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I am honored to be here in my capacity as a member of the Texas 
State Board of Education to lead you in a discussion of the Texas 
reaction to the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, the specific 
considerations boards of education must take into account with regard 
to NCLB, and where we are as a state in the process of meeting the 
NCLB requirements. But I would like to begin by reaching back into 
all my years of experience in education and offering a more personal 
but I think more comprehensive perspective. I have the advantage of 
having been a public school teacher for fourteen years, an assistant 
principal for one year, a principal for sixteen years, in personnel for 
three years, and in the central administration office for three more 
years. I am now a professor at Prairie View A&M University in Prairie 
View, Texas. So I have seen our public education system from every 
perspective, historically and operationally. And I have to say to you 
that never before have I seen anything of the quality of No Child 
Left Behind Act. I am not saying that it is perfect, but think about 
how long we have fought to bring education to the forefront of the 
political agenda. Polls continue to show that the number one concern 
for citizens of the United States is education, and the issue certainly 
does get a lot of lip service from politicians. But when was the last time 
we got legislation designed to address our concerns about education? 
I recognize that some politicians may try to use NCLB as a political 
tool to appear to be saying the right things or putting the right planks 
in their platforms; nevertheless, NCLB has moved education to the 
forefront and we have reason to be excited about that.
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Here in Texas, the NCLB regulations are an extension of the 
accountability system we’ve been building for over fifteen years, and 
as an educator, an administrator, and a state board member, I am 
proud to have been involved in this forerunner to NCLB.

Student Assessment in Texas: A Forerunner to 
NCLB

Texas has an especially strong record with regard to using assessments 
of student achievement to ensure accountability in our public schools. 
Our basic skills testing started in the seventies with a national test 
that had nothing to do with Texas. We soon realized the wisdom 
of using a state-specific test to obtain meaningful performance data, 
and in 1979 when the state legislature passed a bill requiring basic 
skills competencies in math, reading, and writing for students at three 
different grade levels, the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills (TABS) was 
created to meet this need. Results for this test were publicly reported, 
introducing the era of accountability, but honestly, the TABS was a very 
basic test—at the level of one plus one equals two, two plus two equals 
four. We decided, and the legislature decided, that it was too basic, so 
we moved on in 1985 to the Texas Educational Assessment of Minimum 
Skills (TEAMS), passage of which became a graduation requirement. 
And then we took it to the next level again, to the Texas Assessment 
of Academic Skills (TAAS™), which not only shifted the focus from 
testing basic skills to testing academic skills but also initiated the most 
comprehensive reporting system to date, the Texas Education Agency’s 
Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS). Since 1999 we have been 
administering the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS™), 
which builds on the TAAS™ to evaluate higher-level thinking skills using 
the new state-mandated curriculum as an assessment framework. We 
measure what has been taught, exactly as it has been taught.

Excellence Through Accountability: Texas School 
Report Cards

I have been on the State Board of Education now for ten years. I came 
in 1992, which was the first year of the Texas accountability system. At 
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that time, the percentage of students passing some of the TAAS™ tests 
was in the 40 percent range. When you put data like this out, when 
you publish results, people will react, and growth will take place. By 
1994, the combined pass rates for all grades in reading, writing, and 
math were over 60 percent (Figure 1).  In 2002, the pass rates were 
in the eighties and nineties.

Figure 1

Percentage of Students Passing the TAAS™/TAKS™ by Subject
(all grades, 3–8 and 10)
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Source: Texas Education Agency Academic Excellence Indicator System

These data represent impressive improvement brought about by serious 
effort on the part of students, teachers, and administrators in Texas. 
A key component in this turnaround has been performance reporting.  
The AEIS reports, which were introduced with the 1990–1991 school 
year, break down the TAAS™ or TAKS™ results by grade and subject, 
as well as by student demographics including ethnicity, gender, and 
economic status. The Texas Education Agency’s School Report Cards, 
available since the 1997–1998 school year, further break down the 
data by district and campus and are automatically sent out to parents 
by each school.
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To illustrate the significant impact performance reporting has had at the 
campus level, let’s look at one of the figures from various perspectives. 
In 2002, 92.7 percent of all students in the state of Texas passed their 
TAKS™ in mathematics. If you disaggregate the data, you are looking 
at pass rates of 86.5 percent for African American students, 90 
percent for Hispanic students, 96.6 percent for white students, and 88.9 
percent among economically disadvantaged students. So what appears 
to be a very positive statistic, a pass rate in the nineties, now shows 
that there is still work to be done in this subject for certain groups of 
students. When you are forced to consider the achievement every child, 
you start to take these numbers very seriously and the numbers start 
to move. In Texas, they started to climb when the legislature required 
that every sub-group make progress. 

Because of the disaggregation of performance data, there are now 
32 different ways for a school to be rated low-performing in the state 
of Texas. A perfect example of the effect this can have is the school 
where my son is principal. This school had a rating of low-performing 
only because Hispanic boys had a dropout rate higher than the state 
minimum. Test scores were high, attendance was great, everything was 
fabulous except for the dropout factor in this one demographic group, 
which was the basis for the entire school’s being rated low-performing. 
As a result, the teachers in this school who had worked so hard felt 
defeated. But did they start to address the dropout rate of Hispanic 
boys? Yes, they did. That is what happens when you publish the ratings 
from the school district and when you disaggregate the data—people 
have a tendency to pay attention.

Supporting a Pass-or-Stay-Back Program

Increased accountability means high stakes for districts, campuses, and 
ultimately individual teachers and students. It also means that the state 
has to be committed and ready to help its districts, campuses, teachers, 
and students succeed. In Texas, high stakes begin in the third grade; as 
of the 2002–2003 school year, students who do not pass the reading 
portion of the test are retained in third grade. The great news is that 
our third graders did very well on the reading portion of the test; over 
90 percent of those children passed.
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These results were especially rewarding to me because they showed 
that Texas had done the work necessary to make our schools ready 
for such high stakes. The state had put in the money, $550 million 
in 1996, just to teach reading. We had six years between the time 
of this allocation and the time when the test results would count, and 
what we did was train all of our teachers in how to teach reading. 
Professional development is vital; it is extremely important. In addition 
to training the teachers to teach reading, we adopted legislation to put 
a reading specialist on every campus and create a program that pays 
certified Master Reading Teachers an extra $5,000 above and beyond 
a teacher’s salary to teach in high-need schools, so that every campus 
would be assured the reading specialist support it needed. The other 
thing we did was start testing every child who walked into a classroom. 
We tested to see what they needed, and we had an intervention for 
every need. We funded summer school under the Title I monies for 
every child who did not pass the reading test.  After six years of doing 
this, the kids were ready. They were prepared for the test, so instead 
of humiliating them, we made them a success story.

Support Schools or Prisons?

In Texas, when they are building a prison system, they ask, “How 
many third graders were retained this year?” Then they project ten 
years out and say, “That is how many prisoners we need to build 
room for in the state.” I want you to think about that as we test 
children, as we make the stakes high, as we put pressure on kids to 
pass all of the tests all of the time.

Currently seniors in the state of Texas must pass an exit exam to 
graduate from high school. So, from my perspective as a state board 
member, it is the state’s responsibility to prepare seniors for this test, 
just as we prepare our third graders for their reading exam. In this 
case, the preparation begins in third grade, when we start assessing 
students’ achievement and holding them to high standards every step of 
the way. A third-grade student must pass a reading test to go on to 
fourth grade, and when that student gets to fifth grade, he has to pass 
not only reading, but must also pass math to be promoted. Three years 
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later, that student has to pass reading, writing, math, science, and 
social studies to go to ninth grade. When he gets to eleventh grade, 
he takes the exit test to get a diploma. Now he must pass everything 
under the umbrella of science. He must pass all of the math: the 
geometry, the trigonometry, algebra I, algebra II. Then he must pass 
all of the social studies courses: history, etc. So when Texas students 
complete their graduation requirements, it is a huge achievement, both 
for the individual students and for the school system. It means that 
we have been doing things right in public education for the career of 
the student; it means we have prepared our students well, just as we 
always said a school system should.

This is why it is so essential for us to pay attention to the quality of 
our teachers. If for one year a student in Texas gets a bad algebra 
teacher or a bad social studies teacher, she may not get a high school 
diploma. This year coming up, 2005, will be the first year that all 
students in the state will be required to pass all subject areas of the 
exit exam. Because this raises the stakes so significantly, one of the 
possibilities we are considering is using a block score—a combined 
subject score—so that if a student does not get the right teacher for 
algebra, she will still be able to get an overall passing score. While 
our ultimate goal is to offer all students high-quality teachers in all 
classes, I think allowing a block score for the exit exam is a good 
approach.

Teacher Training and Assessment

The student accountability system in the Texas public schools makes it 
clear how inexorably linked student performance and teacher quality 
are. Thus, the amount of reporting we do of student achievement 
has intensified the state’s focus on teacher training and assessment. 
Today Texas has an elaborate system of alternative certification 
programs based at universities and school districts with set coursework 
requirements and performance standards. I am teaching one required 
course to alternative certification candidates and there is a horde of 
people coming to get certified. I have 70 prospective teachers in that 
one course. When the alternative certification program was born, I 
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was serving in the Houston Independent Schools District, which was the 
district where it originated. Prior to that alternative certification program 
the administration would bring in people who were not certified and 
they dump them on the campus and say, “You train them.” It was the 
worst nightmare I had ever seen. The children suffered from that—and 
we learned from that.

NCLB: Unprecedented Focus on Education

When I was a principal, one of the training sessions that we offered 
was how to select teachers. We did not have the new NCLB language, 
the “highly qualified” teacher, so we just talked about how to select a 
good teacher. I don’t know how many of you know about the Stanford 
Research Institute program; it trained administrators in qualities to look 
at if you are really looking for a good teacher. The philosophy behind 
the program was that the most important thing we do as educators 
is see to it that every child, every day, has a competent, what the 
NCLB calls a “highly qualified,” teacher in every classroom, someone 
who cares about each child’s growth and achievement and does his 
or her very best to support them every day in that classroom. That 
is our job.

Anatomy of Change: Implementing Reform

Now that NCLB officially charges states with the legal responsibility 
to do the one thing we’ve valued all along—providing students with 
a high-quality education—let’s talk about what the state boards of 
education can do, or what educators can do, or even what politicians 
can do to meet this challenge. Because it may be a sad scenario, but 
education is enshrined in politics. I saw this even when I ran for the 
State Board of Education. In Texas, you must run—you are an elected 
official on the State Board of Education. In some states, the State 
Board of Education is appointed; and in some states, the State Board 
of Education is a combination of elected and appointed leaders, so 
even who is involved in the discussion can be influenced by politics. 
The important thing is for all players to have the same goal for our 
students.
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Our first challenge in facing NCLB is to understand what the change is 
and what it is not. And so we must understand every facet of the act 
as it is written. That is the first obligation of educators and politicians, 
and particularly politicians who make the upper-level decisions. In the 
state of Texas, educational decisions are made in the state legislature 
and passed down to the State Board of Education or the State Board 
for Educator Certification to write the rules. The State Board writes the 
rules, the rules come down to the districts, and they write policy or the 
local boards write policy. That is where the implementation is, so we 
also must be about the business of educating not only the politicians; 
we must educate our board members who are not educators. They 
come from all walks of life but they are interested in education and 
they must all understand what the reform is and what is driving it. 
Teachers are sometimes the last ones to get the news that the rules 
are changed; they are the last ones to get the news that Hispanic 
boys cannot drop out. They’re the last ones to get the news that they 
must have certification. For this reason, the state agencies in Texas 
have been active in distributing information to the people who need 
it about how NCLB will affect them and their students. Beginning in 
the spring of 2003, the Texas Education Agency has published an 
NCLB Bulletin for the education community to provide updates and 
clarifications about the new requirements, including the chart on the 
next page (Figure 2).
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Figure 2

Determining “Highly Qualified Status” in Texas

Highly Qualified Teacher 
All teachers in core academic subject 
areas must be "highly qualified" by  

the end of the 2005–2006 school year.
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Source: Texas Education Agency NCLB Bulletin Volume 1, Issue 2
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A Public Forum for TEKS to Textbooks

What we must also do as politicians or people who are in a decision-
making position is support teachers. Here in Texas, we have developed 
a curriculum, the TEKS: Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills. It took 
us three years to write it—change takes time. The TEKS are based 
on input from teachers, principals, superintendents, parents, university 
professors, and educators from a wide variety of backgrounds who 
provided insight into what children should know and be able to do at 
specific age and grade levels. We took the TEKS to the public; it took 
a year to go around the state to get parents’ input on the content, but 
this is time well spent. New teachers—neophyte, novice—come into the 
system, and they have no idea what they ought to be teaching. So you 
put the curriculum in front of them and say, “You teach this and this 
and this; you teach this for six weeks, you teach this for six weeks,” 
and you proceed. A curriculum gives them direction; it is essential that 
we make sure we all agree on where they should be going. That may 
sound simple, but in Texas has been a three- to five-year process, 
and we still have dissension about the content of the curriculum. If you 
really want to see a good fight, come to Texas when we are having 
a curriculum meeting or we are adopting a biology textbook or health 
textbook. We just had a biology textbook hearing and you should 
have been there—all of the churches were! It is a very, very interesting 
process, and one that we need all the stakeholders involved in.

The next thing we can do for teachers is provide them good textbooks. 
What do we do in Texas? We do not go to the shelf and select a 
textbook; we go to the publishers and say, “Here is our curriculum. 
This is what is important for children to know and be able to do. Can 
you take our curriculum and write us a textbook?” And of course they 
say yes, because there are millions and millions of dollars involved, 
and as Texas goes, so goes the rest of the United States. People love 
to get their hands on a Texas textbook. We issue what is called a 
proclamation and the textbook companies write a text and come back 
to us with a draft version. Then we let the public review it. After we get 
public approval of the textbooks, we take our textbooks to the testing 
company and say, “Can you write us a test just using this textbook?” 
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Because if I was in a class and I was given a test on something that 
had not been taught to me and was not in the textbook, I would be 
very upset. That is what we do for children. If you have not taught it 
to them, you cannot test them on it.

I have simplified things and implied that all of our textbooks are 
aligned, but we do not have them all in place yet. We are testing the 
kids without having the textbooks in place. We have not taught the 
teachers how to teach the higher-level thinking skills yet. And we are 
very aware that until we have that alignment, the children are being 
punished, because they are the ones taking the tests.

Voices for Change

As policymakers, it is imperative that we keep in mind for whom 
we are there. We are there for the children. We are not there for 
the next step to the next political office. We are there to make sure 
that children get what they need, that teachers are supported, that 
administrators are supported. That is the only reason I ran for the 
State Board of Education. Our State Board of Education does not 
pay, so I do not get a penny for serving on it. I had to wait until 
I was in a position to do it and could afford to do it and take the 
heat from doing it. I was still a principal when I ran for the Board. I 
wanted to run because I was there as a principal in 1972 when the 
State Board said that children who are failing could not go on field 
trips. I was a principal in an elementary school where the average 
income was $13,000. My children needed every field experience they 
could get and nobody ever came down to the ghetto to see what the 
children were doing at my school. But we went on every trip they 
gave us. And I wondered, who is minding the store up in Austin? Who 
did that? Provided money for field trips to the children? That is when 
I decided that I was going to run for the State Board of Education. 
The children needed a voice, the teachers needed a voice, and the 
principals needed a voice.

In closing, I would like to say to you, we are going to embrace No 
Child Left Behind. I have it on good word that it will be around; it 
will not go away. Change is very, very difficult. We go through stages 
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of change just as we go through stages of death and dying. The first 
reaction is denial: “No!” The first reaction is, No Child Left Behind? We 
are going to have to do all of these things: “No!” And the next stage 
is anger. “I am angry about it. I’m not doing it; you are not giving 
me the money.” But in the next stage we move into acceptance.

I have seen change over a period of time. While I know it is very 
difficult, while I know that you do not have all the money you need 
to do the things you need to do, if you think about the bottom line, 
which is our children, you are going to be all right. As educators, we 
know that we do not always have what we want in a classroom. When 
I was growing up, we did not have any manipulatives. My mother 
was a teacher in a one-room schoolhouse in Blanchard, Texas. If we 
needed a manipulative, we used a rock or some sticks or we counted 
each other. We did what we had to do. And so we will always rise to 
the occasion for children if we keep them in the forefront and become 
voices for change. Go out there, make a difference, implement No 
Child Left Behind, make a difference for all of the children!
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