that high-

Figure 6. Effects of ethnic studies enrollment in grade 9 on course failure: (A) two-

way fixed-effects model; (B) synthetic difference-in-differences model.

Note. Part A shows event-study estimates of grade 9 ethnic studies enrollment effects (Equation

1) based on a balanced student panel. Part B shows synthetic difference-in-differences event-

study estimates (Equation 3).

Figure 5. Effects of ethnic studies enrollment in grade 9 on grade-point average:

(A) two-way fixed-effects model; (B) synthetic difference-in-differences model.

Note. Part A shows event-study estimates of grade 9 ethnic studies enrollment effects (Equation

1) based on a balanced student panel. Part B shows synthetic difference-in-differences event-

study estimates (Equation 3).
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performing students with other curricular interests (e.g., music, language, or
AP/honors courses) may defer or forego ES enrollment altogether.

We used a third approach, the SDID method, to test the robustness of our
main estimates and correct for pretrend violations. Results are shown in
Figures 5B and 6B. All pre-enrollment estimates were centered on 0 following
the weighting procedure. Figure 5B shows that ninth grade ES enrollment
increased GPA by ~0.2 points. Estimates for the three subsequent years
remained positive and statistically significant, with modest attenuation over
time. SDID estimated effects were slightly smaller than the TWFE estimates
in Figure 5A but remained similar in sign and overall magnitude. Similarly,
Figure 6B shows comparable results for course failure. SDID estimates sug-
gested slightly smaller reductions in course failure and modest attenuation
over time, but both approaches demonstrated a positive effect on the aca-
demic trajectories of ninth grade ES enrollees.4

We further examined the pooled effect of ES on GPA and course failure
across the high school years using a TWFE specification (Equation 2). Each
cell in Table 2 reports estimates from a separate regression, with the first
row representing estimates for all students who took the course in any high
school grade. Subsequent rows show estimates from regressions estimated
separately for student subgroups defined by students’ prior academic perfor-
mance, demographic characteristics, or academic program participation.

As shown in the first row of Table 2, TWFE estimates indicated that ES
enrollment in any high school grade improved academic performance. On
average, GPA increased by 0.17 grade points (0.24 SD) relative to a grade
8 GPA mean of 3.3 for students who never enrolled. Among our sample of
ES takers, this translated to an additional 400 students having GPAs that met
or exceeded the University of California GPA eligibility threshold of 3.0 (a
15% increase).5 Course failures declined by 5.6 percentage points (0.14 SD)
relative to a mean failure rate of 21%, representing a 27% reduction, a partic-
ularly meaningful improvement for lower-performing students most at risk of
falling behind or not graduating. These pooled effects were comparable in
magnitude to the dynamic estimates presented in Figures 3–6 and underscore
the practical significance of ES enrollment.

Treatment-Effect Heterogeneity

Our primary treatment-effect estimates may mask important differences
across student subgroups. The impact of ES course enrollment could vary
by demographic characteristics and academic preparation, several of which
have not been explored in prior research. Previous studies using regression
discontinuity designs focused only on students near the eligibility threshold
(eighth grade GPA of 2.0), limiting evidence for higher-GPA students
(Bonilla et al., 2021; Dee & Penner, 2017). We extended this work by estimat-
ing effects across levels of prior academic achievement, racial/ethnic
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Table 2

Effect of Ethnic Studies on Grade-Point Average (GPA)

and Course Failures by Student Characteristics

Student characteristic GPA Any D’s or F’s

Overall (N = 24,210) 0.174*

(0.040)

20.056*

(0.016)

Grade 8 GPA categories

GPA \2.0 (N = 1,826) 0.167*

(0.032)

20.049*

(0.016)

GPA 2.0–3.0 (N = 5,343) 0.122*

(0.044)

20.081*

(0.023)

GPA 3.0–4.0 (N = 17,041) 0.117*

(0.028)

20.013

(0.011)

Gender

Male (N = 12,345) 0.192*

(0.044)

20.068*

(0.017)

Female (N = 11,865) 0.151*

(0.035)

20.042*

(0.015)

Race/ethnicity

Black (N = 1,335) 0.228*

(0.042)

20.104*

(0.021)

Latinx (N = 4,904) 0.248*

(0.046)

20.117*

(0.023)

Asian (N = 14,329) 0.124*

(0.035)

20.029**

(0.014)

White (N = 2,098) 0.188*

(0.041)

20.065*

(0.016)

Other (N = 1,544) 0.225*

(0.055)

20.063*

(0.023)

Special education

Yes (N = 2,734) 0.185*

(0.041)

20.109*

(0.019)

No (N = 21,476) 0.170*

(0.040)

20.049*

(0.016)

Emergent bilingual

Yes (N = 16,589) 0.163*

(0.040)

20.051*

(0.017)

No (N = 7,621) 0.194*

(0.043)

20.066*

(0.016)

Note: Point estimates are from within-student two-way fixed-effects models of ethnic stud-
ies enrollment in high school (see Equation 2). Each estimate or set of estimates is from
a separate regression and employs a distinct specification and sample using the balanced
panel of student in the San Francisco Unified School District. Robust standard errors clus-
tered by school level are reported in parentheses.
*p \ .01; **p \ .05.
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background, and gender and among students in special education and emer-
gent bilingual programs. Each coefficient in Table 2 reports estimates from sep-
arate regressions for each subgroup. We formally tested for differences in ES
impact across subgroups using interaction terms (see Appendix Table A4).

As shown in Table 2, students across the grade 8 GPA distribution expe-
rienced positive, statistically significant GPA gains following ES enrollment,
although the magnitude varied by prior academic performance. Students
with the lowest eighth grade GPA (\2.0) benefited most, with a 0.17-point
increase. Students with GPAs between 2.0–3.0 and .3.0 showed gains of
0.12 and 0.11 points, respectively. Gains for the lowest (\2.0) and middle
(2.0–3.0) GPA groups were larger and statistically significant using the highest
(.3.0) as the reference group (see Appendix Table A4). Lower GPA groups
(\2.0 and 2.0–3.0) also saw the greatest reductions in course failure rates
because higher-performing students were less likely to receive D’s or F’s ini-
tially. The lower GPA groups experienced larger and statistically significant
reductions in failure rates compared with those with the highest GPA
(.3.0). Notably, even students with the highest grade 8 GPAs demonstrated
a positive and statistically significant GPA gain of 0.12 points (see Table 2).

We also found positive effects across gender and racial/ethnic subgroups.
Academic gains were observed for both male and female students, with larger
impacts for males. Male students gained 0.19 points in GPA and reduced
course failures by 0.07, whereas female students gained 0.15 points in GPA
and reduced failures by 0.04; these gender differences were statistically signif-
icant (see Appendix Table A4). All racial and ethnic groups showed improve-
ments in GPA and reductions in course failures after ES enrollment. Black and
Latinx students had the largest gains, with GPA increases of 0.23 and 0.25
points and reductions in course failures of 0.10 and 0.12, respectively. Black
students showed significantly larger gains than Asian students6 (the reference
group; see Appendix Table A4), whereas Latinx students’ gains were not sig-
nificantly different. Across all groups, ES enrollment produced statistically sig-
nificant improvements in GPA and course failures, with no evidence of
negative effects. Although ES courses centered the experiences of communi-
ties of color, students from all racial and ethnic backgrounds benefited.

Table 2 shows that ES benefited students regardless of special education
or emergent bilingual program participation. Gains were larger for students
receiving special education services (0.19 vs. 0.17 points for GPA; 0.11 vs.
0.05 for failures), and these differences were statistically significant (see
Appendix Table A4). Across core subjects, ES enrollment increased GPA in
all areas, with the largest improvements in math (0.27 points) and science
(0.20 points; see Table 3). These results suggest that ES supports academic
outcomes beyond the course itself.
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Robustness

Given the consistent findings across diverse student subgroups, we next
examined robustness beyond the main specifications. A potential threat to iden-
tification was the exclusion of students not continuously enrolled in the district
from grades 6 through 12, which could bias estimates through district attrition.
To address this, we re-estimated models with the unbalanced sample and found
similar results. Appendix Figure A1 shows GPA effects ranging from 0.14 to 0.22
points in the year following ES enrollment, whereas Appendix Figure A2
presents comparable finds showing reductions in course failures.

Another potential threat was bias from unequal attrition between ES
enrollees and nonenrollees, which we observed to some extent, varying by
GPA. To assess its impact, we implemented several imputation strategies for
missing GPA values: (a) replace with zero, (b) replace with 4.0, and (c) imput-
ing the mean of a student’s two most recent available years (Table 4). The
extreme imputation approaches in columns (1) and (2) have been used in
prior research to address missing high school outcomes (Gershenson et al.,
2022). We also re-estimated our main model with our unbalanced panel.
Across all approaches, ES enrollment continued to increase GPA, although
the effect sizes varied somewhat by prior academic performance.

An important alternative explanation for our findings is that ES may attract
teachers whose overall quality—not just the course itself—drives student suc-
cess across subjects. Interviews with ES educators and district leaders indicated
that while many teachers were recruited for their ES content expertise, others
had varied backgrounds and interest in the subject (Penner et al., 2025).
Thus, ES teachers may be selected for qualities that persist across courses.

Most ES teachers also taught additional non-ES subjects, most commonly
world history, U.S. history, economics, English, algebra I, and college/career
readiness, with other courses taught less frequently. To test whether ES

Table 3

Effect of Ethnic Studies Enrollment on Grade-Point Average

(GPA) by Subject Area

Effect/factor

Overall GPA Core subjects English Math Science Social science

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Overall 0.174*

(0.040)

0.186*

(0.039)

0.154*

(0.035)

0.266*

(0.049)

0.199*

0.049

0.199*

0.049

No. of students 24,246 24,246 24,246 24,246 24,246 24,246

Note. Point estimates are from within-student two-way fixed effects models of ES enrollment
on subject-specific GPA (see Equation 2). Column 2 shows GPAs for core subjects: English,
math, science, and social science. Robust standard errors clustered by school level are in
parentheses.
*p \ .01.
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teachers produced similar gains in other subjects, we conducted a falsification
test on these six non-ES courses. Using an event-study design analogous to
our main approach, we treated the first assignment to an ES teacher in
a non-ES course as the treatment, comparing students who had never been
taught by an ES teacher with those who were, excluding students who took
ES with the same teacher. Results (see Appendix Figure A3) show no signifi-
cant changes in GPA after this first non-ES course with an ES teacher. This sug-
gests that the positive effects observed in ES courses are attributable to the
course itself or the course content as enacted by these teachers rather than
the teacher alone.

An additional alternative explanation is that taking the ES course might
replace a more challenging or particularly relevant class, potentially boosting
the student’s observed GPA. We examined these counterfactual courses and
formally tested changes in enrollment associated with ES in Appendix
Tables A5 and A6. We found that ninth grade students who took ES primarily
replaced world history while postponing courses such as world languages,
visual and performing arts, and other electives. They typically took these
courses in grade 10 or grade 11. There was no evidence that ES students
reduced the total number of courses in core subjects such as math, science,
English, or social studies. Although they took fewer world languages courses
overall, they still met graduation requirements. ES students were equally likely
as their peers to fulfill required courses for graduation (see Appendix Table
A6, panel A), and we observed no significant decline in enrollment in
advanced courses such as honors or AP classes (see Appendix Table A6).

While ES enrollment shifted the timing of some courses, school and dis-
trict leaders reported that most schools had expanded their schedules from six
to seven periods to accommodate ES alongside other requirements. This
scheduling change appears to have mitigated constraints on students’ access
to other courses. Taken together, the falsification tests, course substitution
analysis, and district implementation suggested that academic impacts were
unlikely to be explained by teacher spillovers or displaced coursework.

Discussion

This study provides the first districtwide causal evidence of ES effective-
ness, reaching thousands of students. Using longitudinal student-level data
and a student fixed-effects design, we found consistent improvements in aca-
demic performance measured by GPA and course failures across multiple
robustness checks, including attrition adjustments, sample restrictions, and
falsification tests. Unlike many interventions that show limited effects for
older students (Cullen et al., 2013; Heckman & Kautz, 2012), ES demonstrates
sustained benefits at scale for high school students. Importantly, ES enroll-
ment produces a 15% increase in students meeting the 3.0 GPA threshold
for University of California admission eligibility—equivalent to 400 additional
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students in our sample. Moreover, our estimated effect size of 0.24 SD from ES
enrollment exceeds the average pooled effect size of large-scale tutoring pro-
grams serving 400–999 students (0.21 SD) and those serving .1,000 students
(0.16 SD), as reported by Kraft et al. (2024). Furthermore, following Kraft’s
(2020) framework, the effect sizes we observed qualify as large for education
interventions.

Notably, our study provides new, broader evidence that the benefits of ES
extend across all student groups—regardless of race, ethnicity, academic
preparation, gender, special education status, or emergent bilingual status.
Effects were strongest for Black and Latinx students, students in special edu-
cation, students with lower prior GPAs, and male students. These results show
that districtwide ES implementation can drive substantial academic gains
across a diverse student population. Previous studies (e.g., Bonilla et al.,
2021; Cabrera et al., 2014; Dee & Penner, 2017) found strong effects in small
pilot settings, typically among lower-achieving or specific racial/ethnic
groups. Our observed effect on grades was smaller than the treatment-on-
the-treated pilot estimate (1.4 GPA points) from Dee & Penner (2017) but
more closely aligned with their intent-to-treat estimate (0.27 GPA points).
Importantly, our findings show that districtwide implementation delivers
benefits for both higher- and lower-achieving students, even in the presence
of possible ceiling effects.

These results reinforce the role of ES in improving educational outcomes
across diverse student populations. While we cannot pinpoint a single mech-
anism, qualitative evidence suggests that the program maintained key hall-
marks of ES pedagogy and curriculum throughout the scale-up (Penner
et al., 2025). The course provided students with opportunities to affirm their
identities, learn about other cultures, and build relationships with peers, com-
munity, and teachers. The SFUSD’s locally initiated curriculum also evolved to
reflect student demographics and classroom needs, consistent with research
showing that successful replication depends on how practical knowledge is
developed and applied (Peurach & Glazer, 2012).

Beyond documenting academic gains, our findings also point to the
importance of understanding why ES matters. Theoretical perspectives help
explain how ES content and pedagogy support students’ development and
resilience, particularly as they navigate school transitions and experiences
of discrimination. ES courses are well positioned to engage students during
this critical developmental stage because life-course theory identifies adoles-
cence as a key period for identity formation and civic development (Erikson,
1968). They foster critical consciousness—a combination of awareness of
structural inequality, reflection on its causes and consequences, and belief
in one’s ability to effect change (Diemer et al., 2016; Freire, 2014; Pinedo
et al., 2025)—by encouraging students to examine injustice, connect personal
and community experiences, and learn about civic action. ES also supports
ERI development, through which students make meaning of their racial and
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cultural group membership, fostering belonging, motivation, and purpose in
school (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). In sum, ES lever-
ages the developmental opportunities of adolescence while providing tools
for critical analysis and academic engagement, thereby strengthening both
academic and socioemotional outcomes.

Grounding ES in these theoretical traditions highlights both its educational
value–supporting identity, equity, and critical engagement and its vulnerability
in today’s politically contested landscape. Public education is increasingly
shaped by debates over diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), with anti-DEI
policies and efforts to censor curricula on race and inequality spreading across
states. Decisions about whether, when, and how ES courses are offered often
hinge on district politics, resource allocation, and community advocacy. In
our partner district, for example, teachers and students repeatedly mobilized
to expand ES opportunities, facing organized opposition throughout the
scale-up process. These dynamics underscore that sustaining ES is not solely
an academic or pedagogic challenge but also a political and structural one.

Despite these challenges, our study demonstrates that ES delivers measur-
able academic benefits and remains effective even when scaled districtwide. In
the context of 2025, ES courses represent a vital tool for advancing educational
equity. Affirming students’ identities and fostering culturally responsive schooling
are equity practices that challenge structural exclusion (Neal et al., 2023). Our
findings extend this tradition by showing that ES improves academic outcomes
even at scale, strengthening the case for continued investment in culturally
responsive education. In this sense, ES coursework not only supports individual
achievement but also provides a systemic, scalable strategy for promoting equity
across diverse school contexts and an entire school system.

Limitations

These findings suggest that ES can produce substantial academic gains as
it scales. However, despite providing one of the most generalizable evalua-
tions of ES to date, our study has important limitations. While our sample
was larger and included a broader range of students than previous studies,
it remains limited to a single-district context where the pilot program was ini-
tially successful and to students who either selected the course or were placed
into it by a counselor. Moreover, our study measured program impacts during
a period of expansion rather than under a graduation mandate, although in
some schools and years enrollment was universal or nearly so. Importantly,
the scaled-up course in the SFUSD was primarily yearlong, whereas
California’s upcoming graduation requirement mandates only a one-semester
ES course. Thus, it remains uncertain whether similar effects would occur
under a mandated one-semester requirement in this or other districts.
Future research should evaluate ES in other districts and identify supports nec-
essary to sustain its impact under statewide implementation.
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It is also important to consider differential effects by prior achievement.
Students with higher eighth grade GPAs showed smaller gains than lower-
achieving peers. While this may suggest more limited benefits for higher-
achieving students, it also could reflect ceiling effects becauses these students
have less room for improvement.

Finally, academic outcomes such as GPA and course failures are likely
secondary effects of taking an ES course. Students in ES and other courses
that embed culturally responsive pedagogy may first experience affirmation
of their cultural and ethnic identity, critical consciousness, and civic engage-
ment before seeing measurable academic gains (Nelsen, 2021; Seider &
Graves, 2020). Our current work could not assess these first-order outcomes
because they were typically not included in administrative data. Future
research should measure such psychological and developmental processes
to better understand the mechanisms through which ES influences academic
outcomes.

Conclusion

Our study provides large-scale evidence that ES can improve academic
outcomes and reduce disparities when implemented with fidelity and sup-
port. Using a difference-in-differences design, we found that enrollment in
ES courses increased GPA and reduced course failure rates, with especially
strong effects for academically vulnerable students, Black and Latinx students,
male students, and those with individualized education plans. These benefits
extended across the entire student population, suggesting that ES can serve as
a broadly impactful intervention while also advancing equity.

At the same time, we are cautious about generalizing beyond the studied
district, an early adopter that invested significant resources in staffing, profes-
sional development, and curriculum development. These conditions likely
contributed to the success of the program and may not yet exist in all districts
as California moves toward broader implementation. Ensuring that the expan-
sion of ES is community driven, adequately resourced, and research informed
will be critical for realizing its full potential.

Taken together, our findings highlight both the potential and the respon-
sibility of scaling ES. At a moment when debates about race, identity, and cur-
riculum have intensified, our results show that ES coursework can foster
belonging, engagement, and academic success across diverse student groups.
Far from being a source of division, ES represents a powerful tool for equity
and learning, and continued investment in thoughtful, community- and
research-based expansion offers a promising path forward for districts in
California and beyond.
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Appendix

Table A1

Baseline Descriptive Statistics, Unbalanced Panel

Statistic

Overall sample

Ever enrolled

in ethnic

studies

Never enrolled

in ethnic

studies

Mean SD Mean Mean

Demographics

Female 0.483 0.50 0.481 0.483**

Special education 0.122 0.33 0.125 0.121

Emergent bilingual 0.648 0.48 0.646 0.649

Black 0.081 0.27 0.114 0.073

Latinx 0.253 0.43 0.413 0.215*

Asian 0.501 0.50 0.314 0.545*

White 0.093 0.29 0.077 0.097*

Other 0.073 0.26 0.083 0.070**

Academic performance

Grade 8 overall grade-point average (GPA) 3.097 0.90 2.830 3.163*

Grade 8 course failure rate 0.340 0.47 0.418 0.321*

Grade 8 GPA \2.0 0.149 0.36 0.218 0.132*

Grade 8 GPA 2.0–3.0 0.246 0.43 0.307 0.230*

Grade 8 GPA .3.0 0.605 0.49 0.475 0.637**

Ethnic studies enrollment rate

Grade 9 0.673

Grade 10 0.064

Grade 11 0.084

Grade 12 0.179

Ever enrolled in ethnic studies 0.192

No. of students 60,364 11,591 48,773

Note. Measures for demographic characteristics and eighth grade academic performance for
students in the unbalanced panel.
*p \ .01.
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Table A2

Baseline Descriptive Statistics, Comparing Balanced and Unbalanced Panel

Statistic

Balanced

panel

Unbalanced

panel onlya

Mean SD Mean SD

Difference

(mean)

Demographics

Female 0.490 0.50 0.478 0.50 20.012*

Special education 0.120 0.33 0.123 0.33 0.003*

Emergent bilingual 0.686 0.46 0.623 0.48 20.063*

Black 0.055 0.23 0.098 0.30 0.042*

Latinx 0.203 0.40 0.286 0.45 0.083

Asian 0.591 0.49 0.440 0.50 20.152*

White 0.087 0.28 0.098 0.30 0.011**

Other 0.064 0.24 0.079 0.27 0.015**

Academic performance

Grade 8 overall grade-point average (GPA) 3.279 0.77 2.897 0.98 20.382*

Grade 8 course failure rate 0.251 0.43 0.400 0.49 0.149

Grade 8 GPA \2.0 0.087 0.28 0.215 0.41 0.128

Grade 8 GPA 2.0–3.0 0.227 0.42 0.265 0.44 0.038**

Grade 8 GPA .3.0 0.686 0.46 0.519 0.50 –0.166*

Ethnic studies enrollment rate

Ever enrolled in ethnic studies 0.190 0.39 0.193 0.39 0.003*

No. of students 24,246 36,118

Note. Measures for demographic characteristics and eighth grade academic performance for
students in the balanced and unbalanced panels.
aTo test sample differences, columns (3) and (4) present statistics for students only in the
unbalanced panel, excluding those in both samples.
*p \ 0.05, **p \ 0.01.
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Table A3

Effect of Ethnic Studies (ES) Enrollment by Student Characteristics,

Unbalanced Panel

Effect

ES enrollment in grade 9 ES enrollment in grades 9–12

Grage-point average (GPA) Any D’s or F’s GPA Any D’s or F’s

Overall 0.172*

(0.044)

20.059*

(0.015)

0.144*

(0.037)

20.048*

(0.015)

Grade 8 GPA categories

GPA \2.0 0.223*

(0.045)

20.053**

(0.019)

0.232*

(0.040)

20.057*

(0.012)

GPA 2.0–3.0 0.136**

(0.045)

20.069*

(0.023)

0.140*

(0.045)

20.066*

(0.021)

GPA 3.0–4.0 0.122*

(0.038)

20.019

(0.013)

0.099*

(0.029)

20.009

(0.012)

Gender

Male 0.191*

(0.048)

20.079*

(0.017)

0.164*

(0.041)

20.058*

(0.016)

Female 0.144*

(0.042)

20.031**

(0.015)

0.122*

(0.035)

20.036*

(0.015)

Race/ethnicity

Black 0.240*

(0.043)

20.100*

(0.022)

0.222*

(0.037)

20.094*

(0.017)

Latinx 0.267*

(0.053)

20.126*

(0.025)

0.246*

(0.047)

20.097*

(0.019)

Asian 0.152*

(0.042)

20.045*

(0.013)

0.112*

(0.029)

20.024**

(0.011)

White 0.248*

(0.044)

20.081*

(0.018)

0.144*

(0.041)

20.042*

(0.015)

Other 0.233*

(0.066)

20.047

(0.028)

0.157*

(0.049)

20.052**

(0.022)

Special education

Yes 0.221*

(0.039)

20.114*

(0.021)

0.230*

(0.036)

20.106*

(0.015)

No 0.173*

(0.047)

20.051*

(0.015)

0.140*

(0.039)

20.041*

(0.015)

Emergent bilingual

Yes 0.174*

(0.046)

20.058*

(0.017)

0.140*

(0.038)

20.041**

(0.016)

No 0.200*

(0.046)

20.062*

(0.016)

0.180*

(0.043)

20.065*

(0.016)

Note. Point estimates shown are from within-student two-way fixed-effects ethnic studies
enrollment (see Equation 2). Each estimate employed a distinct specification and sample,
using the unbalanced panel of students in the SFUSD. Robust standard errors clustered
by school level are reported in parentheses.
*p \ .01; **p \ .05.
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Table A6

Course Requirement Met for High School Graduation

Graduation requirement met by subject area

Course Math

Lab

science English

World

languages

Visual and

performing arts

Social

science

Ethnic studies 0.025*

(0.011)

0.017*

(0.007)

0.003

(0.034)

20.002

(0.033)

20.012

(0.015)

20.029

(0.025)

B. Number of AP and honors courses by grade level

Course/grade Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12 Grades 9–12 —

Ethnic studies 0.016

(0.017)

20.016

(0.105)

20.1

(0.150)

20.076

(0.120)

20.166

(0.314)

—

Note. Estimates from a linear probability model of meeting graduation requirement in panel
A and estimates from ordinary least squares model showing the difference in the number of
AP and honors courses in panel B, between ethnic studies and non–ethnic studies students.
*p \ .05.

Figure A1. Effects of ethnic studies enrollment on overall grade-point average,

unbalanced sample: (A) ethnic studies in any high school grade; (B) ethnic studies

in grade 9.

Note. Event-study estimates of ethnic studies enrollment (Equation 1) based on an unbalanced

panel of students who attended the San Francisco Unified School District for at least 2 years.
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Figure A2. Effects of ethnic studies enrollment on course failure, unbalanced sam-

ple: (A) ethnic studies in any high school grade; (B) ethnic studies in grade 9.

Note. Event-study estimates of ethnic studies enrollment (Equation 1) based on an unbalanced

panel of students who attended the San Francisco Unified School District for at least 2 years.

Figure A3. Effects of having an ethnic studies teacher in a non–ethnic studies sub-

ject on grade-point average.

Note. Event-study estimates of ethnic studies enrollment based on balanced panel of students,

excluding students who enrolled in ethnic studies in high school (N = 17,383).
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Figure A4. Effects of ethnic studies enrollment on grade-point average by timing of

adoption.

Note. Event-study estimates of ethnic studies enrollment based on balanced panel of students.

Figure A5. Effects of ethnic studies enrollment on grade-point average, alternate

fixed-effects specifications: (A) includes student and year fixed effects; (B)

includes student, year, and grade fixed effects.

Note. Event-study estimates of ethnic studies enrollment (Equation 1) based on a balanced

panel of students who attended the San Francisco Unified School District for at least 2 years.
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Notes
1We currently lack indicators of school engagement. We cannot examine high school grad-

uation and other nondynamic outcomes of interest with our current identification strategy.
2The analytic sample included a small share of students (~3%) who took a 6-week mid-

dle school ethnic studies elective that differed substantially in depth and content from the
year-long high school course.

3We used the most recent pre–high school data as the baseline year, typically eighth
grade, because it preceded their first opportunity to take ethnic studies. If eighth grade
data were unavailable, we used information from seventh or sixth grade.

4We also implemented an approach using inverse-propensity-score weights to condition
on pretreatment covariates correlated with selection into treatment (Roth et al., 2023). Results,
shown in Appendix Figure A6, are largely consistent with the TWFE and SDID estimates. As
Callaway and Sant’Anna (2021) noted, in the case of the grade 9 treatment comparison, differ-
ences in observed characteristics create nonparallel pretrends, meaning unconditional DID
strategies may not recover sensible causal parameters (Abadie, 2005; Heckman et al., 1997,
1998). We thus used inverse-propensity-score weights to balance the observations by their
conditional treatment probability using observable baseline characteristics and estimating
the effect of ES as a weighted difference in means. Propensity-score approaches minimize
the importance of cases outside the area of common support so that only cases that could
plausibly be in either treatment or control influence estimates.

5Models estimated using the sample of ninth grade ES takers suggested that the
increase is even larger, with up to an 18% increase in students meeting the University of
California minimum GPA threshold.

6Asian students are the reference group both because they are the largest racial/ethnic
subgroup in the district and to decenter White students as the norm. For comparability,
alternate results are provided in the Appendix.
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Solórzano, D. G., & Yosso, T. J. (2002). Critical race methodology: Counter-storytelling
as an analytical framework for education research. Qualitative Inquiry, 8(1), 23–
44. https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040200800103

Thomas,O.,Davidson,W.,& McAdoo, H. (2008). An evaluation study of the young empow-
ered sisters (YES!) program: Promoting cultural assets among African American adoles-
cent girls through a culturally relevant school-based intervention. Journal of Black
Psychology, 34(3), 281–308. https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798408314136

Tintiangco-Cubales, A., Daus-Magbual, R., & Daus-Magbual, A. (2010). Pin@y educa-
tional partnerships: A counter-Pipeline to create critical educators. AAPI Nexus:
Policy, Practice and Community, 8(1), 76–100. https://doi.org/10.36650/
nexus8.1_76-100_TintiangcoCubalesEtAl

Tintiangco-Cubales, A., Kohli, R., Sacramento, J., Henning, N., Agarwal-Rangnath, R.,
& Sleeter, C. (2015). Toward an ethnic studies pedagogy: Implications for K–12
schools from the research. The Urban Review, 47(1), 104–125. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s11256-014-0280-y

Umaña-Taylor, A. J. (2023). Promoting adolescent adjustment by intervening in ethnic-racial
identity development: Opportunities for developmental prevention science and con-
siderations for a global theory of change. International Journal of Behavioral
Development, 47(4), 352–365. https://doi.org/10.1177/01650254231162614

Umaña-Taylor, A. J., Quintana, S. M., Lee, R. M., Cross, W. E., Jr., Rivas-Drake, D.,
Schwartz, S. J., Syed, M., Yip, T., & Seaton, E., & Ethnic and Racial Identity in
the 21st Century Study Group. (2014). Ethnic and racial identity during adoles-
cence and into young adulthood: An integrated conceptualization. Child
Development, 85(1), 21–39. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12196

Vasquez, J. M. (2005). Ethnic identity and Chicano literature: How ethnicity affects
reading and reading affects ethnic consciousness. Ethnic and Racial Studies,
28(5), 903–924. https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870500158927

von Hippel, P., & Wagner, C. (2018). Does a successful randomized experiment lead to
successful policy? Project challenge and what happened in tennessee after project
STAR (SSRN. 3153503). https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3153503

Walton, G. M., & Cohen, G. L. (2011). A brief social-belonging intervention improves
academic and health outcomes of minority students. Science, 331(6023), 1447–
1451. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1198364

Weiss, C. C., & Bearman, P. S. (2007). Fresh starts: Reinvestigating the effects of the tran-
sition to high school on student outcomes. American Journal of Education,
113(3), 395–421. https://doi.org/10.1086/512738

Wiggan, G., & Watson-Vandiver, M. J. (2019). Pedagogy of empowerment: Student per-
spectives on critical multicultural education at a high-performing African
American school. Race Ethnicity and Education, 22(6), 767–787. https://
doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2017

Wiggan, G., Pass, M. B., & Gadd, S. R. (2023). Critical race structuralism: The role of
science education in teaching social justice issues in urban education and pre-
service teacher education programs. Urban Education, 58(9), 2209–2238.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085920937756

Xu, D., & Trimble, M. (2016). What about certificates? Evidence on the labor market
returns to nondegree community college awards in two states. Educational
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 38(2), 272–292. https://doi.org/10.3102/
0162373715617827

Bisht et al.

512

https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040200800103
https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798408314136
https://doi.org/10.36650/nexus8.1_76-100_TintiangcoCubalesEtAl
https://doi.org/10.36650/nexus8.1_76-100_TintiangcoCubalesEtAl
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-014-0280-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-014-0280-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/01650254231162614
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12196
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870500158927
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3153503
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1198364
https://doi.org/10.1086/512738
https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2017
https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2017
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085920937756
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373715617827
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373715617827


Yeager, D. S., Hanselman, P., Walton, G. M., Murray, J. S., Crosnoe, R., Muller, C.,
Tipton, E., Schneider, B., Hulleman, C. S., Hinojosa, C. P., Paunesku, D.,
Romero, C., Flint, K., Roberts, A., Trott, J., Iachan, R., Buontempo, J., Yang, S.
M., Carvalho, C. M., . . .Dweck, C. S. (2019). A national experiment reveals where
a growth mindset improves achievement. Nature, 573(7774), 364–369. https://
doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1466-y

Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of com-
munity cultural wealth. Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69–91. https://
doi.org/10.1080/1361332052000341006

Manuscript received April 22, 2025
Final revision received October 3, 2025

Accepted December 22, 2025

Effects of Ethnic Studies Expansion on Academic Outcomes

513

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1466-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1466-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/1361332052000341006
https://doi.org/10.1080/1361332052000341006

