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TEXAS ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM
Texas uses a complex public school account-
ability system to rank school districts and 
schools annually. Created by the Texas Legis-
lature in 1993, the state accountability system 
has grown to 36 academic measures.1 Basically, 
the state accountability system evaluates:

student performance in reading/language  
arts, writing, social studies, mathematics, 
and science; 
graduation rate;* and 
dropout rate for grades 7 and 8. 

FEDERAL ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM
Individual schools, school districts, and Texas 
schools as a whole are also evaluated by a federal 
accountability system under the No Child Left 
Behind Act. Th e federal system, in place since 
2003, uses up to 29 indicators to determine if 
schools, school districts, and the state are mak-
ing Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).2 Basically, 
the federal accountability system evaluates:

student performance in reading/language  
arts and mathematics;
graduation rate for high schools; and
attendance rate for elementary and middle  
schools.

LACK OF ALIGNMENT
While both systems track certain inputs and 
outputs to measure a school’s success, diff ering 
defi nitions for many of the measures make the 
system complex. For example, in the 2006-2007 
school year, 26 schools did not meet federal 
Adequate Yearly Progress but were rated either 
Exemplary or Recognized by Texas’ accountabil-
ity system. Th is lack of alignment is confusing 

to parents and makes it diffi  cult for them to de-
termine the quality of their child’s school. Th e 
complexity of two systems each with their own 
set of measures and defi nitions can be frustrat-
ing and time-consuming for schools offi  cials as 
they try to set goals, track, and report data for 
over 50 indicators.

Both the state and federal accountability sys-
tems aim to provide transparency to the pub-
lic by requiring performance data be reported 
separately for various student groups includ-
ing: white, Hispanic, and African American 
students; special education students; low-in-
come students; and students who do not speak 
English. Although it is commendable to track 
performance by each subgroup of students, it 
can be punitive when a school or school dis-
trict that is showing true improvement in many 
areas misses the entire benchmark standard due 
to one subgroup of students. 

LACK OF RIGOR
Th e accountability system lacks rigor. Too many 
students are exempt from taking the Texas 
Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) 
or equivalent statewide test. In 2006, 88,226 
students were not tested including 9.5 percent 
of special education students and 12.8 percent of 
students who do not speak English well (Limited 
English Profi cient). In 2007, 68,445 students 
were not tested including 5.2 percent of special 
education students and 11.3 percent of Limited 
English Profi cient students.4 A district or campus 
can be ranked Academically Acceptable in 2007 
with only 40 percent of students passing science 
and 45 percent of students passing math, as 
determined by scores on the 2007 TAKS test.5 
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Increase number of students  
tested on the TAKS or alter-
native statewide test. 

Decrease number of indica- 
tors tracked and reported.

Include a growth measure- 
ment to track improvement 
at school and district level.

Raise the rigor by: 
 increasing the minimum  
acceptable performance 
level to 70 percent of 
students passing in each 
core subject area, and

 holding schools account- 
able for the number of 
students they graduate 
that require remedial 
education in college.

Increase alignment between  
the federal and state 
accountability systems.

Increase transparency so that  
the system is understand-
able and useful to parents 
and the community. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

* Graduation rate or completion rate includes students who graduated with their class (or earlier) and students who re-enrolled the following fall.  
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2007 TAKS Indicator (Percentage of Students Passing the TAKS by Subject Area)

Subject Area Academically 

Acceptable

Recognized Exemplary

Reading/ ELA 65% 75% 90%

Writing 65% 75% 90%

Social Studies 65% 75% 90%

Mathematics 45% 75% 90%

Science 40% 75% 90%

Source: Texas Education Agency 2007 Accountability Manual.

Far too many districts and schools are rated Academically Acceptable. According to the Texas Education Agency, 75.3 percent 
of the 1,222 districts and charters, and 51 percent of the 4,108 campuses were rated Academically Acceptable in 2007.6  

Source: Texas Education Agency 2007 Accountability Manual. Two charters were not rated in 2007.

Source: Texas Education Agency 2007 Accountability Manual. 680 schools and charters were not rated in 2007.
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CONSEQUENCES FOR FAILING SCHOOLS 
State
Schools that are rated Academically Unacceptable for one year 
may prepare improvement plans, hold a public hearing, or 
receive a campus intervention team. Schools rated Academi-
cally Unacceptable for two consecutive years shall be recon-
stituted and may include the removal of the principal and 
certain teachers. School districts that are rated Academically 
Unacceptable for two consecutive years are subject to closure, 
district restructuring, or requirements for lower student-
to-counselor ratios, mentoring programs and fl exible class 
scheduling.7

  

Federal
Low-income schools receiving federal Title I funds that fail to 
meet AYP for two consecutive years will receive technical as-
sistance and must allow students to transfer to another pub-
lic or charter school within the district. Th is is called public 
school choice. If a low-income school does not meet AYP for 
three consecutive years, students must be allowed to transfer 
to another public or charter school and low-income students 
must be provided free tutoring before or after school. Af-
ter more than three consecutive years of not meeting AYP, a 
school can be reorganized.8 

HOW TO IMPROVE ACCOUNTABILITY 
In short, the current state accountability system is too com-
plex, lacks rigor, and does not align with the federal account-
ability system. As policymakers contemplate changes to the 
state accountability system, they should consider simplifying 
the system by decreasing the number of inputs (indicators), 

giving schools and districts credit for improvement with 
growth measures, raising the rigor of minimum academic 
performance to at least 70 percent in all core subjects, and 
increasing alignment between the federal and state systems 
by using common defi nitions and having federal and state 
campus intervention teams work together and share infor-
mation. Ultimately, the accountability system should not be 
focused on inputs. Accountability is about outputs and re-
sults. Are students learning and are they adequately prepared 
for college or the workplace? A well-designed accountability 
system will provide parents the answer.   

RECOMMENDATIONS:
Increase the number of students tested on the TAKS or  
alternative statewide test.

Decrease the number of indicators tracked and reported. 

Include a growth measurement to track improvement at  
school and school district level.

Raise the rigor by:  

increasing the minimum acceptable performance  
level to 70 percent of students passing in each core 
subject area, and 

holding schools accountable for the number of stu- 
dents they graduate that require remedial education 
in college.

Increase alignment between the federal and state  
accountability systems.

Increase transparency so that the system is understand- 
able and useful to parents and the community. 
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