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Rationale:
Texans are highly concerned with high levels of government spending, and growth in government that outstrips the growth 
in population plus inflation and Texans’ ability to pay. School finance reform may make it difficult for the Texas Legislature 
to stay within the Foundation’s Conservative Texas Budget (CTB) limits. 

Under HB3—as passed out of the House of Representatives—it is possible that education spending will increase approxi-
mately $9.5 billion per biennium. All of these funds would come from state general revenue. This would be over the CTB. 
Under the CTB limit, the Legislature can only increase state funds spending by approximately $11.8 billion. This means that 
after the increase in education spending, the Legislature would only have $2.3 billion left to increase state spending (general 
revenue, general revenue-dedicated, and other state funds) for the rest of state government. 

More taxpayer money for public education does not lead to better student results. Texans are spending $61 billion on 
public education or nearly $12,000 per student or approximately $264,000 per classroom. Both the Texas Education Agency 
and the Texas Supreme Court recognize there is no significant relationship between spending and education outcomes. 
TEA data also indicate more taxpayer dollars do not guarantee better schools or more educated students.

Currently in Texas, some very high-poverty and relatively low-spending schools are achieving some of the best results 
in the nation. For example, despite having very high percentages of economically disadvantaged and English Language 
Learner students—and the district spending less per student and on teacher salaries than the statewide average—Annie S. 
Putegnat Elementary School in Brownsville ISD (below) is substantially outperforming many Texas schools and has the 
highest 3rd-grade reading results in the nation. 

Putegnat Elementary
Subject Percent of students performing at grade level
Reading 69% at grade level vs. 46% state average

Math 74% at grade level vs. 50% state average
Putegnat Elementary vs. statewide average

Economically Disadvantaged Students 99.1% vs. 59%
English Language Learners 77.7% vs. 18.9%

Hispanic Students 96.9% vs. 52.4%
District average teacher salary $52,755 vs. $53,334
District spending per student $11,114 vs. $12,787

Table 1. Putegnat Elementary, Brownsville ISD vs. Statewide average student results

https://www.texaspolicy.com/conservative-texas-budget-vs-the-legislatures-budget/
https://www.texaspolicy.com/conservative-texas-budget-vs-the-legislatures-budget/
https://tea.texas.gov/AnnualReport/
https://tea.texas.gov/AnnualReport/
https://tea.texas.gov/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=51539620060
https://www.leagle.com/decision/intxco20160513715
https://www.leagle.com/decision/intxco20160513715
https://txschools.gov/schools/031901108/overview
https://txschools.gov/schools/031901108/overview
https://txschools.gov/schools/031901108/overview
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It matters far more how Texas school districts spend taxpayer dollars than how much they spend. Texas student reading 
results are poor and declining compared to other states. New taxpayer dollars should be utilized on programs that demon-
strate a high likelihood of improving student outcomes. 

I. The STAAR provides Texans with accurate, fair, and independent information about whether our Texas children 
are performing at grade level in reading and math.

The most fundamental obligation of our schools is to teach our children to read and do math at grade level or above. Par-
ents, students, taxpayers, and legislators have a right to know if our schools are teaching our students to read and do math 
at grade level. 

The STAAR is not about making school districts and schools feel good about themselves. It is about giving parents and 
teachers accurate information about what students know and are able to do. 

Some have argued that the STAAR test is not accurate for “reading.” But according to the TEA, the STAAR is a fair and 
accurate measure of student reading performance. Consider the following facts about the STAAR test:

• Current Texas classroom teachers in the tested grade and subject review and approve all STAAR questions.
• The STAAR measures what students know and are able to do. 
• All questions are field-tested before being utilized on the STAAR or for accountability purposes. 
• Parents and teachers can go online and see all STAAR test questions for every student, as well as their student’s 

answer, the answer rationale, and how the question aligns to the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills. 
• STAAR ensures all Texas children are taught the same knowledge skills at the same level of rigor. As a result, it 

makes it harder for schools to have lower expectations for students from poor families and neighborhoods. 
• The STAAR uses clear labels for 

student performance, includ-
ing “does not meet grade level,” 
“approaches grade level,” “meets 
grade level,” and “masters grade 
level.”

• Texas needs an independent check 
on our Texas schools. 

Too often, parents and students are told 
their child is prepared for success after 
high school, only to find their child must 
take expensive and time-consuming 
remedial courses when they enter college 
or university. The Texas Higher Education 
Coordinating Board indicates that 27 
percent of Texas students need remedial 
courses and only 22 percent graduate high 
school with a college-ready SAT or ACT 
score. 

STAAR is not the only test that indicates 
Texas has a significant learning problem. 
The Nation’s Report Card (NAEP)—the 
gold standard for testing—indicates Texas 
students are losing ground compared to 

2018 Texas Student Performance STAAR
Estimated Number 
of Students Below 

Grade Level

Percent Below 
Grade Level 

Change From 
2017

3rd Grade
Reading  233,565 57% Declining

Math  217,174 53% Declining
8th Grade

Reading  203,224 51% Declining
Math  195,255 49% Improving

Science  191,270 48% Improving

Table 2. 2018 Texas student performance STAAR

2017 Texas Student Performance - Nation’s Report Card (NAEP)

National Rank Percent of Students 
Below Proficient

Change From 
2015

4th Grade 
Reading  46th lowest 71% Declining

Math  19th lowest 59% Declining
8th Grade

Reading  42nd lowest 72% Declining
Math  25th lowest 67% Declining

Table 3. 2017 Texas student performance Nation’s Report Card (NAEP)

https://www.texaspolicy.com/is-the-texas-staar-test-too-hard/
https://www.texaspolicy.com/is-the-texas-staar-test-too-hard/
https://thehill.com/opinion/education/434196-is-the-texas-staar-test-too-hard
https://files.texaspolicy.com/uploads/2019/03/04120828/86th-STAAR-Defense_FINAL.pdf
https://files.texaspolicy.com/uploads/2019/03/04120828/86th-STAAR-Defense_FINAL.pdf
https://www.texaspolicy.com/staar-report-card/
https://twc.texas.gov/files/partners/tri-agency-report-office-governor-twc.pdf
https://twc.texas.gov/files/partners/tri-agency-report-office-governor-twc.pdf
https://twc.texas.gov/files/partners/tri-agency-report-office-governor-twc.pdf
https://twc.texas.gov/files/partners/tri-agency-report-office-governor-twc.pdf
https://twc.texas.gov/files/partners/tri-agency-report-office-governor-twc.pdf
https://twc.texas.gov/files/partners/tri-agency-report-office-governor-twc.pdf
https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/cgi/sas/broker?_service=marykay&_debug=0&single=N&batch=N&app=PUBLIC&ptype=H&_program=perfrept.perfmast.sas&level=state&search=distnum&namenum=&prgopt=2018/tapr/ccmr_sub.sas
https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/cgi/sas/broker?_service=marykay&_debug=0&single=N&batch=N&app=PUBLIC&ptype=H&_program=perfrept.perfmast.sas&level=state&search=distnum&namenum=&prgopt=2018/tapr/ccmr_sub.sas
https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/cgi/sas/broker?_service=marykay&_debug=0&single=N&batch=N&app=PUBLIC&ptype=H&_program=perfrept.perfmast.sas&level=state&search=distnum&namenum=&prgopt=2018/tapr/ccmr_sub.sas
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/TX?cti=PgTab_OT&chort=1&sub=MAT&sj=TX&fs=Grade&st=MN&year=2017R3&sg=Gender%3A+Male+vs.+Female&sgv=Difference&ts=Single+Year&tss=2015R3-2017R3&sfj=NP
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/TX?cti=PgTab_OT&chort=1&sub=MAT&sj=TX&fs=Grade&st=MN&year=2017R3&sg=Gender%3A+Male+vs.+Female&sgv=Difference&ts=Single+Year&tss=2015R3-2017R3&sfj=NP
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other states and Texas’ urban districts are failing to teach all demographics to read at a proficient level, and there are signifi-
cant achievement gaps. 

Simply put, the STAAR is similar to an X-ray machine. It tells parents, teachers, and students what our children know and 
are able to do. You might not like an X-ray that shows your arm is broken. Fine, nobody likes bad news; it’s often smart to 
get a second opinion. But if an MRI and other scans also show your arm is broken, the sensible thing to do is get it set—not 
throw out the X-ray machine.

II. The Legislature should direct school boards to establish literacy and math student achievement goals in third and 
eighth grades and college, career, and military readiness goals in high school.

As noted above, Texas’ student reading and math scores are declining when compared to other states and Texas children 
are struggling to read in elementary, middle, and high schools. 

There is a significant body of recent research providing that school boards that focus on student achievement can improve 
student outcomes, and that school board members have the power to be transformative in the outcomes of our students.

Nonetheless, many well-meaning Texas school board members do not know for their school district or individual schools:

• How many children are reading or performing math below grade level;
• Whether reading and math results are improving or declining over time.

Texas achievement gaps by urban district on NAEP TUDA 2017
Percent of white 
children that are 

proficient

Percent of African 
American children 
that are proficient

Percent of Hispanic 
children that are 

proficient
4th Grade Reading

Austin ISD 67% 17% 19%
Dallas ISD Not Available 10% 15%

Ft. Worth ISD 49% 13% 15%
Houston ISD 58% 10% 16%

8th Grade Math
Austin ISD 61% 12% 23%
Dallas ISD Not Available 9% 15%

Ft. Worth ISD 41% 6% 16%
Houston ISD 53% 11% 15%

4th Grade Math
Austin ISD 73% 26% 30%
Dallas ISD Not Available 19% 33%

Ft. Worth ISD 62% 12% 25%
Houston ISD 70% 20% 30%

8th Grade Math
Austin ISD 70% 11% 21%
Dallas ISD Not Available 13% 19%

Ft. Worth ISD 46% 8% 18%
Houston ISD 67% 13% 21%

Table 4. Texas achievement gaps by urban districts on Nation’s Report Card (NAEP) 2017

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/TX?cti=PgTab_OT&chort=1&sub=MAT&sj=TX&fs=Grade&st=MN&year=2017R3&sg=Gender%3A+Male+vs.+Female&sgv=Difference&ts=Single+Year&tss=2015R3-2017R3&sfj=NP
https://www.texaspolicy.com/is-the-texas-staar-test-too-hard/
https://tea.texas.gov/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=51539611675
https://tea.texas.gov/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=51539611675
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To the extent school boards do have goals for their students, their goals are often very vague. Specifically, the goals will lack 
a student performance current baseline, target for student improvement, deadline to measure success, and/or method to 
hold school district administrators responsible for improvement. For example, a typical school board goal might provide:

• Students will improve academically; or
• Students will graduate career- and college-ready.

To help encourage school boards to adopt meaningful student achievement goals, implement best practices, and hold 
school district administrators accountable for student performance, over the last three years the Texas Education Agency 
has adopted the Lone Star Governance program and routinely trains and advises school boards on the benefits of student 
outcome goal adoption. 

Further, to ensure school boards start focusing on student results, after months of testimony, the Texas Commission on 
Public School Finance’s number one recommendation was that school boards establish three-year and five-year goals at the 
district and campus level, disaggregated by student group and annually publicly report their progress toward their goals.

School boards can adopt student achievement school board goals at no cost, and their adoption might encourage a much 
better alignment of taxpayer money to focus on student achievement, from the school board room to the classroom. 
Because of the research support and cost-effectiveness of adopting school board goals, the Foundation included requiring 
school boards to adopt student outcome goals in its legislative agenda Right on Public Education: Texas’ Agenda to Restore 
Money to the Classroom and Eliminate the Main School Property Tax. 

The Foundation recommends the Legislature should require:

• Our Texas school boards to establish public student outcome goals in reading and math in third and eighth grade 
and for career, college, and military readiness;

• For student outcome goals to be aligned with Texas’ new A-F Accountability System objectives to improve reading 
and math scores for all Texas student groups; and

• For school boards to publicly monitor and report results. 

In addition, the Texas Education Agency should be able to make rules; this should help ensure that the student outcome 
goals are aligned to best-practices and other state programs and strategies, including Lone Star Governance. 

III. The Texas Legislature should require school district efficiency audits prior to maintenance and operations (M&O) 
elections.

Texans are demanding meaningful property tax relief and reform. Property tax reform should include helping ensure that 
school districts are using taxpayer money efficiently before increasing taxes. House Bill 3—as passed by the Texas House 
of Representatives—requires that, prior to seeking a maintenance and operations (M&O) voter-approved tax increase, a 
school district must conduct an efficiency audit in accordance with Legislative Budget Board guidelines to identify cost 
savings, and whether the school district has implemented cost effective programs already demonstrated to improve student 
outcomes. 

According to at least one prominent efficiency audit practitioner, the savings identified through efficiency audits are con-
sistently at least 10 times the cost.1 That threshold of savings appears to be consistent with the experience of other state and 
local governments, including:

• Detroit Public Schools: Facing a deficit of more than $300 million, Detroit’s distressed public school system initi-
ated a wide-ranging performance audit that “identified $53 million in annual savings.”

• The State of Kansas: In 2016, efficiency auditors provided 105 separate recommendations that were estimated to 
generate more than $2 billion over five years. 

1  Phone conversation between Foundation staff and Erin Covington, Alvarez and Marsal, on April 23, 2019. 

https://tea.texas.gov/lsg/
https://tea.texas.gov/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=51539627491
https://tea.texas.gov/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=51539627491
https://tea.texas.gov/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=51539627491
https://tea.texas.gov/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=51539627491
https://www.texaspolicy.com/press/tppf-unveils-six-point-public-education-plan
https://www.texaspolicy.com/press/tppf-unveils-six-point-public-education-plan
https://www.texaspolicy.com/sb-2201-testimony-before-the-texas-senate-education-committee/
https://www.texaspolicy.com/testimony-before-the-house-committee-on-public-education-regarding-the-a-f-accountability-system/
https://tea.texas.gov/lsg/
https://files.texaspolicy.com/uploads/2019/04/24173044/HB-3-Efficiency-Audits-one-pager.pdf
https://www.texaspolicy.com/right-on-public-education-texas-agenda-to-restore-money-to-the-classroom-and-eliminate-the-main-school-property-tax/
https://texasmonitor.org/austin-citizens-group-set-turn-signatures-get-audit-question-ballot/
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• The State of Wyoming: In 2017, Wyoming legislators created the Wyoming Spending and Government Efficiency 
Commission which oversaw a third-party audit of certain state agencies’ budget and operations. This limited 
review identified opportunities to improve the state’s fiscal position by $227.6 million over a biennium.

In 2018, the city of Austin asked voters to accept or reject Proposition K, which would have required a third-party indepen-
dent audit of the city’s budget and operations. While Austinites ultimately rejected the proposition, it was estimated that 
taxpayers could have seen “savings of between 4 and 10 percent of total city expenditures, or $156 million to $390 million a 
year, based on the current $3.9 billion budget.”2

To ensure efficiency audits are not expensive for school districts, House Bill 3 ensures:
• The school district can use its existing CPA/auditor. That auditor will already be familiar with the school district 

and its programs, records, and personnel.
• The efficiency auditor must use a predefined LBB guideline document, limiting the audit scope.
• The auditor must complete the audit in three months or less. 
• The school board does not have to implement the audit recommendations.

IV. New taxpayer funds for public education should be available to school districts that choose to implement locally 
designed and robust teacher merit pay programs.

The quality of our classroom teachers is the most important in-school factor that affects student success. The more 
effective teachers that Texas can place and retain in classrooms, the better for students and the state.

Evidence of the effectiveness of merit pay programs in improving student outcomes is available from Dallas ISD’s Teacher 
Excellence Initiative (TEI). 

The Dallas ISD TEI encourages teachers to continuously improve and implement research-based best practices in the 
classroom. Under TEI in Dallas ISD, teacher performance is evaluated and higher salaries earned when teachers: 

• Design clear, targeted, and appropriate lessons, with a focus on lesson structure, data usage, and assessment design;
• Develop and execute highly effective and rigorous instruction, with a focus on instruction delivery, mastery, cogni-

tive demand, and alignment;
• Pursue continual improvement, including professional development, partnerships, and communication; and 
• Build and support rigorous learning environments focused on behavior expectations and climate and culture.

Dallas ISD TEI teacher effectiveness is typically determined based on:
• Teacher performance, including classroom observations, 
• Student achievement, and
• Student surveys. 

Data demonstrates Dallas ISD is seeing dramatic improvements in student achievement under TEI teacher merit pay 
program. 

At the outset, it is important to remember when reviewing Dallas ISD TEI data that Dallas ISD is educating a much big-
ger population of economically disadvantaged students than the statewide average; Dallas ISD is 86 percent economically 
disadvantaged versus 59 percent statewide on average.

Under the Dallas ISD TEI (non-ACE) teacher merit pay program, from 2012 to 2018, Dallas ISD’s elementary schools:  

• Collectively grew student achievement from approximately 25 percentage points to 42 percentage points, 
approaching the statewide student achievement average of 45 percentage points; 

• Had student achievement growth of 5 percentage points or more at approximately 121 of 140 elementary schools; 

2  Mark Lisheron, “Austin Citizens Group Set to Turn in Signatures to Get Audit Question on Ballot,” (Texas Monitor, July 11, 2018).

https://legiscan.com/WY/text/SF0156/2017
https://legiscan.com/WY/text/SF0156/2017
https://texasmonitor.org/austin-citizens-group-set-turn-signatures-get-audit-question-ballot/
https://texasmonitor.org/austin-citizens-group-set-turn-signatures-get-audit-question-ballot/
https://www.texaspolicy.com/right-on-public-education-texas-agenda-to-restore-money-to-the-classroom-and-eliminate-the-main-school-property-tax/
https://www.texasaspires.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/86th-Strategic-Compensation-One-Pager.pdf
https://tei.dallasisd.org/
https://tei.dallasisd.org/
https://tei.dallasisd.org/
https://tei.dallasisd.org/download/7166/
https://tei.dallasisd.org/download/7166/
https://txschools.gov/districts/057905/overview
https://txschools.gov/districts/057905/overview
https://texasmonitor.org/austin-citizens-group-set-turn-signatures-get-audit-question-ballot/
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Table 5. Dallas ISD (Non-ACE) elementary school STAAR achieve-
ment (all tests and all grades) growth under TEI teacher merit 
pay program

Source: Commit to Dallas email correspondence with the Foundation and STAAR Aggregate Data. 
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Table 6. Dallas ISD middle school growth in STAAR achievement 
(all tests and all grades) under TEI (non-ACE) teacher merit pay 
program 

Source: Commit to Dallas email correspondence with the Foundation and STAAR Aggregate Data. 

https://tea.texas.gov/student.assessment/staar/aggregate/
https://tea.texas.gov/student.assessment/staar/aggregate/
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• Grew student achievement approximately 17 percentage points, much faster than the statewide student achieve-
ment growth average of 9 percentage points; and 

• Had approximately 41 schools at or below the statewide student achievement average (36 percentage points) grow 
to a student achievement above the statewide average (45 percentage points).   

The Texas Legislature should create an opt-in process for districts to develop and implement:

• A locally designed teacher merit pay plan that employs multiple measures in defining an effective teacher, includ-
ing academic growth of students, classroom observations, student perception surveys, and teacher leadership roles. 

• Once effective teachers are identified and rewarded, further incentivize teachers to work in hard-to-teach class-
rooms and subjects. 

Table 7. List of Dallas ISD TEI (non-ACE) elementary schools that grew student achievement 
from below statewide average to above statewide average on STAAR achievement (all tests and 
all grades) under TEI teacher merit pay program 

Dallas ISD (non-ACE) 2012 Student 
Achievement

2018 Student 
Achievement

Percent 
Change

https://www.texasaspires.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/86th-Strategic-Compensation-One-Pager.pdf
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Kara L. Belew, J.D., CPA, is an attorney and accountant with expertise in public education 
finance and policy. She served both Gov. Perry and Gov. Abbott in key education and bud-
get positions. She recently served as Gov. Abbott’s statewide budget director, focusing on 
franchise and property tax relief. As the senior education advisor at the Texas Public Policy 
Foundation’s Center for Innovation in Education, Belew is devoted to ensuring that the $114 
billion in taxpayer dollars spent on public education each biennium is utilized to improve 
student outcomes across Texas, and not on water parks and expensive administration build-
ings. In addition, Belew works to ensure that taxpayers, parents, legislators, and educators are 

informed about Texas’ dismal student results. She also focuses on policies that will support every child in Texas 
having good school options in their neighborhood, because no child should be trapped in a failing Texas 
school.

About Texas Public Policy Foundation
The Texas Public Policy Foundation is a 501(c)3 non-profit, non-partisan research institute. The Founda-
tion’s promotes and defends liberty, personal responsibility, and free enterprise in Texas and the nation by 
educating and affecting policymakers and the Texas public policy debate with academically sound research 
and outreach. 

Funded by thousands of individuals, foundations, and corporations, the Foundation does not accept gov-
ernment funds or contributions to influence the outcomes of its research.

The public is demanding a different direction for their government, and the Texas Public Policy Foundation 
is providing the ideas that enable policymakers to chart that new course. 


