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To celebrate its 25-year anni-
versary providing “safe, secure
and positive living environments”
to thousands of local foster chil-
dren, San Jose-based Unity Care
threw a sold-out gala last sum-
mer at Club Auto Sport featuring
Oprah Winfrey’s longtime boy-
friend, Stedman Graham.
Within four months, the state

of California — in a rare move —
took action to revoke the licenses
of Unity Care’s five San Jose fos-
ter homes that were part of a new
program serving the highest-risk
foster youths.
In a legal action obtained by

the Bay Area News Group, the
state Department of Social Ser-

17-PAGE COMPLAINT

San Jose
foster care
provider
blasted
Licenses for Unity Care’s
homes revoked: CEO
says, ‘We simply failed’

By Louis Hansen
lhansen@bayareanewsgroup.com

Despite a booming economy,
pleasant climate and natural
treasures, nearly two-thirds of
Bay Area residents say the qual-
ity of life here has gotten worse
in the past five years, according
to a new poll.
They cite a litany of reasons:

high housing prices, traffic jams,
the cost of living and homeless-

ness. It’s so bad that about 44
percent say they are likely to
move out of the Bay Area in the
next few years, with 6 percent
saying they have definite plans
to leave this year.
The poll, conducted for this

news organization and the Sili-
con Valley Leadership Group, re-
flects the paradox of Bay Area
life — how does a thriving job
center with world-class univer-
sities and culture stir such dis-

satisfaction and misery in its
people?
Home prices have risen at a

record pace since early 2012.
Commutes have grown lon-
ger and congestion has become
worse as workers move farther
away for affordable housing.
“It’s a mix of hopelessness

and understanding,” said Clint
Caldwell, 26, a recruiter at a
San Francisco tech firm who

LIVING IN THE BAY AREA

WANTOUT?
YOU’RE NOT ALONE

With high rents, homelessness, traffic, pricey food and raging wildfires all threatening our
way of life, most people say the quality of life in the Bay Area has become unsatisfactory

JEFF DURHAM — BAY AREA NEWS GROUP

By Rosalind S. Helderman
and David A. Fahrenthold
The Washington Post

WASHINGTON » For 22 months, Donald
Trump’s presidency has been haunted
largely by one legal foe, aWashington pros-
ecutor with seemingly unlimited power, but
was also a single target for Trump to por-
tray as the leader of an unfair “witch hunt.”

And yet even as one legal cloud lifts with
the conclusion of special counsel Robert
Mueller’s investigation, others loom large
on the horizon, creating additional threats
to the president’s standing as he seeks to
shift attention toward his 2020 re-election
campaign.
Nearly every organization Trump has run

over the past decade remains under investi-
gation by state or federal authorities, and he

is mired in a variety of civil litigation, with
the center of gravity shifting fromMueller’s
offices in southwest Washington to Capitol
Hill and state and federal courtrooms in
New York, the president’s hometown and
the headquarters of his company.
Federal prosecutors in New York have

been investigating hush money paid be-
fore the 2016 election to two women who

RUSSIA INVESTIGATION

Trump’s legal troubles far from over as Mueller probe ends

65%
Quality of life in the
Bay Area is worse

44%
Likely to leave the Bay
Area in next few years

Source: FM3research poll
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The national college admis-
sions scandal has renewed fo-
cus on an uncomfortable truth:
If mom and dad have the means,
there are plenty of legal ways to
boost an otherwise average stu-
dent’s chances to get into a cov-
eted university.
The scandal involved what au-

thorities this month described as
an illegal “side door” scheme of
parents paying a California con-
sultant who either bribed college
coaches to flag their unathletic
children as freshman recruits or
paid proxies to cheat and inflate
entrance exam scores. Many of
those parents— including a dozen
from Silicon Valley — are due in
federal court in Boston on Fri-
day to face conspiracy and fraud
charges.
But for years, monied families

have been taking advantage of
legacy connections; coaches for
applications, essays and tests;
club sports; and large donations

JUST A LITTLE BOOST

Wealthy
parent,
lucky
student
How families with money
help get their children
into top-tier schools

JUSTIN SULLIVAN — GETTY IMAGES

Stanford is among the universities
that have been implicated in the
widespread elite college admission
bribery scheme.
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Matt, no last name provided, and his dog, Cassidy, display a sign saying, “Stranded, hungry, trying to get home,” in San 
Francisco. Many Bay Area residents polled cited increasing homelessness as a reason for wanting to move elsewhere.

grew up in the Bay Area and 
rents a home in Menlo Park 
with his wife and three chil-
dren. “That’s the bargain 
you have to make living in 
the Bay Area.”

The dissat isfact ion 
spreads across political par-
ties and county lines, ac-
cording to the poll of 1,568 
registered voters in five 
counties. Just 7 percent of 
respondents said life has 
gotten better here in the 
past five years, and 23 per-
cent said it’s stayed about 
the same.

Two in three renters 
sensed a decline in qual-
ity of life. And 64 percent 
of homeowners said things 
had gotten worse, despite 
massive and historic gains 
in property values and per-
sonal wealth since 2012.

San Francisco residents 
showed the most displea-
sure, with 72 percent say-
ing life in the Bay Area has 
soured in recent years. Pes-
simism spread across eth-
nic groups, with black vot-
ers most often reporting a 
drop in the quality of life.

More than 7 in 10 respon-
dents cited the high cost of 
housing and living, traf-
fic congestion and home-
lessness as the region’s top 
problems.

“The Bay Area has tre-
mendous challenges that we 
must address,” said Silicon 
Valley Leadership Group 
CEO Carl Guardino. “We 

should absolutely celebrate 
our strengths, but not work-
ing at our weaknesses will 
come at our own peril.”

About two-thirds of blue 
collar workers said they 
were likely to leave the re-
gion, far more than white 
collar professionals (43 
percent) and service work-
ers (44 percent). 

And more than half of 
the Latino residents and 7 
in 10 black residents polled 
said they planned to move 
in the next few years.

Louise Compton, a men-
tal health professional liv-
ing in Clayton, said she and 
her husband expect to move 
after they retire.

“I really like the area, of 
course. It’s really beautiful,” 
said Compton, 63. “Finan-
cially, it wouldn’t make a lot 
of sense to stay here.”

David Metz, president of 
FM3 Research, which con-
ducted the poll, said locals 
felt a similar angst about 
Bay Area life during the 
dot-com era in the early 
2000s, but this new poll 
suggests those fears are 
stronger today.

Wage growth is falling 
behind the rapid escalation 
of housing prices, and the 
middle class is slipping fur-
ther behind high earners in 
the Bay Area. “That gap is 
yawning,” Metz said.

Even homeowners watch-
ing their personal wealth 
grow with soaring real es-
tate prices feel isolated, he 
said. Family and friends 
can’t afford to move here, 
and parents doubt their 
children will be able to stay.

“There’s this invisible 
wall around you,” Metz said.

Many re spondent s 
shared stories of struggle 
and persistence to stay de-
spite mounting challenges.

Deborah Acosta, a re-
tired chief innovation offi-
cer for the City of San Le-
andro, grew up in the Bay 
Area. At times, she’s strug-
gled financially — a bank 
foreclosed on her home in 
the Oakland Hills after a 
divorce and the subprime 
mortgage crisis.

Too many people in the 
Bay Area can’t afford a 
home or apartment, espe-
cially seniors and others on 
fixed incomes, Acosta said. 

And high costs will slow 
economic growth and hin-
der the recruitment of tal-
ented young people, she 
said. She worries about the 
region’s inability to provide 
for the homeless.

But Acosta, 64, said she 
won’t move, despite wors-
ening traffic and high costs. 
She bought a manufactured 
home in a 55-plus commu-
nity in San Leandro, close 
to her son in Oakland. “I 
have a toehold,” she said. “I 
can breathe again.”

Renters also feel their 
Bay Area dream is taking a 
dark turn.

“You don’t really want to 
leave. There’s so much to do 
around here, and opportu-
nities,” said Caldwell, who 
grew up in Redwood City, 
graduated from UC Da-
vis and moved back home 
to find a job in the tech in-
dustry.

Caldwell and his wife 

found a Menlo Park home 
with below-market rent, but 
he knows he’ll have to earn 
more if he wants to support 
his family in the Bay Area.

Roughly 80 percent of 
respondents in Alameda, 
Contra Costa and San Ma-
teo counties called traffic a 
serious problem. 

About three-quarters of 
respondents in Santa Clara 
County and 70 percent 
in San Francisco County 
agreed.

Voters complained in in-
terviews about unreliable 
public rail and buses, high-
density apartments and 
condos adding traffic, and 
the steady rise in transpor-
tation taxes and fees that 
never seem to make high-
ways and transit faster and 
better.

Diego Vela, a software 
engineer, commutes from 
Dublin to his office in San 
Francisco on BART. Some 
days it takes as long as 90 
minutes to come and go 
from work. It’s time spent 
away from his wife and in-
fant daughter, and he hates 
it.

Vela, 30, has a good sal-
ary that could be the envy 
of friends and family back 
home in Texas. But then he 
explains to outsiders the 
high cost of living in Cal-
ifornia.

“It looks nice,” he said, 
“until you factor in reality.”

But there’s also a stub-
born attachment to the 
Bay Area and the struggle 
to make it.

Rich Fellner, 61, has nav-
igated the tech world for 35 

years, switching jobs, add-
ing new engineering skills 
and adapting to the chang-
ing currents of Silicon Val-
ley commerce and innova-
tion. 

The region is always 
changing, and he likes it 
that way, he said.

“It’s very competitive,” 
said Fellner, a homeowner 
in San Jose. “You really 
have to work.”

For some, the area is los-
ing something more basic — 
community.

Mark Ruzon, 46, earned 
his doctorate in computer 
science from Stanford in 
the 1990s and chose to stay 
and start a career. Ruzon, 
his wife and four children 
live in Mountain View. He 
bikes to work at nearby 
Google.

But Ruzon, a native of Il-
linois, misses the institu-

tions and traditions in the 
Midwest that bind commu-
nities together. In Silicon 
Valley, he said, it’s hard 
to find a decent Fourth of 
July parade. Despite its vast 
wealth, the region lacks a 
civic core, he said.

“We’ve tried to put down 
roots,” Ruzon said. “It’s 
been very difficult to put 
down deep roots.”

The poll of 1,568 regis-
tered voters in Alameda, 
Contra Costa, Santa Clara, 
San Mateo and San Fran-
cisco counties was con-
ducted by FM3 Research 
for the Silicon Valley Lead-
ership Group and Bay Area 
News Group. The poll, con-
ducted Feb. 14-24, has a 
margin of error of +/- 3.1 
percent. 

Contact Louis Hansen at 
408-920-5043.
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Q: Do you think that in the last five years the quality of life 
in the Bay Area has gotten: better, worse  or stayed the same?

Results of a recent poll that asked voters in the Bay Area about 
major problems, quality of life and whether they would be 
inclined to leave

Q: Rate these problems facing the Bay Area as extremely 
serious, very serious, somewhat serious or not too serious 

Q: “I am likely to move out of the Bay Area in the next few 
years.” Do you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat 
disagree or strongly disagree?

Extremely serious
or very seriousProblem

COUNTIES
Alameda
Contra Costa
San Francisco
San Mateo
Santa Clara

Better Stayed the same Worse

Strongly or 
somewhat agree

Strongly or 
somewhat disagree

The cost of housing
The cost of living

Homelessness
Traffic congestion

Increasing wildfires
Climate change

The cost of healthcare
Division between parties

The quality of public education
Long-term water availability

83% 
81% 

79% 
76% 

70% 
68% 
68% 

61% 
58% 
57% 

OPINIONS ON THE BAY AREA

FM3 Research poll conducted February 14-24. Survey consisted of 1,568 online and 
telephone (landline and wireless) interviews with voters in Alameda, Contra Costa, San 
Francisco, San Mateo and Santa Clara counties. The study is +/-3.1% at the 95% 
confidence level; margins of error for population subgroups within the sample will be 
higher. Due to rounding, not all totals will sum to 100%. 

7% 23% 65%

7% 22% 67%
4% 28% 62%
6% 17% 72%
10% 21% 63%
9% 26% 60%

44% 50%

35% 61%
58% 37%

53% 43%
71% 27%
38% 56%
39% 56%
50% 45%

55% 39%
44% 52%
34% 58%

ALL VOTERS

HOMEOWNERSHIP
Own
Rent

ETHNICITY
Latino
African American
Asian/Pacific Islander
White
All voters of color

AGE
18-39
40-59
60+
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ALL VOTERS

as part of a multibillion-dol-
lar annual effort to help get 
their kids into top schools.

“Take a typical college 
campus: If you take away 
spots in the freshman class 
reserved for athletes, devel-
opment cases, legacies, spe-
cial cases, you’ve probably 
taken away a third of your 
spots,” said Mark Sklarow, 
chief executive of the Inde-
pendent Educational Con-
sultants Association. “It 
is, unfortunately, one of 
the facts of college admis-
sion. Colleges try to create a 
freshman class beyond just 
the academic numbers.”

Legacies
Some private schools give 

children of alumni special 
consideration, hoping it will 
build a sense of community 
and grow alumni contribu-
tions. How much of a dif-
ference does it make? It de-
pends on the school. Har-
vard University reported 
that more than 1 in 6 of its 
freshmen had a parent who 
attended the school. Har-
vard insists the application 
process “is the same for all,” 
though children of alumni 
“may receive an additional 
look.”

A 2015 Stanford Mag-
azine article suggested a 
similar proportion of lega-
cies admitted to Stanford, 
though it too emphasized 
that all it does is afford an 
applicant a second look.

Other universities don’t 
much care that mom or dad 
went there. Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology in-
dicated in a 2012 post that 
“we don’t do legacy.” Most 
public schools such as the 
University of California 
don’t either, said Steven 

Mercer of Mercer Educa-
tional Consulting in Santa 
Monica, who worked in ad-
missions and fundraising 
for the University of South-
ern California.

“Public universities don’t 
focus on legacy, if at all,” 
Mercer said.

For those that do con-
sider legacy applicants, 
what kind of giving do they 
expect from their alumni? 
According to a 2007 study 
by Jonathan Meer of Stan-
ford and Harvey S. Rosen of 
Princeton, the average an-
nual alumni gift was $466, 
a figure heavily skewed by 
a few big donors. That adds 
up over the 18 years that 
parents spend grooming 
their kids for their alma ma-
ter. Giving, the researchers 
noted, dropped off signifi-
cantly if the alumni child 
was rejected.

Educational 
consultants

For most middle- to up-
per-middle-class parents 
without an Ivy League di-
ploma on the wall or a 
family name on a dorm at 
their alma mater, educa-
tional consultants are the 
most available option to 
help their ordinary prog-
eny stand a chance at get-
ting into an elite college. 
These consultants typi-
cally worked in college ad-
missions or as high school 
counselors, and offer their 
inside knowledge of the ap-
plicant vetting process to 
their clients. They help stu-
dents zero in on their goals 
and interests to steer them 
to suitable colleges and help 
them sharpen their pitch to 
stand out.

The California consul-
tant at the center of this 
month’s scandal, William 
Rick Singer, gave the pro-
fession a black eye — con-

sultants say parents should 
be wary of those promising 
they can get any kid into 
an Ivy.

“We’re not trying to 
game the system for our 
clients,” said Mercer, who 
earned a doctorate in ed-
ucational leadership from 
UCLA. “We’re experienced 
educators here to help stu-
dents and families navigate 
a system that can be diffi-
cult in order to help them 
find the right fit.”

So what’s that set you 
back? The most recent fig-
ures from the Indepen-
dent Educational Consul-
tants Association show 
average package rates 
across the country rang-
ing from $4,000 to $5,400, 
and hourly rates averaging 
$200.

Mercer likens it to pay-
ing a fitness coach at a gym.

“The fees are not cheap, 
but a lot of families can af-
ford what we do,” he said. 
“We don’t see it as provid-
ing an unfair advantage. 
We see it as providing a 
service.”

But some charge and 
promise much more. Ac-
cording to online education 
news organization Inside 
Higher Ed, one leading con-
sultant in 2005 was charg-
ing $9,999, and another 
sued a mother for failing 
to pay half of a $1.5 million 
consulting fee that helped 
get her daughter accepted 
to an Ivy League school.

As for results? Sklarow 
said demand in the indus-
try, which has doubled in 
the past five years, shows 
parents find it effective.

Test preparation
While educational con-

sultants try to guide cli-
ents to the right college, 
test prep services focus on 
boosting a key element of 
the application — the stu-

dent’s score on standard-
ized tests, the SAT and 
the ACT, which most col-
leges use in addition to stu-
dent grades to gauge their 
knowledge.

The recent scandal in-
volved parents who paid to 
have cheaters inflate their 
kids’ scores. But many 
parents pay for test prep 
courses.

What’s that cost? At Ka-
plan Test Prep, perhaps the 
best known, online or in-
person tutoring starts at 
$2,099 for 12 hours. It offers 
a refund or free additional 
courses if the student’s 
score doesn’t improve.

How much of a boost 
might that deliver? It’s hard 
to say. A 2009 study by the 
National Association for 
College Admission Counsel-
ing found test preparation 
yields a “positive but small 
effect on standardized ad-
mission test scores,” which 
it described as “in the 
neighborhood of 30 points” 
on the SAT, which at the 
time had a highest possible 
score of 2400. The highest 
today is 1600.

Kaplan spokesman Rus-
sell Schaffer called that 
study obsolete and flawed, 
noting that the SAT has 
been updated twice since 
then, most recently in 2016, 
and that the study didn’t 
distinguish between “com-
prehensive programs like 
ours” and “self-study or 
weekend programs.”

“Since there is no av-
erage or typical student, 
there is no average or typi-
cal score increase,” Schaffer 
said. “Some SAT prep stu-
dents come to us already at 
a 1200 and can only raise 
their score by 400 points 
more, since the highest 
score possible is 1600. But 
those last 400 points are 
actually more challenging 
to get.”

‘Patrician sports’

Another avenue for get-
ting average students into 
elite schools, exploited in 
the recent scam, is through 
recruitment to what Pro-
Publica senior editor Daniel 
Golden, an authority on the 
influence of wealth in col-
lege admissions, called “pa-
trician sports.” Examples 
include rowing or “crew,” 
lacrosse, fencing and wa-
ter polo.

“Colleges favor recruits 
in these sports at least 
partly for fundraising rea-
sons,” Golden, author of 
the 2006 book “The Price 
of Admission: How Amer-
ica’s Ruling Class Buys Its 
Way into Elite Colleges — 
and Who Gets Left Outside 
the Gates,” wrote in a recent 
column. “They’re important 
to wealthy alumni and do-
nors who played them in 
college or enjoy them as lei-
sure activities.”

But he added that these 
also often are sports more 
likely to be offered by pri-
vate college preparatory 
schools than urban public 
schools. 

San Jose’s public Inde-
pendence High School of-
fers football, baseball and 
softball, basketball, soccer, 
wrestling, tennis, swim-
ming, golf, volleyball, track 
and cross country. 

Atherton’s Sacred Heart, 
where high school tuition 
is $44,655, offers all that 
plus lacrosse and water 
polo.

Do the specialized 
sports help students get in? 
Sklarow said only if it’s a 
genuine interest. And Mer-
cer said the recent scandal 
will likely prompt colleges, 
which typically take stu-
dents at their word on their 
applications, to crack down 
on athletic recruitment and 
view it more critically.

“Something that’s easy 
for universities to change is 
to lock down the incoming 
pipeline for their sports,” 
Mercer said. “That’s an easy 
fix.”

Donations
For the truly affluent, a 

generous gift to a presti-
gious university has long 
been known to afford the 
donor’s child special consid-
eration in the admissions 
process, something Singer 
called the “back door” when 
he pitched parents on his il-
legal scheme.

Former eBay and 
Hewlett-Packard CEO Meg 
Whitman donated $30 
million to build Prince-
ton’s Whitman College res-
idence hall before her two 
sons, Griffith and William 
Harsh, got into her alma 
mater.

But to the extent a do-
nation can grease an aver-
age kid’s application to a 
haughty school, it’s hardly 
the most economical route, 
particularly at elite Ivy 
League schools.

“Today it ’s probably 
$10 million and up,” said 
Sklarow.

He and others add that 
it’s increasingly rare, and 
not just because few can 
donate at that level.

“I’ve never seen colleges 
blatantly sell admission 
spots,” Mercer said. 

“Decades ago that may 
have been a process, but 
universities worked so 
hard over the last few de-
cades to build their brand 
of being desirable and wor-
thy, and that doesn’t come 
from selling admissions 
to donors. So when it hap-
pens, and I think it hap-
pens rarely, the price of ad-
mission is high.”

Contact John Woolfolk at 
408-920-5782.
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