
Joan Matthews is Director of Special Projects at the Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board.

The Effectiveness of
TASP®-Induced

Remediation Among
Texas's Tri-ethnic Population

Joan Matthews

I'm happy to have this opportunity because I always find it enjoy-
able to talk to other educators about the Texas Academic Skills
Program (TASP®). For those of you who have not heard about it
before, I'd like to tell you a little bit about the TASP program in
general, including some of the inside stories about the program,
and then I really want to zero in on the results that we are having
with our tri-ethnically mixed population.

TASP and Teacher Certification

First of all, let me explain why I am addressing the TASP program,
which pertains to all students in Texas public institutions of higher
education, at a meeting devoted to teacher education. Virtually
since its inception, TASP has been concerned with teacher
education. In fact, I think that the reason we have the TASP
program at all is because of teacher education. Back in the early
1980s, Texas colleges had an entrance test for teacher education
which, although they could take it at any time, students tended to
take right before they entered teacher education in their junior
year. The results of this test were indescribable; they were so bad
that they were absolutely shocking. This test was an eye-opener for
all concerned higher educators.

The chairman of the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board
and the commissioner of higher education were quick to realize
that these dismal results were not an indictment of teacher edu-
cation, but of general education. The reason for this conclusion
was clear: by and large, the students were taking the test before
they entered teacher education. Furthermore, what made an
already bad situation worse was the timing of the test. The
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students were preparing to go into their junior year. That is, by the
time students learned they were having difficulty, they had
completed two years of college. Then they were stopped in their
tracks and shaken from their intention to enter teacher education.

So the commissioner of education and the commissioner of higher
education met to discuss the situation. They decided that the entry
requirement for teacher education could be met by utilizing the
entry-level TASP test, which was newly mandated. Consequently,
students planning to enter teacher education, along with all other
entering freshmen and transfer students, had to take the TASP test;
if they were identified as having difficulty, then they had to go into
a comprehensive remediation program.

Background of the TASP

A Treatment Program. Let me tell you a little bit about the TASP
program. The education reform bill that the Texas legislature
passed was highly innovative because it called for an entire
academic support program, not simply a test. This approach was
sensible and humane. If a test of basic skills is given without an
adequate support program in place for those who don't pass, it's a
little bit like a physician telling a patient that cancer has been
diagnosed without offering any treatment. But the TASP program
had a built-in treatment component—in fact, quite an extensive
one.

A Diagnostic Instrument. The test, the legislature said, must be at
least roughly diagnostic. TASP is in fact a useful diagnostic instru-
ment for measuring and reporting on shortcomings in reading,
writing, and math.

Academic Advisement. More significantly, the law called for
academic advisement to accompany testing. In Texas academic
advisement was at the time fairly haphazard, which I think is
probably the case in most states. But TASP really has transformed
academic advisement in the higher education community. The law
called for accurate placement of students, and the test is one piece
in the placement decision. This is a very important outcome
because academic advisement is one key to lowering attrition.
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Remediation. Finally, the law required that any student identified as
having a deficiency must enter remediation and must remain in
remediation continuously until the TASP test is passed. The
legislature also put some teeth into the program in the form of
stringent program evaluation measures.

Justifying Remediation

At the present time, while this testing-advisement-remediation
cycle is happening with positive results, there is a movement in the
legislature, in Texas and elsewhere, to eliminate remedial costs.
Legislators want to know how the institutions of higher education
can move away from remediation as quickly as possible. They
want to know how we justify the cost in Texas of $125 million per
biennium for remediation.

We are trying to answer their concerns. Basically, we justify the
remediation in several ways. First, any time a reform like TASP is
instituted, it will trigger other educational reforms, which is a highly
positive outcome. Through the TASP program, over 600,000
students have been tested so far, at the rate of approximately
200,000 students a year. Testing on such a large scale results in
reform in higher education and, beyond that, it also helps push
reform in public education at the K–12 level. This is the obverse of
the situation in the early 1980s when reform in public K–12
education led higher education reforms in the mid-1980s. Such
expanding ripples of reform constitute a very synergistic system.
Both levels of education work together well to engender effective
change.

Our second justification is that remediation is a natural and
expectable consequence of the wide access to higher education
that exists now in the United States. These days colleges welcome
everybody, from the traditional exiting high school students to
students who are much older than average and are in search of
retraining. With such a varied student body, it is natural and
expectable to have an ongoing and continued need for remedia-
tion. It is unreasonable to take a student who has been out of
school for fifteen years, possibly working in a blue-collar position,
and expect that person to remember high school algebra. It's
probably not going to happen. So when that person shows up at
college, he or she represents a justifiable need for remediation.
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The third justification focuses on the issue of paying for remedia-
tion twice. Our legislators complain that citizens have paid for
basic skills remediation at the K–12 level and now they are asked
to pay for it again at the college level. Our response is that
underpreparation of people going into higher education is a
national problem, and if we aren't prepared to pay for remediation
twice, we will have to pay for it three times because industry in the
United States spends as much money on education and training as
is spent on all of public education right up through college. That is
an incredible statistic. And one-third of the amount that industry
spends on education and training is spent on basic education and
basic skills training. While much of that expenditure is for the
illiterate worker, a lot of it is not. Rather, it is for retraining people
who are college educated but who don't write well, who don't
have good mathematics skills, or who don't read adequately to do
their jobs. So we think that TASP is both a second opportunity
program and a "buck stops here" program.

TASP and Texas's Tri-ethnic Population

In Texas we have over 900,000 students in our institutions of
higher education, about 90% of them in public institutions of
higher education. Unlike in the rest of the country, a very small
percentage of college-bound students in Texas go out of state or to
private schools. Texas is a tri-ethnic state, with Anglos, Hispanics,
and African Americans representing the three predominant ethnic
groups. It is especially important that the Hispanic and African
American students who enter our colleges remain there until they
complete their degrees. The high dropout rates that exist in the
public school system are simply not acceptable. Historically,
dropout rates have been especially high among the Hispanic
population.

Texas's tri-ethnicity is also a dynamic phenomenon. The propor-
tions of our population from each ethnic background are changing
from year to year. In some parts of Texas the "minority" students
are already the majority, and Texas will be one of the first states in
the nation, along with California, where the minority citizens will
become the majority in just a few years. Efforts must be very
proactive for minority students for many reasons, but especially
because of their substantial and increasing representation among
the population.
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This brings us back to TASP. We are most concerned about how
Hispanic and African American students have been doing in the
TASP program. The following graphs show results from the TASP
program evaluation.

Evaluative Information on TASP

White 66% White 63%

Other 4% Other 5%

African American
11%

African American
11%

Hispanic 19% Hispanic 20%

Freshman Class Enrollment
1989–90 by Ethnicity

Remediation Study Cohort
1989–90 by Ethnicity

Comparison of Freshman Class and Cohort Ethnic Composition

TASP is studied on an annual basis by cohort. Every year the
students who take the test and need remediation become part of
that year's remediation study cohort. However, results are not
reported until a cohort has been followed for two years. Although
the program has been in place since 1989, two cohorts were
reported last year: the 1989–90 cohort and the 1990–91 cohort.
There are three years of data on the 89–90 cohort and two years
of data on the 90–91 cohort. This year the 91–92 cohort will be
added. The three cohorts represent four years, three years, and
two years of data, respectively.

In the first remediation study cohort, 1989–90, the first aspect
studied was the composition of the entire freshman class
enrollment by ethnicity, compared to that of the 1989–90 TASP
remediation cohort. The ethnic diversity in both groups is not
terribly dissimilar, a finding of some significance. Educators feared
that the African American and Hispanic groups would be
overrepresented in the group needing remediation, and all were
pleased to see that that was not the case.
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The data on the first chart looked at the entire freshman class for
the 89–90 cohort, the first TASP group. The graphs in this chart
show the proportion of students in remediation from each of the
four ethnic groups. For example, 17 percent of the Hispanic
students in higher education need TASP remediation. Although it's
not possible to break down national data by ethnic group, it is
interesting to note that about a third of the college students in the
nation report that they have had to take at least one remedial
course.
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1989–90/1990–91
Pass College Level Mathematics

1989–90 Cohort
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Remediation Not Required

Complete TASP Remediation

One of the ways to look at TASP's success is to examine how well
students do once they have completed remediation and enter their
first college-level course in the area in which they needed
remediation. This is the least positive result. The graph shows the
performance in their first post-remediation math classes by two
cohorts, the first cohort from 1989–90 and the second cohort from
1990–91, compared with the performance of students who never
needed remediation. While the evaluation advisory committee
defines success as pass rates for remediated students are within
20 percentage points of the pass rates of students who never
needed remediation, few persons are satisfied with these results.

There are other states—Tennessee is one of them—in which
students who complete remediation do better in math than
remediated Texas students do; and because math is such an
important subject, much effort has been focused on improving the
Texas results. For example, the math portion of the test has been
re-evaluated and improved, beginning with the TASP test
administered in September 1993. The standards for remediation
are much more stringent, and educators believe that students'
performance in their math classes following remediation will also
improve.



Matthews

118

TASP Math Remediation Completed
1989–90 Cohort
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This graph shows students' performance in college-level math, by
ethnicity. It compares the performance in their first college-level
math course of students who completed TASP remediation and
students who never needed remediation in the first place.
Generally speaking, while the pass rates of the TASP-remediated
students are within 20 percentage points of their non-remediated
peers, the need for better performance is quite apparent.
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The comparable results in terms of pass rates for the first college-
level English course indicate that TASP-remediated student per-
formance in the first college-level English course is much better
than in math. The writing test seems to have been working better
than the old version of the math test to identify students in need of
remediation. It appears to be an excellent indicator of readiness for
college-level English and college-level writing. There is about as
much demand for remediation in English as there is for
remediation in math. Actual test results seem to fluctuate slightly:
one time the test will result in a little more demand for writing
remediation, the next time the demand for math remediation will
be higher. Still, results for the first college-level English course are a
little more respectable than for math.
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TASP Writing Remediation Completed
1989–90 Cohort
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When the English course results are broken down by ethnicity,
there's very little difference in pass rates between students who
never needed remediation and students who completed it. Grade-
point averages for the remediated students are also respectable—
within approximately ten percentage points of the grade-point
averages for students who never needed remediation.

In sum, if students move through and complete their required
remediation, they become academically respectable students.
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Comparison of Pre-TASP Students
and 1989–90 Cohort Remediation Complete

Retention Rates
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From the onset of the TASP program, retention has been a
concern because critics warned that TASP would drive people out
of school. In fact TASP hasn't driven students away.

Retention for the 1987–88 (pre-TASP) group is shown after the
freshman year and is compared with retention for the 1989–90
(post-TASP) cohort after three years of college. While not a good
measure, it provides a rough indicator to us. Most of the students
leaving higher education are lost during the first year. Once people
enter and complete remediation in the TASP program, their rate of
retention increases.

There is a 27 percent increase in retention for Anglo students, a
36.3 percent increase for African American students, and a
31.5 percent increase for Hispanic students. The "Other" category
on the chart contains all foreign students as well as other ethnic
minorities who are American citizens. For all students there is
almost a 30 percent increase in retention.

This is good news for the students, of course, and also for the
institutions. Merely looking at this issue from a financial
perspective, it is tremendously cost-effective to retain students. We
in higher education put most of our costs up front, in student
recruitment, orientation, counseling, advisement, and a host of
other expensive initial activities. The first year is tremendously
expensive.
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In Texas, colleges and universities are funded by formulas— based
on numbers of students enrolled—so there is a big incentive to get
and keep students in the system. What was happening prior to the
TASP program is that students came into the institutions, many of
them dropped out for a variety of reasons (one of them being lack
of preparation), and then those who dropped out were simply
replaced with other fresh bodies the next year. Needless to say,
this is both inhumane and cost-ineffective. In contrast, the TASP
program, with its increased student retention, is very cost-effective
for the state of Texas and humane for the students as well.

In sum, the program results show that students who complete
remediation are academically respectable, they are being retained
very well, and students from minority groups in Texas are not
being disadvantaged.

Exemplary Practices in Remediation

It is really important to make sure that this program is working, to
know why it's working, to know how it's working, and to get that
information out to the schools. The program staff will begin
publishing an "Exemplary Practices in Remediation" report in the
future. Within five years or so we hope to demonstrate that the
students who take remediation are doing better than students who
never had remediation or never needed remediation in the first
place. This ambitious goal is achievable.

Public higher education in Texas is quite diverse. There are nearly
100 public institutions in Texas, approximately 65 of which are
community colleges and the rest senior universities, and their
admissions policies range from open admissions to highly selective.
The result is not a homogeneous group at all, but a very diverse
and challenging student population. Faced with this fact, it is
especially important to know what is working, which institutions
are doing it, how they are making it happen, and what kinds of
populations are being better affected by which kinds of
intervention. It's equally important to disseminate that information.
We plan to be very public with our praise for institutions and
approaches that are working.

In the future, there will be consultation with institutions whose
students aren't doing so well. Unsuccessful practices will be
addressed privately and directly, and exemplary practices will be
noted publicly and directly.
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