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The Texas Academic Skills Program, or TASP as we refer to it, came
into existence as a result of a law passed by the Texas legislature in
1987. That law mandated that all entering college freshmen in the state
be tested for basic skills in reading, writing, and mathematics. But the
law went a lot further than that: Also mandated were related activities,
such as advisement, placement, remediation, and an evaluation of the
program. All of these activities were in the law, and so we who had to
implement the program had an interesting challenge.

The program came about ostensibly because Texas had a large number
of unprepared or underprepared high school graduates coming each
year to institutions of higher education deficient in one or more of the
basic skill areas. In fact, research indicated that between a quarter and
a third of Texas high school graduates had some sort of basic skills
deficiency. This was a matter of concern not only to educators, of
course; industry too, especially in the state of Texas, was very
interested in the quality of the workers it was getting. And at just about
that time, the first of what would be many reports on how U.S. high
school graduates were stacking up with the graduates of other nations
was released, and the comparison did not favor our students. All of
this caused a great turmoil, to which the Texas legislature responded
by bringing into existence the Texas Academic Skills Program through
the passage of House Bill 2182.

The TASP program went into effect in the fall of 1989; we are
therefore just finishing the third complete academic year of the
program’s operation. I must mention at this point that TASP has been
a joint venture involving the cooperation of two agencies in addition to
the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board: National Evaluation
Systems, of course, was involved to the hilt as the developer of the
program; and the Texas Education Agency was involved because the
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same TASP test was to be used as the basic skills test for admission to
candidacy for teacher education, an area supervised by the TEA. So
this is a test being used for several different purposes.

Now as I said earlier, the test consists of three sections: reading, math,
and writing. Each section has roughly 40 to 50 multiple-choice items;
in addition, the writing section of the test requires the students—this is
the performance part of the test—to produce an essay or writing
sample of 300 to 600 words on a given topic, a format similar to that
in many other programs. The students have up to five hours to
complete the test, and because all three sections of the test are printed
in a single booklet, they can take the test in any order that they want,
spending as much time or as little time on any specific section as they
see fit. The statewide passing standard for the test applies to each of
the sections; that is, examinees have to pass every section at that
criterion. They can’t do very well in two of the sections and have
enough of a buffer to get through the third. Each of the sections is
scored independently and must be passed separately.

The original law requires the students to take the test by the time they
accumulate nine semester credit hours. The intent of this provision, of
course, was to identify any deficiencies that students might have early
on and get them some help quickly: Students who fail one or more
portions of the test must, by law, enter some sort of remediation. But
this nine-hour provision of the law proved difficult to implement, as I
will explain later. Another requirement is that students must remain
continuously in remediation until they pass all sections of the test. And
finally, students at four-year colleges have to pass all sections of the
test by the time they reach 60 semester credit hours or they can’t go
into any additional upper-division work. For two-year schools, junior
colleges, and community colleges, students cannot graduate with a
certificate or an associate’s degree until they have passed all sections
of the test. So you can see, almost every student and school in the state
was affected by this program.

Let me add a word about the notion of continuous remediation. If
students fail one or more sections of the test, they must be in some sort
of remediation every term that they are enrolled at a Texas public
institution. We give the institutions a fair amount of latitude on what
they can set up for remedial activities, but the students must be in
some sort of remediation that is appropriate. We do have people ask us
questions like this: “Well I needed math remediation, but the only
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remediation I could really schedule best was in English. Will that do?”
And of course the answer is no. The remediation has to be appropriate
and it has to be continuous until all sections of the test are passed.

In Texas we do our funding of institutions by formula: If an institution
generates a course-length piece of instruction, it is funded by the state
under a formula. But we have been strongly encouraging institutions to
do what is called non-course-based remediation, because some
students are close to passing and don’t need a full-length course. The
resistance to non-course remediation stems from the fact that the
institutions are not funded for that type of instructional offering. So,
we leave it up to the institutions. They can define remediation as they
see fit, as long as it is appropriate and the students are in it every term
that they attend the school.

The first cohort of students that we looked at when we considered how
to go about evaluating the program came under the aegis of the TASP
program in the fall of 1989. Now that year was a very unusual year for
the program. First there was a grandfathering provision built into the
law. Any student who had gotten three or more college-level semester
credit hours prior to the fall of 1989 would be grandfathered—
exempted from taking the TASP test. Now let me tell you what
that did to the summer enrollment for 1989. Just to give you an
example, enrollment at the community colleges that summer was up
by 40,000 students. So there were a lot of students trying to get out of
this requirement. The interesting fact, of course, is that the effects of
grandfathering will fade over time; in fact, now almost everybody that
comes to college is in some way subject to this program.

A second factor that made the initial program year unusual relates to
the nine-hour provision that I mentioned earlier and the fact that the
community college presidents in our state have a fairly powerful
organization. The community colleges wanted to give their students
more time to take the test. In the beginning, they asked that students be
required to take the test before accumulating 30 semester credit hours
instead of the nine required by the law. Our discussions with them
went back and forth, and finally a compromise of 15 semester credit
hours was agreed upon.

I mention these events of the first year only because grandfathering
and raising the nine-hour limit stretched out the amount of time that
students would have before they actually had to take the test, and that
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of course decreased the number of students who took the test in our
first year of operation. That fact in turn made it difficult for us to
consider the students who did take the test the first year as typical of
the eventual population who would have to take it. We managed with
great difficulty to fend off the demands from some folks in our state
for a first-year evaluation report for the program, because such a report
wouldn’t have been very meaningful. Instead, we deferred the
evaluation so that we could have a full second year of data, which we
think was a prudent decision. The data even at the end of the second
year have some quirks and some shortcomings, but we do at least have
a preliminary idea of the effectiveness of remediation in our state,
based upon that first cohort of students that entered college in the fall
of 1989 and completed two years. And it is those results that I’d like to
share with you this morning.

We used several different indicators, which I will explain so that when
you see the illustrations that I’m going to show you, you’ll understand
what we are examining. The indicators of the effectiveness of
remediation were fairly crude but, I think, effective. The first indicator
we used was retention: whether we kept the student in school or not.
This indicator was of particular interest for those students who were
required by law to remediate. We considered it of interest to know if
requiring students to enter remediation would force them out of
school. So the question we asked was: How does the retention rate for
those who completed required remediation compare with the rate for
those who never needed remediation in the first place?

A second indicator we used was overall grade point average (GPA) in
college-level work. For our purposes, we used an overall GPA of 2.0
or higher as our cut. And the question we asked was: Does the
proportion of students with a GPA of 2.0 or higher differ for students
who had completed required remediation compared with those who
never needed remediation in the first place?

Our third indicator concerned how well students who were required to
take remediation did in their first college-level English and college-
level math classes. Again, these are fairly crude measures but, we
think, effective ones. We defined passing as having gotten a grade of
C or better in the course, and the question we asked was: Does the
proportion of students who passed their first college-level English or
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math courses differ for those who completed required remediation
compared with those who never needed it in the first place?  Let’s take
a look now at the results of this inquiry.

As always, there are some significant limitations to data, so let me tell
you about a couple of those. First we decided to define a successfully
remediated student as one who actually needed remediation (i.e., failed
one or more sections of the test), took the required remediation,
and completed it. And we defined “completed remediation” as
“subsequently took the TASP test and passed.” Now, that group
represents approximately a third of all of those who have required
remediation so far, so you can see that we are looking at the great
minority of students who were required to enter remediation. And as
you’ll see from the illustration, the other group is classified as
“remediation still in progress.” And there is a lot we just don’t know
about that group yet, though we hope to know a lot more at the end of
this third year. Since the time of the study, you see, they could have
dropped out of school, they could have completed their remediation,
they may still be in remediation—we just don’t know, and we won’t
know until, we hope, this spring.
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Now to the first illustration. There are four categories relating to our
three questions, as I mentioned: retention, GPA equal to or greater
than 2.0, passing the first college-level English course, and passing the
first college-level math course. One bar shows the students who never
required remediation. They took the TASP test and passed all sections
the first time. A second bar shows students who failed one or more
sections, had to remediate, and completed their remediation. The third
bar is those who are still in remediation, or at least were at the time
that we compiled this information.

If you look at the illustration, you will see that the retention rate for
those who never needed remediation is very, very close to the rate for
those who required remediation and completed it. You see the same
story when you look at the rates for GPA of 2.0 or better. Similarly,
you see that the two “successful” groups are very close in the college-
level English course category. For the college-level mathematics
course, the groups tend to pull a bit apart, but they are still within eight
or ten percentage points of each other, which is very close.
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The second illustration is also very interesting. The trend you saw in
the first illustration held true across all ethnic groups and across all
types of schools: two-year schools, four-year schools, large schools,
small schools—all showed basically the same kind of trend. We have
looked at these data a lot of different ways, and I have made a lot of
charts; this one shows retention by ethnicity. Now, as may be true in a
lot of other states, in Texas we have a retention problem, especially for
minority students. But this illustration shows that, comparing those
who never needed remediation in any ethnic group and those who did
need remediation in any ethnic group, the retention rates are very, very
similar—almost identical, in fact. We have speculated about the
reasons for this. We have asked students, we have asked instructors,
we have asked counselors about it. And one of the things we hear most
is that once students experience success in a subject they tend to want
to stay with it because they know they can do it. That is an informal
speculation, of course, but I thought this information was interesting
and that you might want to look at it.

What can we conclude from this? It would appear that if—and this is a
big condition—if we can get students who need remediation to stay in
it and complete it, then the results in terms of college achievement
seem to be about the same on average as for those who never needed
remediation. Our problems seem to be with the vast group of students
who do not complete remediation or who do not even enter it despite
the fact that they need it.

Much remains to be done to take this analysis further. We are still
neophytes at evaluating the effectiveness of TASP not as a testing
program but as a remediation program. We have only one evaluation
report on the street so far. We hope to continue this sort of analysis
over the next few years, and we will certainly know a lot more after
this next year. In the meantime, it would appear that at least at this
point, we can be encouraged about the effectiveness of remediation in
the state, if students stay in it and complete it.


