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A book has emerged from the experiences we have had with the
Texas Academic Skills Program; its title is From Politics to Policy: A
Case Study of an Educational Reform. And today I’ll talk about how
the politics surrounding the TASP program were turned into policy.

You all know that assessment always takes place in a broader context,
and so I want to begin by sharing a little bit about what the context in
Texas is like. I think that once you understand a bit about our
background, you will see immediately why we chose the testing model
that we did. TASP rather swims against the current in big university-
based or system-wide testing programs. The predominant type of
testing today is outcomes assessment, where students are tested as they
leave an institution rather than at the front end as they enter. But we
analyzed our particular context and we chose the front-end model for
reasons that I will discuss.

Texas has 35 universities and 73 community colleges and technical
colleges. There are about 840,000 postsecondary students, 90% of
whom attend public colleges and universities in Texas. Only 10% of
our students go to private schools or attend college out of state. That is
a little unusual, I think. Approximately three fourths of our students
enter community colleges for their first postsecondary experience,
and all the community colleges are open-admission institutions.
Furthermore, our demographics in Texas are pretty interesting: In the
lower grades of our public schools, the Hispanic and African
American groups are already the majority in Texas. That trend hasn’t
moved up yet to the college level, but probably within the next decade
we will find our so-called minority students being the majority
students and the majority students being the minority students in
Texas.
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We are very concerned that all people in Texas get a good-quality
education, and there is a particularly acute dropout problem at about
the junior high school level that disproportionately affects Hispanic
students. So we don’t get as many Hispanic students into and as far
down the pipeline as we would like. We really think that they are a
most valuable resource. We have got to find ways to keep them in
school. It is not cost-effective and it is not humane to let people come
into school only to see them wash out for educationally preventable
reasons. In addition, from an economic point of view, it costs a lot of
money to replace students who drop out with new students because, as
you all know, the costs of education for the colleges are heavily loaded
at the front end, in the freshman year, with marketing and orientation
and similar costs. In short, it is much, much more effective both in
human terms and in economic terms to retain a student than to replace
a student.

Part of our context in Texas is a very pervasive statewide problem
with grade inflation at both the postsecondary and the secondary
levels. In addition, graduates leave high school with one of three types
of high school diplomas. Basically they are an honors diploma, a
college-bound or regular diploma, and a diploma aimed more at
vocationally oriented students. The Texas Education Agency was not
keeping track of the diplomas at the state level until this year, so we
didn’t know much about the type of preparation entering college
students had. In the vocational-level diploma, students could take non-
high-school-level courses in mathematics, language arts, and sciences.

Now, the situation has changed, although I don’t think we have seen
the full results of the change yet. Until quite recently we just had no
way of knowing how many students were entering our colleges
holding vocational-level diplomas. But because we are all parents, we
suspected that many of these students, faced with making a diploma-
track decision in their junior high school years and probably not fully
understanding the implications of which diploma track they were
choosing, might have just decided to take what they perceived to be
the easy route and entered the vocational track. They probably counted
on going to a community college for a year or two and then
transferring to the state’s most selective university. We have heard that
sort of notion from students for years, and of course it is a pipe dream.
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In the past, our universities were severely limited in the amount of
remediation that the state would fund. Six hours of funded remediation
were allowed. Instead of the universities, the community colleges had
the mandate to remediate. Yet we found through some research that
not all of the community colleges were remediating and not all of the
remediation that was being provided was effective. Although it
sounded like good policy on the face of it to say that the community
college sector of education should take care of remediation, that is not
where the need was and not where positive effects were being realized.

It appears that when people are underprepared, they are underprepared
across the board, and we were in fact finding some of our most highly
able students underprepared, just as we were finding our least able
students underprepared. In fact, that is the nature of the basic skills
problem nationwide. In the Texas context, we considered two
important options. Did we need to equalize our students’ skills at the
time that they entered college and check to see if their skills had
caught up before allowing them to enter upper-level courses, or did we
need to measure exit competencies, the value added by each institution
of higher education by the time the student was ready to graduate? Not
surprisingly, we decided that the greater need was for entry-level
assessment—but not without a full program to support change.
Otherwise—without a program to help students improve their skills—
it would have been like putting a patient through a sophisticated, high-
tech medical diagnosis, finding cancer, and then announcing that life
was going to have to go on as usual without any treatment whatsoever.

With remediation a part of the program, we found that the entry-level
assessment model also fit some accountability demands that the
legislature had. So we chose our five-part program and, as Ron
Swanson told you in his presentation, it is looking highly promising
to us.

I want to talk a little bit about what our environment is like now. We
are suffering from a severe deficit in Texas: 5 billion dollars—not as
bad as California’s, which is 11 billion, but bad enough for us. In
addition, we have some judicial mandates relating to K–12 education,
prisons, and mental health services, which make enormous and non-
negotiable demands on the state’s resources. One of the few remaining
areas of discretionary funds happens to be in higher education, and our
legislature is “fixin’ to ride into town,” as we say in Texas. There are
obvious implications for TASP. In our favor, the program is working
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and it has very positive effects for minority students who perform after
remediation at about the same rate as students who never needed
remediation in the first place. Also in our favor, the state is
considering a move to performance-based funding, and the most
commonly discussed level is the 10% level. TASP data provide some
very important and measurable outcomes.

On the other side, there is a call to reduce testing. As Nolan Wood said
in his presentation, we have a reputation that if it moves and breathes
in Texas we test it. There is already a big K–12 testing program in
place, and some legislators may see the reduction or the elimination of
TASP as a way to save money.

Part of our unusual beginnings is the fact that the TASP program was
conceived and born with lawyers as midwives. And it is better for it.
We had suits threatened before the program even began and indeed
before the law was even passed. As a matter of fact, after the law was
passed and I was selected to be the director of the program, it so
happened that I had to address our board about the program the very
next day. I was very pleased to be able to do that with my shiny new
title, and I stood up and gave my speech. When I finished, Bill Sanford
beckoned me over to the side of this very, very big room, where he
was standing with a tall, bespectacled young gentleman, who put out
his hand and said “Hi! I’m Kevin O’Hanlon from the Attorney
General’s Office. Congratulations on your new promotion. I’m here to
tell you that you are being sued.” Shortest honeymoon on record,
folks.

In fact, we weren’t being sued literally, but we had groups in the
background concerned that this was going to be a discriminatory
program and prepared to sue us. So we began to plan for legal action.
The party most interested in suing us has been MALDEF, the Mexican
American Legal Defense and Education Fund, but they may have
given us a reprieve because they have been engaged in an enormous
suit against the state of Texas and several major university systems. In
addition, other groups, despite the numbers of Hispanic and African
American students who go through our program successfully, have
been concerned about those two-thirds of students who needed
remediation and who are still in remediation. But again, that occurs in
a context. Since the average community college student in Texas takes
3 to 6 hours of remediation, it takes a while for them even to get to the
point of having to take the test—that is, before they complete
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9 college-level hours. Remediation courses are considered non-college
level; they don’t count when the clock is ticking toward that 9- or
15-hour time limit. So it will take a while before we can see how the
test affects those students.

Interestingly enough, the most legal activity that we face so far is a
spate of Office of Civil Rights (OCR) complaints made by parents of
learning-disabled students and students with attention deficit disorders.
I have never met a more militant group in my entire life, and I can see
from heads nodding that many of you have met them as they travel
around from state to state. At one point I think we had six or seven
pending complaints by parents of these students. But we have put a
great deal of time and care and thought into building a system to
provide the most appropriate and reasonable accommodations for
these students and we were able to demonstrate it to the Office of Civil
Rights. We have been very careful to make sure that requests for an
accommodation are fairly evaluated, that no student is given an unfair
accommodation, and that each student is treated individually.

We have relied on good professional backup in deciding about
accommodations (and we look at a battery of tests or school histories),
or we’ll even look at physical data like an MRI or a CAT scan if that
seems appropriate. I have an expert neuropsychologist waiting in the
wings, and I’ll just take all of these reports and records over to him,
place them on his desk, and say, “What do you think about what this
person is asking? Is this fair?” And as a matter of fact he’ll often say,
“Well, I don’t know about that. I think this person is asking for
something that isn’t really going to help. Why don’t you offer this
accommodation instead.” So we have developed a reputation—which
has truly impressed the OCR—of actually going back to these students
and saying, “While we are not going to grant you the accommodation
you requested, we really think that such and such an accommodation
might be more helpful to you. Would you like to have it?” And that
approach seems to be soothing some of the fevered brows out there in
the state and working out very well for us.

Let me tell you a story about that process. Ron Swanson and our
attorney happened to attend a conference about a year ago with an
attorney from the Office of Civil Rights. To my absolute delight the
OCR attorney came over and collared our attorney and said, “You
know, you still have some complaints pending. We haven’t gone
through all of them, but I do want to tell you that you have got just
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about the best system that I think I’ve ever seen.” I find that story very
gratifying. What it tells us is that we are accommodating students with
various types of handicaps in an appropriate way, and it also tells me
that hard work does pay off. I love it when the system works.

Now, we do anticipate some challenges when students who have
already passed college-level courses fail the test. This problem is most
appropriately directed towards the colleges themselves but we are
occasionally dragged into it also. And so what we do is rattle sabers at
the colleges periodically and agree that it is a problem when a student
calls up and says, “What do you mean I have to go into remediation?
You let me take college-level algebra and I passed it.” And we just
say, “Are you sure you want to let students into college-level algebra
before they’ve passed the TASP test?” Quite a few of the colleges
have made passing the test a prerequisite for coursework.

A saving grace of the program has been a compendium of carefully
designed policies that we have compiled into a policy book. Now in
my field of psychology there is a little phrase of jargon called
emergent design. The policy book for TASP definitely has been
emergent design. It emerged after about eight or nine policy papers
went out from our office. We were calling them Memo #1, Memo #2,
and so on. By Memo #4 we were copying on the bottom, “TASP
Policies. In order to know what is going on in addition to the law and
the Coordinating Board rules, you need to have the September 17th
memo, the October 19th memo,” and so on. Finally we put together a
book of policies. As a matter of fact, Ron Swanson took the lead in
putting the book together, and it is really his product and his hard
work.

In summary, we have been very careful about our policies because we
think that if comparisons are going to be made based on this program,
and if important educational decisions are going to be made about
students depending on their TASP results, and if funding depends in
part on the results of testing, it is really important to have the
institutions of higher education treating students fairly and applying
the law, the rules, the regulations, and the policies in an equitable
fashion.

Let me close by briefly sharing with you one policy area where the
issue of confidentiality had to be resolved at a federal level. When we
began to grade essays, we got some distressing essays from students
who were clearly homicidal, sexually abused, physically abused, or
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suicidal. We found, as I’m sure many of you who have essays on your
tests have found, that a distressed student can twist a prompt in any
direction to talk about what is foremost in his or her mind, especially if
the writing occurs in a kind of anonymous context. Our scorers who
were grading these essays became highly concerned, and we did too.
And through a long and complicated process that involved our
lawyers, the Texas Education Agency lawyers, the Attorney General’s
Office, and the Family Education Privacy Act people in Washington,
we finally found a way legally to pull the names of those particular
students.

The process that we have now if we have a student who writes a
suicidal paper is that NES immediately pulls that paper, makes a
Xerox of it, and sends it to us. I read it or Ron Swanson reads it, and if
we have any questions about it we take it to an expert consultant in the
community. That person documents a recommendation. We get the
name of the student and the school, and then we call the school and
inform the president that we need the name of an appropriate
counselor on that campus. The person’s name and essay are released to
that counselor, with the request that the counselor not use the essay
unless absolutely necessary and then destroy it when it is no longer
needed. We have had to release names very seldom.

In conclusion, we feel that the TASP program runs by a politically
sensitive set of policies that are at once humane and practical that have
been developed over time with the involvement of many people and
groups. In the case of TASP, I would have to say that politics has truly
helped to make good policies.


