
   

ARE SCHOOL RATINGS OVERRATED? 

“Choosing a school is an 

important decision just 

like any other important 

investment one will 

make in a lifetime.  

Rarely will anyone  

decide on such  

important investments 

based on a single  

parameter.” 
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One number to rule it all? 
 

One of the first things home buyers wish to find out before choosing a home 

is the neighborhood school rating. That magic number between 1 and 10 

nestled in a red, orange or green colored circle. For instance, if I browse for 

a home on a real estate listing website such as Zillow, Trulia or Realtor.com 

like most people do, I can pull information on Nearby Schools and view a 

result such as this: 

 

 

: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When speaking to home buyers, families and other real estate agents, this 

struck me most: 

1. School ratings are often used as the sole parameter when evaluating 

the fit between a school and a child; it is not uncommon to hear 

‘Should we move because our kids will soon be ready for middle school? 

The Middle and/or High school in our neighborhood gets an ‘Average’ 

rating’. 

2. School ratings are considered an important parameter for choosing the 

home and neighborhood, even with home buyers who have no interest 

in schools but who feel that a neighborhood with better schools is ulti-

mately a better investment. As a matter of fact, a survey found that fifty-

two percent of millennials said school districts are a deal-breaker in their 

home search, compared to 31 percent of all buyers.
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 CST’s are being phased out since 2014 in favor of the common core curriculum and 

CAASPP smart balanced tests (California Assessment of Student Performance and  

Progress).
2
 

 California Board of Education has suspended official API rankings (Academic  

Performance Index) while the state implements the new accountability system, because 

the new model is too different to compare results with prior years.
3
 

 A sample report card for the 2015-2016 year is available for download and reflects the 

drastic change from the API system.
4
 

As a Real Estate practitioner I felt compelled to research school ratings to uncover how they are calculated, how 

they should be interpreted, and more importantly how to best decide on the fit between a school and a child. 

Choosing a school is an important decision just like any other important investment one will make in a lifetime. 

Rarely will anyone decide on such important investments based on a single parameter.  
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How School Rating Is Calculated 
 

School ratings are calculated by an organization called GreatSchools.org. Each school’s rating is based on public, 
yearly test score results.  

 Ratings are based on California Standardized Tests, knows as CST’s and API scores, which are being phased 

out since 2014. 

 Ratings are based on the average score of all students’ test scores per subject and grade. 

 Ratings are based on a comparison of the overall average score with other schools throughout the state. 

 Score ranges are not calculated for these ratings. The more students perform exceptionally well or very well at 

a school, the higher the overall average score for that school. 

 There is no visibility into academic growth with these ratings, i.e. how much students are actually learning or 

improving each year. 

 These ratings do not provide visibility into which subject areas the students perform best in. 

 Scores vary each year and hence school ratings can vary each year as well. 

 College readiness data (SAT/ACT/AP) is not factored into these ratings. 

 The quality of academic programs is not  factored into these ratings. 

 The ratings distribution within each state follows a bell curve where most of the schools are assigned an 

‘Average’ rating. 
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 How can GreatSchools.org provide ratings for California after 2014 using the same 

methodology as for standardized test scores? The new CAASPP tests are open ended 

questions and vary from one exam/student to the next, with final scores being one of four 

options: standards not met, nearly met, met, or exceeded. How exactly are these results 

turned into a single digit number? When I contacted GreatSchools.org with this question, I 

was referred to the old, CST based methodology. 

 What would happen if everyone avoided ‘Average’ schools, when we now know that most schools are getting 

an ‘Average’ rating with this ranking system? Many neighborhood schools would be left with empty spots to be 

filled by students from other areas, which can lead to very different demographics than the one reflected by the 

neighborhood itself. The relationship between demographics and school performance is discussed in section 3. 

 Research has consistently shown that students’ socio-economic status is highly correlated with test scores in 

the same way as SAT scores are proportional with family income.
5
 Any system that bases their ratings on test 

scores alone will highly rank schools in more affluent neighborhoods. How much are school ratings then  

steering home seekers away from moderate income communities and thus affecting property values? How 

much of a premium should one be willing to pay for homes served by top rated schools based on one simplified 

rating? 

 The school rating is analogous to the home price estimate one can pull out of listing websites. How can a sys-

tem provide a home price without ever having seen it? Surely it can provide an idea and so can ratings on  

either edge of the scale. The problem arises when home seekers tend to think they know how good a school is 

without ever having stepped in it, and discount everything but ‘Good’ schools rated 7-10. 

 There are hundreds of reviews and comments online from parents whose children attended highly ranked 

schools (9 or 10) with disappointing results and family life collapsing with parents working around the clock to 

afford the expensive homes. This does not mean your child will not do well in highly ranked schools, but it can 

indicate that a highly ranked school is not necessarily an automatic ticket to success. 
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The Heights Community  

Congress in Cleveland, Ohio  

recently published a report
7
 

about how agreements  

between Zillow and 

GreatSchools.org lead to  

educational redlining, which is 

steering home buyers away 

from moderate income  

communities. The report 

deeply dives into the pitfalls of 

the GreatSchools.org ratings 

and discloses a financial in-

terest between GreatSchools 

and Zillow. 
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Disclaimers Around School Ratings  
 

GreatSchools.org has published numerous articles warning that a school rating alone is but a mere data point 

amongst many others to be considered before settling on a school:  

In fact, General Disclaimer on GreatSchools.org includes the following: “Before making decisions based on the in-

formation contained here, we strongly recommend that you visit the schools and ask the principal to review and 

comment on the data.”
6
 

Unfortunately, ratings as displayed on Zillow, Trulia, Realtor.com, etc., are not accompanied by the disclaimers. 

Users of these sites including real estate professionals, buyers and sellers, are inclined to make a judgment on the 

schools based on that one rating between 1 and 10. The color codes (red, orange, green) imply clear divisions, 

when in fact they are arbitrary and without any support that red schools are failing or orange schools warrant addi-

tional thought. 

It is important to know that numerous references in articles on GreatSchools.org repeatedly remind readers not to 

base their decision on the ratings. Here is a link to a clip on their site explaining why a school’s test scores alone 

shouldn’t be used as the determining factor when settling on a school. In fact, this video presents the case of a 

school rated 6 vs a school rated 8. Unfortunately, this is not published on any listing websites and most users will 

not spend enough time researching this information: http://www.greatschools.org/gk/videos/school-test-scores-

video/ 

“The color codes (red, orange, green) imply clear divisions, 

when in fact they are arbitrary and without any support that 

red schools are failing or orange schools warrant additional 

thought.” 

http://www.greatschools.org/gk/videos/school-test-scores-video/
http://www.greatschools.org/gk/videos/school-test-scores-video/


Factors That Affect Results 

The San Diego Union Tribune analyzed the 2015 school test results
8
 with 

the following key findings: 

 There is a significant college readiness gap between the economically 

and not economically disadvantaged. 

 There are still challenges for language learners, economically disad-

vantaged, and certain ethnicities. A school with a high proportion of 

English language learners will present lower overall scores. 

 Comparisons between new scores and those from old exams are like 

comparing apples and watermelon. 

 Since common core was implemented in 2014, there are drastic 

changes in student proficiency rates. Fewer students are considered 

to be at grade-level and this sets a new baseline with results becom-

ing more significant in the coming years as progress is measured. 

 California’s new education reform will direct more resources to the 

neediest students in order to help narrow the chasm. 

 The scores show that teachers, schools and districts need more time 

and training to improve student performance and meet the higher 

standards. Some districts such as Poway and Chula Vista started tai-

loring instruction to Common Core years ago and therefore their 

scores are among the best in San Diego county. 

The charts in the article show the exact proficiency breakdown amongst 

various subgroups and further reveal the existence of clear gaps. When 

comparing student performance, it is important to do so within the same 

subgroups. For instance, if one compares the performance of students 

whose parents hold a graduate degree for a school rated 6 vs a school 

rated 10, how large is the gap in scores then? 

And what does this ultimately mean for children in all subgroups and how 

well a fit they are for a given school? Since each child is unique, it is im-

portant to submit pertinent questions which will provide answers for your 

case, as well as some general questions which showcase a school’s 

strengths and weaknesses. See the Food for Thought box on the next 

page. 

Where To Find Official 

Test Results 

The CAASPP website at http://

caaspp.cde.ca.gov/SB2015/

AboutCAASPP explains the 

new common core test  

methodology and publishes 

each year the annual test  

results for all schools in  

California. Looking at those 

official scores is a better way to 

gauge how well students are 

performing at each school and 

anyone is able to download the 

results for each school from the 

website. 

In addition, the reports can be 

broken down into multiple  

subgroups. There is great  

variation in the test results for 

various subgroups including 

English language fluency, 

economic situation, ethnici-

ty, and parent education. It is 

important to understand that in 

order to perform a true and fair 

comparison between schools, 

one must compare results for 

similar subgroups as well as 

schools with overall similar de-

mographics.  
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 How well does a school cater to the fact that students embark in middle or high 

school with varying aptitudes in various subjects, such as English, Math and  

Science? 

 Does the school create homogenous environments (aka Ability Grouping) for like-

skilled students or do they favor a heterogeneous approach where classes are a mix 

of students with various aptitudes? 

 Would a GATE or Seminar program be beneficial in your child’s case? 

 Is it more important that a student is consistently challenged academically by like skilled peers vs the  

expansion in point of view and enrichment that comes with being part of a heterogeneous group? Does  

diversity better prepare students to face real life challenges and careers?  

 How much does parent education affect students’ performance and college readiness and success? What is 

the parent’s role in a child’s performance? 

 What are the various funding sources and support systems expected this year and future years to support the 

neediest and increase the school’s overall performance? 

What affects demographics is very layered and complex. There are many 

school choicing options which has led to students moving around. 

 The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and resulting Program  

Improvement School Choice (PI) affect school choice. If you receive a 

letter from your school district stating that the neighborhood school 

your child is assigned to is on the PI list, make sure you understand 

exactly what that means. Many schools that perform well can actually 

end up on the list.
9
 In addition, there are many other options including 

School Choice and VEEP .
10

 

 All these choices have greatly affected where parents send their kids 

to school to the point where San Diego Unified District will now spend 

millions on efforts to bring more students back into the  

neighborhoods.
11 

In fact, “in an effort to provide a quality school in  

every neighborhood, the district is using Prop. S and Prop. Z funds to 

repair, renovate and revitalize district schools.”
12

 

 San Diego Unified District developed Vision 2020, a community based 

school reform plan which strives to provide quality schools in every 

neighborhood.
13
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Checklist For Evaluating Schools 

Before making a decision about a school, it is important to visit it, speak with the principal, observe the classrooms 

and the teachers, walk through the halls, and ask questions to students. Students are often the best source of infor-

mation. It is also important to ask yourself as a parent or guardian certain questions. 

Here is an exhaustive checklist of questions and considerations that I put together based on my research that can 

be used as a good starting point. 

 

 Would your child benefit from focusing on a particular subject area such as music or theater and does the school 

offer it? 

 How important is it that your child is exposed to diversity to create awareness and be respectful of different  

values?  

 How large is the school? Would your child prefer a smaller setting or a larger school with more opportunities to 

build relationships? 

 Will this environment help your child develop confidence, enthusiasm and problem solving skills?  

 Do you have a child who consistently gets high scores no matter who teaches them?  

 How many children are in the classroom? 

 How does the teacher handle disruptions?  

 Do the students seem engaged and how do they interact with their teacher and each other?  

 How does this school support students who have academic, social or emotional difficulties?  

 How does the school guide and prepare students for major academic decisions that will define their options in 

high school and beyond? 

 What are the academic programs offered at the school? 

 How involved can parents be in activities, meetings, and events? Is there a parent-teacher association in place 

and what are their priorities? 

 How is emerging technology integrated in the school? 

 Does the school have a good selection of Advanced Placement (AP) and honors classes?  

 What is the graduation rate? 

 What percentage of students take and pass the SAT or/and ACT?  

 Where do students go after they graduate? How many attend four-year college? Are graduates prepared for  

college? 

 Does the school staff set high expectations for all students? 

 Does the school have a tutoring program so students can get extra help if they need it?  

 What is the school drop-out rate? 

 What are the safety measures in place? 

 What are the clubs, electives, and extracurricular activities? 



More Tips & 

Tricks 

 Seek out parents 

whose children go to 

a school you’re  

considering. Talk to 

them about their  

experience. Ask them 

if they think the 

school is a good fit for 

a student with your 

child’s particular 

needs. Involved par-

ents can be your best 

and most honest 

source of information. 

 Ask local shops how 

the students behave. 

They see the kids 

every day. 

 Verify cleanliness of 

common areas  

including bathrooms. 

A school with high 

expectations will have 

high expectations of 

their staff too. 

Conclusion 
 

School performance is a complex topic and one really ought to consider 

the extent to which test scores alone should dictate such an important 

decision for their child(ren) as choosing a school. Would you live in any 

home as long as the assigned school has a good rating, and would you 

discount an entire neighborhood just based on the school rating? Or 

would you factor in other criteria such as home size, price, walkability, 

architecture, etc.? It is important to realize that evaluating a school is not 

something that should be performed based on a single parameter, in this 

case the school rating. An entire institution can’t be boiled down to a  

number. 

The true question is: where will your child thrive most and individually  

perform at his /her best? Which school will provide the most positive,  

successful and memorable experience? How well do the subgroups in 

which your child belongs perform at the school? 

The rating from GreatSchools.org can certainly be used as a parameter 

amongst many, rather than the sole parameter, as long as one  

understands that the number is simplistic, leaves out many criteria, and 

will likely keep changing with the profound changes taking place in the 

core curriculums in California’s schools. The rating does not guarantee 

success and happiness for your child, either. Visit the schools, go through 

your checklist, think about the intangible qualities such as diversity, broad 

life experience, respect, tolerance, neighborhood friendships vs being 

bused in, academic programs, support system, and ultimately weigh your 

findings against your child’s personality traits, strengths, and likes. 
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Stay tuned for my next article to discover how two San Diego schools are striv-

ing to make a positive difference in their students’ lives and attract neighbor-

hood families, namely Marston Middle and Clairemont High School (CHS). 

Principal Gollias at Marston as well as Elizabeth Rush, Academy Coordinator 

at CHS shared their thoughts with me on ratings, performance, and much 

more. 
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