
By Jon Coupal and Kim Rich

The COVID-19 pandemic ex-
posed California’s fiscal mis-
management in countless ways, 
most spectacularly in the pay-
ment of more than $30 billion 
— some estimates put the to-
tal as high as $55 billion — in 
fraudulent unemployment ben-
efits. But another category of 
fraud could quickly balloon to 
numbers nearly that high un-
less more is done to stop it.

We’re referring to the enroll-
ment of vast numbers of “bots” 
in California’s community col-
lege classes, and their appar-
ent ease in obtaining financial 
aid even though they are fake 
students.

One of the co-authors of this 
column uncovered this star-
tling development as a pro-
fessor of criminal justice at 
Pierce College in Woodland 
Hills, part of the Los Ange-
les Community College Dis-
trict. In September 2021, the 
Los Angeles Times reported 
that fraudulent applications 
to community colleges had 
surged to at least 65,000 in 
just a few months. It may be 
much worse now.

In April, CalMatters re-
ported that an official in the 
state chancellor’s office told 
the publication that in January 
of this year, 25% of applicants 
to the state community college 
system were suspected to be 
fraudulent. The number of fake 
students applying “spiked like 
crazy” in the last year, accord-
ing to an official of the Kern 
Community College District.

CalMatters made a Public 
Records Act request for spe-
cific data on fraudulent appli-
cations to the California Com-
munity College Chancellor’s 
Office (CCCCO), which over-
sees 116 individual schools. But 
the data that was made avail-
able was too generalized to be 
useful. Instead, CalMatters re-
ceived combined data for the 
entire system from Septem-
ber 2021 to January 2024. It 
showed that “the colleges re-
ceived roughly 900,000 fraud-
ulent college applications and 
gave fraudsters more than $5 
million in federal aid, as well 
as nearly $1.5 million in state 
and local aid.”

It is likely that the true di-
mensions of the fraud will sig-
nificantly exceed those num-
bers because, as the CalM-
atters’ investigation found, 
compliance with the Commu-
nity College system’s reporting 
requirements is uneven at best.

In September 2021, the 
CCCCO mandated monthly re-
porting on fraud tracking. But 
a year after the required start 
date, some colleges had not yet 
complied, while others regu-
larly missed reporting dead-
lines. 

Admittedly, this is a chal-
lenging problem to solve. En-
rollment has been declining in 
the state’s community colleges, 
and funding is tied to enroll-
ment. That could give school 
administrators a financial in-
centive to look the other way 
and not investigate fraudulent 
enrollments too aggressively.

Another problem stems from 
the switch to remote learning, 
which has persisted past the 
pandemic. Even if it were the 
teachers’ responsibility to en-
sure that their students aren’t 
fake, it is difficult for faculty 
members to verify that stu-
dents are real when they only 
appear as empty rectangles on 
a Zoom screen.

For teachers, there is a 
downside to raising the issue 
of student bots. If they identify 
so many bots that their own 
classes are canceled, their pay-
checks are put at risk. In one 
district, this has happened on 
more than one occasion.

But in light of this problem, 
it shouldn’t be too much to ask 
for public agencies, including 
community colleges, to verify 
the identity of applicants be-
fore releasing financial aid or 
other benefits to them. Califor-
nia taxpayers can’t afford to 
support legions of fraudsters. 

The Legislature should order 
an audit of the community col-
lege application system, includ-
ing financial aid applications. 

Jon Coupal is president of 
the Howard Jarvis Taxpayers 
Association. Kim Rich is a 
professor of criminal justice at 
Los Angeles Pierce College. 
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California students and par-
ents have had it rough during 
the first four years of this de-
cade. Not only were children 
locked away at home, con-
demned to “learn” behind a 
screen long after experts deter-
mined that youngsters faced 
only nominal risks from CO-
VID-19, but parents were also 
stonewalled, sued and threat-
ened when they questioned 
their children’s curricula. Con-
sequently, millions of Califor-
nia schoolchildren suffered 
years of deferred learning and 
stunted social skills that they 
may never recover.

Instead of addressing these 
concerns, state leaders dou-
bled down on orienting our 
public schools away from stu-
dents and their parents, who 
should be deciding what their 
children learn. Woke school 
administrators demonstrated 
they are content to hand our 
children over to extremist 
ideologues who clearly believe 
public education exists to carry 
out radical indoctrination, not 
to serve the best interests of 
our children.

In the fall of last year, Cal-
ifornia Attorney General Rob 
Bonta filed suit against Chino 
Valley Unified School District 
for mandating that parents be 
informed if their child identi-
fies as transgender or “gender 
non-conforming.” Evident in 
the attorney general’s heated 
rhetoric about “forced outing” 
and “expos[ing] our most vul-
nerable students” is that state 
leaders think parents are vil-
lains, and that government is 
the primary protector for chil-
dren. A court ruling ultimately 
led the district to weaken its 
policy, generalizing paren-
tal notification to include any 
changes to a student’s record. 
Yet pro-child transition advo-
cates say it’s still discrimina-
tory.

In the latest segment of this 
saga, Murrieta Valley School 
District explicitly defied state 
orders by reaffirming a paren-
tal notification policy similar 
to that in Chino. If the voices 
heard at their April meet-
ing were any indication, the 
board is acting in line with 
the wishes of the parents who 

showed up in droves to sup-
port these protections. Similar 
lawsuits are ongoing through-
out the state, including in 
nearby Temecula where a pa-
rental notification policy sim-
ilar to that in Chino Valley re-
mains in place.

The state’s ongoing perse-
cution of these school boards 
expose the astounding level 
of disorder in our officials’ 
thoughts on education. First, 
Bonta and his acolytes seem 
content to discount the legit-
imate interests of the over-
whelming number of parents 
who wish to raise their chil-
dren according to their val-
ues and judgments. It is par-
ents who know what is best 
for their children and how to 
help them when with difficult 
questions. Yet, when the state 
will not allow parents to be in-
formed about serious issues 
that arise at school, they are 
deprived of an opportunity to 
counsel their children through 
sensitive situations.

Second, Bonta and others 
seem to think that government 
agents such as school admin-
istrators are well-intentioned 
and trustworthy figures when 
it comes to guiding children 
in these life-altering decisions. 
Even more shocking, they 

make it clear that the greatest 
risk to children who may be 
struggling with gender issues 
are parents! Speaking about 
the Chino Valley mandate that 
parents should merely be in-
formed, Bonta’s own dep-
uty said, “we can’t gamble for 
safety of students.” Yet who be-
stowed on school bureaucrats 
and politicians the prudence 
to determine what is best for 
any particular child? And what 
makes their claim to be the 
protectors of children greater 
than a parent’s natural prerog-
ative? 

Implicit in these criticisms 
is that simply expressing res-
ervations about gender transi-
tioning for children and ado-
lescents is dangerous, even if 
such concern is for one’s own 
child. The truth is that Bonta 
and others’ opposition to pa-
rental notification of transgen-
der identification has little to 
do with protecting children 
and everything to do with us-
ing public schools as a carte 
blanche space to indoctrinate 
children and further their rad-
ical cultural agenda.

Youngsters are merely their 
pawns in this sick game, as 
Bonta himself admitted when 
he framed his lawsuit against 
the Chino Valley School Dis-

trict as part of his cultural 
war, saying, “the LGBTQ+ 
community is under attack, 
and transgender and gender-
nonconforming students are 
on the front lines.”

The reality is that parents 
are on the front lines as de-
fense against this attack on 
their rights to guide and teach 
their children and protect 
them from those who would ir-
reversibly mutilate them. The 
attorney general and school 
bureaucrats are not trustwor-
thy or protective figures if 
their priority is to hide life-al-
tering surgeries from parents.

School districts in Chino 
Valley, Murrieta Valley, Tem-
ecula and throughout the 
state are doing the right thing 
by restoring parents’ natu-
ral right to be informed of 
life-altering developments re-
garding their children. Other 
school districts across the 
state need to follow suit be-
fore politicians can further 
harm California families.

Melissa Melendez is the 
executive director of the 
California Chapter of the 
America First Policy Institute. 
She previously served as a 
California state senator and 
assemblymember.

EDUCATION

Inland Empire districts 
stand up for parents

ANJALI SHARIF-PAUL — STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

Chino Valley Unified School District board President Sonja Shaw is seen during a June public meeting. 
Shaw is among a group of school board members and allies who are proposing and enacting policies 
requiring parents to be told if their child identifies as transgender.

By Christopher Calton

 Over the past decade, home-
lessness in California has been 
rising at alarming rates. Cali-
fornia already topped the na-
tional list in 2014 when it 
had a homeless population of 
114,000, but according to the 
Department of Housing and 
Urban Development’s 2023 
Homelessness Assessment Re-
port count, that number has 
grown to more than 180,000 — 
nearly a 60% increase — and 
an astonishing two-thirds of 
these individuals are entirely 
unsheltered. In fact, with a to-
tal unsheltered population of 
123,423, California is shame-
fully only about 10,000 shy of 
the other 49 states combined.

Yet California has spent a re-
cord $24 billion fighting home-
lessness over the past five 
years, according to a state au-
dit published last month. In 
other words, the homeless 
population and homelessness 
spending have grown in tan-
dem. How is this even possible?

The sad reality is that the 
current homelessness policy, 
known as Housing First, vir-
tually guarantees an ever-bal-
looning homelessness bud-
get, regardless of how effective 
it is in reducing the homeless 
population. This is because 
the measure of success un-
der Housing First is not inde-
pendent self-sufficiency, but in 
homeless persons becoming de 
facto wards of the state.

In 2013, the federal govern-
ment adopted Housing First 
as its approach to homeless-
ness, and California followed 
in 2016. This means that both 
state and federal homelessness 
grants are reserved exclusively 
for providers who comply with 
Housing First principles.

The Housing First philoso-
phy contends that the most ef-
fective way to address home-
lessness is to offer people im-
mediate, no-strings-attached 
housing. Service providers for-
feit their grants if they make 
housing conditional on, say, so-
briety or participation in treat-
ment programs. In theory, sup-
portive services are voluntary, 
but in practice they are almost 
non-existent.

Instead, California’s ap-
proach to Housing First entails 
little more than warehousing 
people in permanent-support-
ive housing (PSH) units. PSH 
residents are not classified as 
“homeless” for official counts, 
but they remain dependent 
on taxpayer support, which is 
paid out of the homelessness 
budget.

We did not always treat per-
manent dependency as the 
best-case scenario for homeless 
individuals. When the Clin-
ton administration first estab-
lished the continuum of care 
system for homelessness ser-
vices in 1994, the Department 

of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment explicitly stated that 
“the goal of the comprehen-
sive homeless service system 
is to ensure that homeless in-
dividuals and families move 
from homelessness to self-suf-
ficiency, housing, and indepen-
dent living.”

When Sam Tsemberis, a 
clinical psychologist, con-
ducted the first Housing First 
experiment in New York City, 
he altered the measure of suc-
cess to “housing stability,” 
achieved not through self-suf-
ficiency, but through perpet-
ual subsidies. Tsemberis found 
that 88% of his clients re-
mained stably housed, com-
pared to 47% of patients in 
treatment-oriented programs. 
However, Tsemberis worked 
exclusively with people suf-
fering from severe mental ill-
nesses — those who would 
have been institutionalized in 
an earlier era — so it is rea-
sonable that perpetually subsi-
dized housing may have been 
the best possible outcome for 
this particular subset of the 

homeless population.
But should permanent de-

pendency be the goal for all 
homeless persons? In FY 2022-
2023, California spent $116 
million on permanent-sup-
portive housing for homeless 
youth. A policy that function-
ally treats homeless and at-risk 
children as lost causes is not 
only financially unsustainable, 
it’s downright inhumane.

A significant portion of 
homeless individuals suffer not 
from incurable mental illness, 
but from untreated substance-
use disorder, and the overdose 
mortality rate of PSH residents 
is disturbingly high. But stud-
ies of crack-addicted home-
less persons in drug-abstinent 
housing, work therapy and day 
treatment programs found that 
upon completion, roughly half 
of the participants remained 
sober, housed and stably em-
ployed. Yes, “housing stability” 
was lower than Housing First 
experiments, but independent 
self-sufficiency is an unques-
tionably better outcome for 
those capable of achieving it.

We can accept that there 
will always be people who re-
quire permanent assistance, 
but state policy should not 
treat this assumption as uni-
versal. Even if we could end 
homelessness by permanently 
warehousing people, we should 
strive to do better.

But after following the 
Housing First playbook for 
nearly a decade, the results 
are clear: the more money we 
spend on this strategy, the 
faster the homelessness crisis 
grows.

Christopher Calton is the 
research fellow in housing 
and homelessness with the 
Independent Institute in 
Oakland.
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A dog sits chained to a fence at a homeless encampment in Ontario.
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