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Education : The Key to Success 

California is home to the largest school system in 
the country. A school system includes all grades from 
kindergarten through college. Millions of students are in 
schools every day. 

The state's schools had a simple start. Early settlers felt 
school was crucial for a strong community. Olive Isbell 
was one of those people. She opened the first U.S. school 
in Santa Clara in 1846. This was before California was 
even a state. Three years later, a delegate named Robert 
Semple gave a speech. He spoke about the importance of 
schools. He said that good schools would be the key to 
the state's success. Many people agreed with him. His 
speech paved the way for the school system the state 
has today. 

Five years after Isbell's school, the state's first 
colleges opened their doors. Now, the state is home to 
some of the best colleges in the world. 

School and Stories 

Robert Semple owned a 
newspaper. He published the 
first issue of the Californian 
in 1846. The front of each 
page was written in English. 
The back of each page was 
written in Spanish. 

crucial

delegate
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Basic Beginnings 

Isbell's school had 25 students. The students didn't have paper or pencils. The roof leaked when it rained, which made the floor muddy. Isbell used a long stick to carve lessons into the ground. Sometimes, she wrote letters of the alphabet on students' hands with charcoal. 

In 1847, the first public schoolhouse 
was built in San Francisco. 
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More and More Schools 

The 1800s were a time of growth for California. Many people 
moved west hoping to strike it rich. Those settlers wanted a better 
future for their families. They saw schools as a way to get the lives they 
wanted. Settlers also pushed for schools to be free. People paid taxes to 
keep schools free. Today, public schools are still free. 

From the 1850s to the 1870s, school lasted three months each year. 
Students received a very basic education. They attended elementary 
school. If they wanted to go past that, their families had to pay for it. In 
the early 1850s, the number of people in the state was growing. There 
was a need for more schools and teachers. The first "normal" school 
was founded in 1857. Normal schools were schools that taught people 
how to be teachers. These schools evolved into the college system. 

Mendez Mendez v. Westminster 

In the 1940s, Sylvia Mendez wanted to go to 
school. When she tried to attend a school in 
Orange County, she was not allowed. The school 
was for white students only. The Mendez family, 
along with four other families, fought for change. 
They went to court and won. In 1947, the U.S. 
Court of Appeals ruled to end segregation of 
Mexican students in California's schools. It 
was the first state to do so. 

evolved

segregation
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 Dual Language 

Dual-
language 

schools teach students 
in English and a second language 
at the same time. There are more 
than 50, 000 students enrolled in 
these schools in California. Spanish, 
Mandarin, and Korean are the top 
three languages taught. The goal 
is to be able to know and use both 
languages by the end of fifth grade. 

The first normal school later became 
San Jose State University. 
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