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Executive Summary

Background

Texas has a long history of testing students on their levels of achievement as well as
holding students, schools, and districts accountable for student achievement and other
student outcomes. Indeed, the federal No Child Left Behind Act, which relies heavily on
testing and accountability as levers for improving student achievement across the country,
was modeled on the Texas testing and accountability system.

Researchers and policymakers have debated the effects of the Texas system on students
and teachers. On one hand, supporters have argued that the system has increased student
achievement, decreased dropout rates, decreased the achievement gap between naon-
White and White students as well as between poor and affluent students, and increased the
overall quality of the Texas education system. Critics of the system have contended that the
system has narrowed the curriculum, promoted “teaching to the test," increased test scores
rather than real learning, increased dropout rates, failed to close the achievement gap, and
not provided a quality education for every child in the state.

Methodology

In response to these conflicting perceptions, the Association of Texas Professional Educa-
tors funded a survey of 500 randomly selected teachers and 500 randomly selected parents
to garner the perceptions of these stakeholders about their concerns related to the Texas
education system, their views of the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS),
and their suggestions, if any, for changing the TAKS system. The survey was conducted by
Creative Consumer Research (CCR) of Houston. Prior to developing the questionnaire, CCR
conducted focus groups of parents and teachers in urban, suburban and rural districts
around the state. More than 90% of the teachers surveyed taught at least one grade level
in which TAKS is used or will be used to determine either student promotion or gradua-
tion (Grades 3, 5, 8, and 11). The survey participants closely approximated the overall Texas
teacher population as well as the Texas public school parent population.

Overall Findings

In general, both teachers and parents held fairly negative views about the TAKS. However,
the results suggest that many teachers and parents have mixed feelings about the TAKS,
thus reflecting their perceptions that the TAKS has both positive and negative impacts on
students, teachers, and the quality of education in Texas.

Importantly, the results suggested that neither teachers nor parents want to return to the
days of no assessment or accountability. Indeed, both teachers and parents suggested that
the system has simply swung too far from one extreme (no testing or accountability) to an-
other (too much testing and accountability). Thus, rather than suggesting the elimination of
testing and accountability, teachers and parents simply support revising the current system
to retain its strengths and improve on its weaknesses in order to create a more effective
system. Specifically, more than 45% of teachers and parents suggested replacing the TAKS
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with end-of-course exams, while an equal percentage suggested using the TAKS or another
test in combination with a student’s grade-point average (GPA) to make promotion or gradu-
ation decisions. In the sections that follow, | describe some of the most important findings.

Concerns About the Texas Education System

When asked to respond to a set list of possible concerns, the top concern for teachers
was the impact of TAKS on the curriculum, whereas the top concern for parents was
students' respect for teachers. A majority of both parents and teachers were concerned
about the impact of TAKS on the curriculum as well as the importance of TAKS scores on
a student’s promotion to the next grade or graduation,

The Impact of TAKS on Learning and the Quality of Education

The results suggested that both teachers and parents hold a fairly negative view of the
impact of TAKS on learning and the quality of education. The most important findings were
the following:

» About 60% of teachers and parents agreed that because of the TAKS, teachers are
teaching students to become test takers rather than critical thinkers.

» Less than 10% of teachers and less than 30% of parents agreed that the TAKS
accurately assesses a student’s academic level,

- Less than 15% of teachers and less than 30% of parents agreed that the TAKS
increases the overall quality of our educational system.

» More than 40% of teachers and almost 50% of parents agreed that the TAKS test
reduces learning to how well a student can take a test.

+ A majority of teachers and a near majority of parents agreed that TAKS-focused
instruction limits advanced students.

+ About 15% of teachers and 35% of parents agreed that the TAKS raises the state’s
educational standards and allows students to have an education that better prepares
them for adult life.

» About 15% of teachers and 35% of parents agreed that the TAKS “levels the playing
field” for students statewide, regardless of socioeconomic status.

The Impact of TAKS on Students

The results suggested that both teachers and parents hold a fairly negative view of the
impact of TAKS on students. The most important findings were the following:

- Close to a majority of teachers and parents agreed that they expected the dropout
rate to increase because of the TAKS.

- A majority of teachers and parents agreed that the TAKS test is best suited as a diag-
nostic tool rather than the deciding factor for students to advance or graduate.

- About 20% of teachers and 40% of parents agreed that the TAKS forces students to
take education seriously.
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The Impact of TAKS on the Curriculum

The results suggested that both teachers and parents believe that the TAKS has a nega-

tive effect on the curriculum.
- More than 65% of teachers and parents agreed that the TAKS forces teachers to
discard topics that they had planned to cover in order to prepare for the TAKS.
= About 40% of teachers agreed that teaching the TEKS is adequate for preparing
students to pass the TAKS.

The Impact of TAKS on Teachers and Teaching
Again, both teachers and parents tended to hold negative views toward the effect of
TAKS on teachers and teaching:
» Only 5% of teachers and about 15% of parents agreed that a teacher’s salary should
be influenced by TAKS scores.
- About 44% of parents agreed that the TAKS requires teachers to improve their teach-
ing because they are held accountable by their school district.

The Impact of TAKS on Pressure to Perform

Both teachers and parents suggested that the TAKS places teachers and students under
pressure and that the pressure is too intense for children, especially those in elementary
grades. The most important findings were the following:

+ About 60% of teachers agreed that they felt pressure from campus and district ad-
ministrators to increase test scores, but only 15% agreed that they felt pressure from
parents.

- Almost 50% of teachers and parents agreed that the TAKS puts so much pressure on
students that it may cause some to cheat or consider cheating.

- About 20% of teachers agreed that the TAKS puts so much pressure on teachers and
administrators that it may cause some of them to cheat or consider cheating.

+ About 40% of parents agreed that the TAKS had a negative emotional impact on their
child or children.

The Impact of TAKS on Other Areas
The most important findings in other areas were the following:
- About 15% of teachers and 35% of parents agreed that the average parent can easily
understand what the TAKS scores mean.

- A majority of parents agreed that the TAKS should be administered at the beginning
of the school year and used only as a diagnostic tool.
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ATPE Recommendations for
Assessment and Accountability Revisions

In focus groups, surveys and questionnaires directed at Texas educators and parents over
the last few years, one concern has consistently surfaced: the overemphasis on high-stakes
assessment and accountability based on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills
(TAKS) is not preparing our students for successful adult lives in the global economy.

The system has forced some positive changes related to the identification of educational
deficiencies in demographic subgroups and to changes in school district behavior. How-
ever, parent and educator input indicates that keeping Texas at the forefront of education
reform as well as meeting individual student and family needs will require some retooling
of the system. Two cornerstones of a successful reformation will be substantial increases
in school resources (especially a major investment in teacher quality) to meet a standard
of excellence instead of adequacy and the incorporation of educators and parents into the
design of the system.

In 2006, ATPE funded a survey of 500 teachers and 500 parents to gauge their TAKS-related
perceptions and concerns. The recommendations proposed here for the future of assess-
ment and accountability in Texas are based on both the policy implications from the survey
as well as countless discussions and forums conducted with and by educators over the last
year in anticipation of a full study of the assessment system as required by House Bill 1.

Understanding the distinction between measuring student learning and measuring
student performance is critical to understanding educator and parental viewpoints about
assessment and accountability. The need for educator involvement in system development
and the necessity of commitment to system stability over time were the overarching
themes of the input we received from educators.

The survey and forums indicate that:

* Educators and parents want a system that is diagnostic and evaluative and that
incorporates growth in student knowledge throughout a student’s career.

« Educators and parents would like the system to include multiple indicators of student
learning and not just measure student performance on one test.

+ Substantial increases in financial investments in education reforms are needed to
meet higher standards. In particular, investments are needed in reforms that foster
individualized student attention such as access to real-world technology and skills,
requiring smaller classes, and investing in teachers instead of relying on “teacher-
proof” curriculum and testing.
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Recommendations for Legislators and Policymakers

Based on Dr. Fuller's analysis and findings from focus groups conducted around the state
by Creative Consumer Research, ATPE makes the following recommendations for revisions
to the accountability and assessment system:

1. Solicit and incorporate the input of educators and parents in the evolution of testing
and accountability system designs.

2. Invest in education reforms that will give every student an oppartunity to excel
beyond the standard of adequacy.

3. Maintain transparency and accountability in a public education system that aims for
student success.

4, Enhance the assessment system so that it encompasses multiple indicators of student
learning and progressively measures individual student gains in knowledge over the
course of a school year.

5. Incorporate both diagnostic and summative testing in the state assessment system
while encouraging districts to provide teachers more discretion in the timing and
administration of formative assessments such as benchmarks.

6. Revise curriculum standards as necessary to help students acquire deeper understand-
ing of core concepts.

7. Cease the overemphasis on standardized test scores as the basis for high-stakes deci-
sions such as student retention and high school graduation.

8. Caution school districts against relying on student scores on the TAKS or similar instru-
ments as the foundation for teacher pay and benefit determinations. The TAKS and
other assessments of its nature were not designed for such use, as presented on
pp. 25-26 of this document.

9. Ensure that accountability requirements will facilitate each student’s completion of
a well-rounded high school education comprising rigorous courses tailored to the
student’s post-graduation goals.

10. Explore the use of computerized testing and other solutions to maximize flexibility in
test administration and to facilitate data analysis in order to improve instruction and
meet individual student needs.

11. Offer rewards for commendable student achievement, such as automatic college
admission.
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Success of the System

Accountability system reforms have a much larger chance of success and acceptance
if the reform process includes a thorough investigation of the current system and imple-
ments changes based on input from stakeholders, parents and teachers from across the
state. We suggest that the state require a series of hearings or sessions that allow for such
input and that the state actively seek input from educators on each campus in the state
through visits and listening sessions.

A successful system that truly prepares our students for the global economy by requiring
rigorous standards and accountability must have substantially increased resources. The
current school finance system and resources provided are based loosely on a standard of
adequacy in education, not a standard of excellence. Rather than placing so much of the
financial burden on testing and standardized curriculum to try to “teacher-proof” edu-
cation, research consistently says the investment most important to making increased
standards work is an investment in teacher quality. That means requiring high standards
for entrance to the teaching profession and offering compensation that allows education
to compete with private industry and higher education for faculty.

The state must reduce teacher turnover rates and increase retention of academically
gifted and experienced teachers in all grades, especially at schools with high numbers
of struggling students. A diagnostic and evaluative system of assessment and learning
requires an enormous investment in not only assessments and exams, but also in the cre-
ation of positive working conditions to facilitate diagnosis and remediation. Primarily, this
means an investment in technology, smaller classes, teacher training that directly relates
to technology and the use of data to evaluate learning, and special programs based on
students’individual needs.
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Introduction

Texas has a long history of testing students on their achievement, starting in the early
1980s with the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills and continuing to the present with the
Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), which was first administered in 2003.
According to the Texas Education Agency (2005, p. 4),"The primary purpose of the [TAKS]
is to provide an accurate measure of student achievement in reading, writing, mathematics,
social studies, and science! Students are to be taught the Texas Essential Knowledge and
Skills (TEKS), and the TAKS is designed to assess the degree to which students have learned
the knowledge and skills. Ideally, the full complement of TEKS objectives is taught to each
student, and the TAKS is used to assess how well each student mastered each objective.

One important component of this system is the Texas accountability system, which has
rated schools according to their assessment scores and other criteria since 1993. The sys-
tem was designed such that the scores (and other student outcomes) of African American,
Hispanic, White, and economically disadvantaged students are reported and used sepa-
rately to hold schools and districts accountable. Thus, one subpopulation of students not
meeting acceptable standards on one outcome measure could render a school or district
Low Performing. The system was intentionally designed this way to place pressure on
schools and districts to improve student outcomes for all students.

While some argue that the Texas testing and accountability system has had positive ef-
fects on student outcomes, others contend that the system has had negative, unintended
consequences, such as a narrowing of the curriculum, a"dumbing down” of the education
system in general, and increased dropout rates.

This survey of 500 randomly selected teachers and 500 randomly selected parents was
intended to garner the perceptions of the respondents about their concerns related to the
Texas education system, their views of the TAKS, and their suggestions, if any, for chang-
ing the TAKS system. Each respondent completed a phone survey conducted by Creative
Consumer Research and was asked to respond to a series of questions and statements.
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Findings

The findings are divided into nine sections:
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A. Concerns About the Texas Education System

B. Suggestions for Changing the Texas Education System

C. The Impact of TAKS on Learning and the Quality of Education
D. The Impact of TAKS on Students

E. The Impact of TAKS on the Curriculum

F. The Impact of TAKS on Teachers and Teaching

G. The Impact of TAKS on Pressure to Perform

H. The Impact of TAKS on Other Areas

. Suggestions for Changing the TAKS
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