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As Texas homeowners write their
checks for property taxes this month,
most assume that the local public
schools they fund are doing a good
job educating students. After all, par-
ents looking to the state accountabil-
ity system for answers on the quality
of their local school find that only 3.4
percent of public schools were rated
"unacceptable™ last year.

What parents and taxpayers don't
realize is that the academic standards
used to rate schools are ridiculously
low.

In 2007, a school could be rated
"Academically Acceptable™ with only
40 percent of students passing science
and 45 percent of students passing
math. Surely, parents and taxpayers
would not consider more than half of
Texas school children failing core
subjects like math and science
"acceptable.”

Yet, more than half of Texas public
schools and three-fourths of Texas
school districts were rated
"academically acceptable,” according
to the Texas Education Agency.

San Antonio residents may be
shocked to discover that many local
students are not learning the basics,
especially in math and science. For
example, in the South San Antonio
Independent School District, a mere
41 percent of Athens Elementary
School students passed science; 46
percent of Alan B. Shepard Middle
School students passed math; and

only 48 percent of South San Antonio
High School students passed science,
while 51 percent passed math.

At San Antonio ISD's Pershing Ele-
mentary, only 45 percent of students
passed science while 58 percent of
students passed math. Bare majorities
of Brackenridge High School students
passed science or math, while only 44
percent of Houston High School stu-
dents passed science and a scant 41
percent passed math. Astonishingly,
the state deemed all of these schools
"academically acceptable."

Texas cannot afford to have large
numbers of students ignorant in core
subject areas, and taxpayers should
not tolerate it. State lawmakers must
make significant changes to the state
accountability system, including rais-
ing the rigor and academic expecta-
tions for both schools and students.

The conventional grading scale for
students sets a score of 70 percent as
the bottom end of the acceptable
range. Schools should be held to a
similar standard, with at least 70 per-
cent of students passing reading, writ-
ing, history, math and science to be
rated as "acceptable.”

Another way to raise the rigor of the
system is to reduce the large numbers
of students exempted from testing.
Last year, almost 70,000 students
were exempted from the TAKS or
other state tests. The accountability
system needs to hold teachers and
schools responsible for every child's
performance by closing these loop-
holes.

The system also needs to be simpli-
fied. Schools and districts must track
and report performance on as many as
36 measures. Today's accountability
system focuses too much on inputs
and not enough on outcomes and re-
sults. To move in this direction, state
lawmakers should decrease the over-
all number of indicators used to
evaluate schools and districts and
make sure the system gives schools
and districts credit for student im-
provement and growth over the year.

Other helpful changes to the state
accountability system include align-
ing the state and federal systems by
using common definitions where pos-
sible and making the system more
transparent to parents and the com-
munity.

The purpose of a state accountability
system is to evaluate school perform-
ance and provide that information to
parents and the public so they can
determine the quality of a particular
school or district. The current ac-
countability system fails in this regard
and needs to be redesigned.

With tens of billions of dollars spent
on public schools, Texas taxpayers
deserve a better and more accurate
accountability system, one that is
easy to understand, useful and actu-
ally holds schools accountable.
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