CHAPTER 6

The Impact of Accountability
Policies in Texas High Schools

MARTIN CARNOY, SUSANNA LOEB, AND TIFFANY L. SMITH

Making schools accountable through state testing was the preeminent edu-
cational reform of the 1990s. Thirty-nine states now administer some
form of performance-based assessment; twenty-four states attach stakes to
their tests; and forty states use tests scores for school accountability pur-
poses (Stecher and Barron 1999). Proponents argue that using student
scores on curriculum-based tests as a measure of school effectiveness en-
courages teachers to teach the curriculum. It sets a minimum standard
against which schools can be judged; and it quantifies school “quality” in a
way that parents and politicians can easily understand. By setting student
improvement goals for schools, the state can motivate school personnel to
reach continuously higher, while also identifying those schools unwilling
or unable to meet the prescribed goals.

Critics argue that such testing does not promote “real” improvements in
student learning. Rather, teachers and principals are motivated to meet
“standards” by teaching to the test. Instead of creating an improved learn-
ing environment, these crude forms of assessment may reduce opportuni-
ties to learn higher-order skills, particularly for low-income students
(McNeil and Valenzuela 1999). Critics also claim that state testing in-
creases disadvantaged students’ probability of dropping out by forcing stu-
dents to repeat grades (Haney 1999, 2000; Shrag 2000).

The most visible state-testing program is in Texas. The Texas Assess-
ment of Academic Skills (TAAS) is a battery of state tests given every
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»pring to all students in public schools in grades three to eight and again in
grade ten, where passing it serves as a requirement for high school gradua-
tion. Schools are evaluated both on the percentage of all of their students
passing the TAAS and on the percentage of their low-income and minority
students passing. Rewards for doing well and sanctions for doing poorly
are both implicit and explicit. Schools that perform well relative to state
norms are given an “exemplary” designation and financial bonuses to
spend on pet projects. Schools that do poorly are given an “inadequate”
designation. “Inadequate” schools get new management if they do not im-
prove by the following year. Designations are widely publicized, so parents
know how their children’s school rates. Since designations take into ac-
count the proportion of disadvantaged students and the proportion of
African-American and Latino students in a school, being exemplary in a
poor or largely minority school may mean a lower pass rate than in an all-
white or high-income school.

The reason so many educational policymakers and politicians nation-
wide are looking to Texas is simple: the state has apparently achieved great
success in raising average test scores and in closing the gap between disad-
vantaged and advantaged students, at least in the lower grades. Students in
Texas have made substantial gains on the TAAS in all grades. In addition,
they have made gains on an independent measure of achievement gains, the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The NAEP results
show Texas and North Carolina making the largest average gains among all
states from 1990 to 1997 (Grissmer and Flanagan 1998). When states’
fourth grade students are ranked by their 1996 NAEP mathematics scores,
only five states come out ahead of Texas. Significantly, all five have much
lower minority populations than Texas. The gains have been smaller on the
fourth grade NAEP reading test but are still higher than gains nationally.

Because of Texas’s large Latino and African-American student popula-
tion, educational gains in the state depend heavily on how well these minor-
ity groups do in school. The 1996 NAEP results for Texas’s eighth graders
and high school seniors are not as positive as those for fourth grade, mainly
because the gap between minorities and whites in eighth grade did not de-
crease (and may have widened) in the higher grades (Fisher 2000; Haney
1999). In 19962000, Texas’s mathematics scores in fourth grade continued
to climb mainly because of large gains for black and especially Latino stu-
dents. A higher proportion of Texas’s white, black, and Latino students ex-
ceeded the basic skills level in the NAEP math test than their racial/ethnic
counterparts in other states. Texas’s Latino students scored higher by far in
fourth grade math than Latino students in other states (see NAEP, 2001).
Part of the difference in scores may have been caused by a greater percent-
age of minority students in Texas excluded from the test. Texas excluded
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about the same percentage of minority students from the NAEP because of
learning disabilities and language proficiency as many other higher scoring
states, but increases in the percent of African Americans and Latinos ex-
cluded between 1996 and 2000 in states such as Texas and North Carolina
did reduce their gains relative to other states, especially on the fourth grade
test (Carnoy and Loeb 2003). Even so, Texas student gains in basic math
skills at this level in the 1990s are impressive.

The 2000 NAEP math gains in Texas on the eighth grade test are much
smaller, and Texas remains in the middle of the pack among states ( Carnoy
and Loeb 2003). However, the gains for Latino eighth graders in Texas in
19962000 were much higher than the national average Latino gains. Al-
though Texas’s accountability system seems to have been much better at
raising minority students’ elementary school NAEP math scores than
scores in middle school and high school, Texas’s Latino students appear to
have made major gains on the eighth grade test as well.

The effect of TAAS-type accountability on student performance in the
higher grades is important. It does not make much sense to claim that stu-
dent outcomes are improving if the criterion used to measure academic
achievement does not result in “outcomes that count” for students’ life suc-
cess, such as increased school attainment or increased achievement sus-
tained over time. In today’s world, we measure better education by
problem-solving competencies, high school completion and college atten-
dance and completion. These are the “signals” that society values.

Even if the implementation of the TAAS has not led to higher achieve-
ment or attainment for students, it may be beneficial in providing parents
with information about their children’s achievement and about the relative
performance of the schools in their neighborhoods. However, if the TAAS
leads to poorer student outcomes, then critics would have a strong case for
seeking alternatives to state testing. Haney (2000) argues just that. He finds
that high school completion rates have faltered as a result of the TAAS, es-
pecially among Latino and African-American students.

The objective of this essay is to review Haney’s findings and examine, to
the extent the data allows, the impact that TAAS has had on students’ edu-
cational attainment. We do this in two ways. First, we assess trends over
time in statewide measures of test scores, progression through high school,
high school completion, and high school seniors’ college plans. Second, we
analyze data on high schools to estimate whether rising test scores are co-
incident with rising dropout rates. We find strikingly high retention in the
ninth grade that has increased over time. However, this trend began well
before the implementation of the TAAS. If there is a link between retention
and state policies it is likely to date back to the 1984 reform. Across high
schools, we find little relationship between the TAAS and dropout rates. To
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the extent that this relationship does exist, it appears that higher TAAS
scores 1n schools are associated with reduced, and not increased, dropout
behavior.

Background

Texas’s current educational reform has its roots in two distinct conflicts.
The first was the challenge to the unequal distribution of resources among
Texas school districts, a result of the need to supplement state funding of
education with local property taxes. These additional taxes created large
differences among districts, differences that were highly correlated with
the ethnic composition of the district. Texas’s largest minorities—Latinos
and African Americans—went to schools that received considerably fewer
resources than schools that were predominantly Anglo. The second con-
flict arose in the 1970s from a new group of businesses based on high tech-
nology and services that challenged the hegemony of Texas’s traditional
agricultural and oil interests.

The present educational reform began in 1984 with a push by a group of
businessmen, headed by H. Ross Perot, to bring Texas into the high-tech
age and to resolve pressures by low-income minority groups for equalized
school funding.! By 1991, the reform had gone through two rounds (1984
and 1987) and was institutionalized into Texas politics. Aside from in-
creasing funds to low spending districts, it included a strategic plan that
recommended “new learning standards for each grade, measuring learning
by linking statewide assessments to those standards, holding schools ac-
countable for results, but not dictating to teachers and principals how to
achieve the results” (Grissmer and Flanagan 1998, 28). Ann Richards, the
newly-elected governor, implemented this “decentralization” reform that
gave control to the state over standards and testing, but to schools for
choosing how to meet state goals. The reform was continued after 1995 by
Richards’s successor, George W. Bush.

In 1990~-91, the TAAS was used for the first time in the tenth grade as a
requirement for high school graduation. It was applied to the present com-
plement of grades in 1994. The TAAS was still a basic skills test but was
somewhat more difficult and more comprehensive than the earlier
TEAMS test used in the 1980s and early 1990s.

The Texas Education Agency sets state curriculum standards (requiring
three math courses, including algebra I in ninth grade, for high school
graduation), administers the TAAS, and determines the levels of test per-
formance considered unacceptable, acceptable, recognized, and exemplary.
Local school districts can set higher standards and are responsible for im-
plementing improvements to bring students in their schools to satisfactory
performance levels on the TAAS.
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With the increased publicity given to school-by-school success, ade-
quacy, or failure on the TAAS, and the increased national attention given to
Texas’s success in increasing test scores, the TAAS began to take on a life of
its own. Local school districts, responsible for the testing standards, saw
that the simplest route to getting higher pass rates was to focus on the test
itself. From our observations and interviews, it appears that teachers and
principals in schools with a higher percentage of lower income, African-
American and Latino pupils are more likely to focus on teaching the test
than those in schools with higher income pupils. 2

Achieving exemplary status is also important for high-income schools.
Even in high-income schools, however, it is the lower-income, lower-
achieving pupils who appear to get more test preparation. This is logical.
High- or even middle-achieving pupils are likely to find the test relatively
easy and have a high probability of passing. Allocating much time to teach-
ing these students test material is unlikely to increase school ranking as
measured by pass rates.

Since the test is geared toward assessing student performance on a pre-
scribed curriculum, it can be convincingly argued that teaching the test to
lower-achieving students is not such a bad thing. Not only that, but be-
cause of the way the test results are measured, minority scores carry their
own weight, forcing schools to focus on these students. All of this has had
the effect, testing advocates claim, of improving the reading and math of
lowest-income and minority groups the most. Thus, the original goals in
the 1984 Act of pushing the system up from the bottom have been main-
tained. Joe Johnson of the University of Texas’s Dana Center claims that:

... teachers were expected to get students to demonstrate proficiency on those
objectives, and so, in essence, schools are doing what they have been asked to do.
They are teaching students these objectives. So, when you look at those objectives,
many of them are central to what we would want anybody’s children to learn
about reading, mathematics, and writing. What's absolutely clear, when you visit
many of the schools and look at instruction in those schools, you see that students
are in fact getting opportunities to learn challenging content. They're learning the
objectives that are being presented, and they’re able to demonstrate their learning
on the TAAS test, as well as on other measures (Interview, June 4, 1999),

Critics, however, are not convinced. Linda McNeil and Angela Valenzuela
argue that,

‘The pressure to raise TAAS scores leads teachers to substitute commercial
TAAS-prep materials for the substance of the curriculum . . . Subjects tested by
TAAS (reading, writing, and mathematics) are reduced, in the test and test-
prep materials, to isolated facts and fragments of facts. This artificial treatment
of these isolated components may enable children to recognize those compo-
nents on a multiple-choice test, but does not necessarily enable them to use
these components in other contexts (McNeil and Valenzuela, 1999, p. 5)
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Overview of Academic Outcomes
Test Scores

Passing rates on the math TAAS have improved substantially in every grade,
particularly for disadvantaged students. Table 6.1 presents the results for all
students who took the test. When special education students who took the
test are omitted, the results are slightly higher. It should be noted that these
figures represent the percentage of students who “passed” the TAAS, not the
percentage score on the TAAS. Gains on the reading test are as large or larger.

The state-level NAEP scores show similar improvements during this time
period. For example, gains in scores on the fourth grade math NAEP in Texas
outpaced math NAEP gains nationally from 1992 to 2000. The NAEP reading
scores in Texas also improved and kept pace with national gains between 1994
and 1998 (Fisher 2000). Texas eighth grade math scores on the NAEP went up
about one-third of a standard deviation between 1990 and 1996, and contin-
ued to rise significantly in 1996-2000 (Carnoy and Loeb 2003). In 1998, 76
percent of Texas eighth graders read at basic levels or better compared with 74
percent nationally (Fisher 2000). On the whole, the test scores of Texas stu-
dents have improved over the 1990s, as reflected by TAAS scores and other
measures.

An important issue, however, is whether these much higher passing rates
on the TAAS (and higher NAEP scores) are reflected in other measures of
academic success. Although the TAAS is more difficult than the TEAMS was,
it is still a test of very basic skills. Indeed, one analysis argues that the mini-
mum competency test given in the tenth grade is essentially an eighth grade
test, and maybe not even that (see Sandra Stosky, www.taxresearch.org,
1999). For example, 57 percent of blacks, 67 percent of Hispanics, and 83
percent of whites passed the 1996 fourth grade math TAAS test. On the
fourth grade math NAEP test, 47 percent of blacks, 55 percent of Hispanics,
and 85 percent of whites passed at a minimum competency level.

In addition, it is not clear that the convergence in scores across
racial/ethnic groups seen with the TAAS, carries through to other out-
comes. Fisher (2000) argues that the TAAS scores show the black-white
and Latino-white gap declining on the fourth grade math and reading
tests, while the NAEP results suggest that the gap is staying constant or in-
creasing. Although the results for eighth grade math are less clear because
the NAEP gains are measured for 1990-1996 and the TAAS for 1994-1999,
Fisher claims that these suggest that the TAAS may sharply overstate mi-
nority gains.

Enrollment Trends

Two other academic outcomes worth considering are the dropout rate and
the “finishing rate,” (i.e. the proportion of ninth or tenth graders who get
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to twelfth grade or to graduation). Dropout rates in middle and high
school (seventh to twelfth grade) as reported by the Texas Education
Agency (TEA) declined for all groups from 1994 to 1999, a continued de-
cline from even higher dropout rates in the 1980s. The average reported
dropout rate for all groups went from 6.1 percent in 1989~90 (Shrag, 1999)
to 2.8 percent in 1994 to 1.6 percent in 1999.% Latinos had the highest
dropout rate in both years, but that declined as well, from 4.2 percent to
2.3 percent. In our population of Texas high schools (ninth to twelfth
grade) dropout rates followed a similar pattern, declining from 2.6 percent
in 1993-94 to 1.3 percent in 1998-99. Rates in low-income high schools
fell even further, from almost six percent in 1993-94 to 1.8 percent in
1998-99 (see Table 6.2).

Critics have expressed serious doubts about the meaning of the dropout
rate figures (Haney 2000; Shrag 1999). Many students disappear in the ac-
counting process. Haney (2000) argues that the reported dropout rate is
not consistent with the high school finishing rate. He finds that the ratio of
high school graduates to enrollment in the ninth grade three years earlier
declined suddenly for white and black and Latino students simultaneously
with the introduction of the tenth grade TAAS in 1990-91. He argues that
the finishing rate then recovered for white students the following year,
1991-92, and rose slowly and steadily for the rest of the decade. For blacks
and Latinos, Haney argues, the finishing rate also rebounded but less
(Haney 2000, Figures 5.1 and 5.2). “This indicates that the TAAS exit test
has been associated with a 50 percent increase in the gap in progression
from grade nine to high school graduation for nonwhite students as com-
pared to white students” (Haney 2000, 68).

Haney is not the only one who finds a disparity between the official
dropout rate and student progression through high school. Colvin (1999)
writes, “Statewide, one out of three white students and one out of two
African-American and Latino students did not graduate on time with their
class in 1998. In addition, of those who graduated, only about a third of the
African-American and Latino students had taken a full complement of
college prep courses.”

Ninth to Twelfth Grade Progression We plot the three year rolling average
of the ratio of high school graduates to ninth grade enrollment three years
carlier in Figure 6.1a and the ratio of twelfth grade enrollment to ninth
grade enrollment three years earlier in Figure 6.1b. The ratios clearly fell
between the early 1980s and the early 1990s. However, our estimates sug-
gest that the downward trend ended shortly after the implementation of
the tenth grade TAAS in the early 1990s. Tenth graders in the first year of
the test would not have been in twelfth grade until 1992. By 1992, almost
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all of the decrease in high school finishing had already occurred. The intro-
duction of the TAAS clearly did not cause these declines. Furthermore, it
appears that the ratio of graduates to ninth grade enrollment increased
substantially for whites and blacks in the second half of the nineties, even
as twelfth grade enrollment compared to ninth grade enrollment was gen-

erally declining (except for blacks) in the same period.
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Ninth Grade Retention The decreases that we see in high school finishing
were caused either by a decrease in the relative size of the twelfth grade or
an increase in the relative size of the ninth grade. Haney points to the in-
creased retention of Texas ninth graders—especially black and Latino
ninth graders—after 1985 (Haney 2000, figure). He estimates that the ratio
of ninth to eighth graders one year earlier rose steadily for minority groups
from 1985-1988 and then again from 1990-1995. The total increase in re-
tention between 1985 and 1995, as measured by this ratio, was about 20
percent, from 1.10 to 1.30. The rise for whites in the same period was much
slower but positive, from 1.05 to 1.10.

We plot three year rolling averages of the ratio of ninth grade enroll-
ment to eighth grade enrollment one year earlier (Figure 6.2). Our results
confirm that retention of black and Latino students has been rising rapidly
since the early 1980s. Retention rates for whites have also increased, but at
a much slower pace. The rise in the retention rate stabilized and even
slightly declined at the end of the 1990s, however, and this may reflect in
part, rising TAAS and NAEP scores in the lower and middle grades.

Haney, Shrag, and others postulate that higher ninth grade retention
rates are closely tied to the tenth grade TAAS and result in higher high
school dropout rates and lower graduation rates. There is no doubt that re-
tention rates for minority students have risen greatly during the reform
period and have only tailed off in the past four to five years. However, there
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is no compelling evidence that the implementation of the tenth grade
TAAS in 1990-91 was responsible for rising retention rates. Increasing
standards and assessment, which began in 1984 in Texas, are associated
with increased retention, particularly for blacks and Latinos, but this in-
crease does not appear to be linked specifically with the introduction of the
tenth grade TAAS.

Rising retention rates should be associated with declining finishing
rates if students, retained in ninth grade, then drop out of school. This was
the case in the late 1980s, for both whites and minorities, suggesting that
dropout rates increased during this time. However, increased retention
does not necessarily result in decreased finishing. Haney implies that the
reported decline in dropout rates in the 1990s is inconsistent with rising
retention rates in the early 1990s. But, except for the sudden drop in finish-
ing rates in 1990-91, there appears to be little relation between Haney’s es-
timates of changes in ninth to eighth grade ratios and his estimates of
twelfth to ninth grade ratios during this period. Retention rates for black,
Latino, and whites students increased but finishing rates did not fall.

Other High School Finishing Measures A third measure of attrition,
twelfth grade enrollment compared to eighth grade enrollment four years
earlier, avoids much of the problem of rising enroliment in the ninth grade
year. The rolling average ratio remains virtually constant for whites at 0.8
from 1987-1998, and for Latinos at 0.7. Attrition only increases substan-
tially for African Americans, and that occurred in the 1980s, not in the
1990s. As significant is the rapid increase in survival rate of African-Amer-
ican students (twelfth to eighth grade enrollment ratio) in the 1990s and
the large increase in graduation rate (graduates to eighth grade enrollment
ratio) in the 1990s. High school graduation ratios—as measured by gradu-
ates/eighth grade enrollment four years earlier—at the end of the 1990s
were at historically high levels for all three racial/ethnic groups (Figures
6.3a and 6.3b).* In Figure 6.4, a plot of the ratio of twelfth grade enroll-
ment to tenth grade enrollment two years earlier, shows a decline for all
groups, but especially for blacks and Latinos, in the 1980s. For blacks this
ratio has increased since 1993.

The bottom line is that about 30 percent of black and Latino eighth
graders and about 20 percent of white eighth graders statewide do not fin-
ish with their cohort. About 15 percent of white tenth graders, about 20
percent of black tenth graders, and about 25 percent of Latino tenth
graders do not reach the twelfth grade with their cohort. However, it is dif-
ficult to argue that the tenth grade TAAS, in and of itself, is to blame for ei-
ther higher retention rates in ninth grade or for higher attrition rates for
eighth and tenth graders. Indeed, to some extent, an opposite case can be
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Figure 8.3b Texas: 12th Grade Enroliment Compared to 8th Grade Enroliment Four Years Earlier,
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Figure 6.4 Texas: 12th Grade Enroliment Compared to 10th Grade Enrollment Two Years Earlier,
Three-Year Rolling Averages, 19821999

made that in the 1990s the continued pressure to raise academic achieve-
ment may have increased high school survival rates to twelfth grade for
African Americans and kept survival rates from falling for Latinos despite
massive immigration in the 1990s. Rising graduation rates may also have
been partially the result of accountability pressures, although it is risky to
ascribe a direct connection.

College Plans The intention to go to college is another important mea-
sure of student success. The proportion of high school seniors who take
the SAT or ACT, their scores on the SAT/ACT, and the rates at which Texas
high school graduates go to college all rose sharply in the 1980s, but have
slowed down in recent years. Figure 6.5 shows the proportion of Texas high
school graduates with college plans. This percentage fell for whites and
Latinos in the 1990s, but rose slightly for African Americans. For high
school graduates the gap between black/Latino and white college plans has
been halved, from seventeen percent in 1985 to about eight percent in
1997. Overall enrollment in Texas colleges rose six percent in 1990-1996.
White enrollment fell in these years, so the entire increase was due to black
and Latino college enrollment increases (NCES, 1999).

Progression through High School We summarize the enrollment, gradua-
tion, and college plans trends for white, black, and Latino students in Fig-
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Figure 6.5 Texas: Proportion of High School Graduates with College Plans, by Race/Ethnicity,
1979-1998

ures 6.0a, 6.6b, and 6.0c. For whites, the difference between cighth and
ninth grade enrollment increased in the 1990s, but this did not seem to re-
sultina greater gap between eighth and tenth grade enrollment during this
time, nor in an increase in the difference between tenth and cleventh grade
enrollment. The difference between twelfth grade enrollment and gradua-
tion actually decreased in the 1990s, and this explains much of the increase
in graduation rates [or whites and Latinos.

For African Americans, we observe some important anomalies in the
data. For example, the twelfth grade numbers appear to be wrong for 1988
and 1989. However, the data do show a clear increase in the number of
black students being retained in the ninth grade throughout the time pe-
riod. The mid-to late-80s and the mid-to late-90s saw the steepest increase
in the retention rate. The gap between cighth and tenth grade enrollment
widened in the carly-to mid-90s, indicating that many of these retained
students may be dropping out of school. The difference between tenth and
cleventh grade enrollment also increased. But the difference between
cighth grade and graduation has remained fairly constant, in part because
the gap between the graduation rate and eleventh grade enrollment de-
creased in the 1990s. This suggests that retained students who dropped out
would have been the ones most likely to drop out in the later grades if they
had not been retained.
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Figure 6.6¢ Texas Latino Enroliment Trends by Grade

For Latinos the trends are very similar to those for blacks, except that for
Latinos there is an increase in the gap between eighth grade enroliment
and graduation, occurring between 1988 and 1994, The percent of high
school graduates who have college plans has increased substantially for
both blacks and Latinos.

Sunnnary of Enrollment “Trends The statewide enrollment data shows
large changes in enrollment patterns over the past fifteen years. In particu-
lar, ninth grade retention has increased dramatically. In addition, the pro-
portion of cighth graders who make it to twelfth grade four years later
decreased until the carly 1990s and appears to have increased in recent
vears, especially for African Americans. However, there is no obvious con-
nection between the implementation of the high stakes TAAS and these
statewide enrollment trends, except possibly for sharply increased twelfth
grade survival rates for blacks in the second half of the [990s. Thus, if any-
thing, despite increased retention rates in ninth grade, high school finish-
ing rates may, on net, have been positively affected by the TAAS in recent
years, although we have no evidence of such a causal relationship.

Overall, then, we could conclude that “Texas’s strong accountability sys-
tem nyay have contributed to greater retention in the 1980s, henee to fower
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high school survival rates, but that since the mid-1990s, it may be con-
tributing to higher high school finishing rates. Hence, the TAAS exit test
may ultimately have had a positive effect on improving high school attain-
ment, contrary to the claims of its critics. There is certainly no evidence
that the exit test increased dropouts (reduced survival rates) of minority
groups, since, to the contrary, they seem to be improving their graduation
rates relative to eighth grade enrollment four years earlier. Although that
mcrease is much more attenuated for Latinos than for blacks (and whites),
immigration rates for Latinos have been high in Texas for the past twenty
years, and language proficiency issues in the Latino population have surely
had a dampening effect on Latino high school survival rates, independent
of efforts to improve achievement in primary and middle school.

[n addition to its aggregate statewide effects, the TAAS may have had
differential effects across schools. To explore this further we use school
level data to test whether there is a relationship across schools between
gains in the TAAS passing rate and other student outcomes. We now turn
to these estimates,

Model and Data for School-Level Analysis

At the individual level, educational achievement has a strong positive effect
on educational attainment {Carnoy and DeAngelis 2000). However, at the
high school level, when compulsory education laws do not compel stu-
dents to complete, the relationship is more complicated. Increasing aver-
age achievement in high school (as measured by TAAS passing rates) can
produce increased average student attainment. But, at the same time, in-
creased average achievement can be the result of higher dropout rates
among lower achieving students. So rising average achievement in high
school may result in higher completion rates, or it may be the result of
lower completion rates. In the first case, rising achievement is positively re-
lated to rising completion rates; in the second, it is negatively related. In
the case where neither effect dominates, they may offset each other.®

We are interested in the relationship between TAAS scores and other
student outcomes. Imagine two possible scenarios. In the first, an empha-
sis on increasing TAAS scores increases the overall quality of schooling,
leading to gains in student learning on multiple levels and decreases the
dropout rate. In an alternative scenario, however, increased emphasis on
TAAS comes at the expense of other learning or leads to efforts to screen
students before they take the TAAS. This may lead to increases in the
dropout rate, cither as low performing students are forced out of schools in
order fo increase school average TAAS scores or as students choose to
leave. Students may choose to leave because they fear that they will do



The Impact of Accountability Policies in Texas High Schools * 165

poorly on TAAS, because they are retained in earlier grades, or because the
learning environment has deteriorated.

We would like to assess whether and to what extent the TAAS has af-
fected students” educational attainment. We are particularly interested in
whether schools that have been able to increase their TAAS score have done
$0 in conjunction with increased student attainment or have paid the price
of decreased student attainment. In keeping with this goal, we will look
across schools to see the relationship between the change in the TAAS score
and the change in student attainment. Have schools that have experienced
an increase in average score seen an increase in student attainment as well?

Unfortunately, a good measure of student attainment is not available so
we have to use proxies. We considered three measures: the school reported
dropout rate, the tenth to twelfth grade survival rate, and the ninth to
twelfth grade survival rate. We define the tenth to twelfth grade survival
rate as the number of students in the twelfth grade in one year divided by
the number of students in the tenth grade two years earlier. The ninth to
twelfth grade survival rate is defined similarly. In order to determine which
measure to use, we ran some simple correlations. The correlation between
dropout rate and tenth to twelfth grade survival is —0.23 for 1998-99 indi-
cating that the two measures may be picking up similar trends but that at
least one of these measures has large errors. Consistent with measurement
problems, differencing makes the correlations even lower (likely a result of
substantial measurement error) so that the correlation between the change
in tenth to twelfth grade survival and the change in the dropout rate is
—0.065. However, the ninth to twelfth grade measure appears to have even
greater flaws. Surprisingly, the tenth to twelfth grade survival rate is not
correlated with the ninth to twelfth grade survival rate (r=—0.033 for
1998-99) and the dropout rate is, in fact, positively correlated with ninth
to twelfth grade survival (r=0.18).

One check of the usefulness of our attainment measures is to look at the
correlation between the measures and the socioeconomic status of the
school. In general we would expect a positive correlation between attain-
ment and status. We find that the percentage of students who are enrolled
in the free lunch program is essentially equally correlated with both the
dropout rate and the tenth to twelfth grade survival rate (0.16 and —0.17,
respectively) while it is uncorrelated with the ninth to twelfth grade sur-
vival rate (—0.014).7 This is further indication that the ninth to twelfth
grade measure may not be a good measure, and so we eliminated it from
our choice of attainment measures. While we look at both remaining mea-
sures, we concentrate on the dropout rate because we have it for the longest
time period, 1994 to 1999. We can construct the tenth to twelfth grade sur-
vival rate only from 1996 to 1999.
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Table 6.2 describes our sample, providing means, standard deviations,
and sample sizes for the main variables that we use. It presents these de-
scriptives for the full sample of high schools, as well as for urban, subur-
ban, nonmetro, and rural schools. In addition, we separate urban schools
into those in which less than forty percent of students enroll in free lunch
programs and those in which greater than or equal to forty percent of stu-
dents enroll in free lunch programs. We see that urban schools perform
considerably lower on the TAAS than other schools and that poor urban
schools have the lowest average performance.

In keeping with the state trend, average TAAS scores have improved over
time in all groups. We see that dropout rates are particularly high in poor
urban districts though they have improved dramatically over this time pe-
riod. As a comparison, the survival rates are lower in poor urban schools
and have improved the most in this set of schools. However, the extent of
improvement is small and much less than the decline in dropout rate.

Regression Results

Table 6.3 presents bivariate regression results for the relationship between
the change in the TAAS score from 1994 to 1999 and the change in the
dropout rate from 1994 to 1999. The coefficient measures the percentage
change in the dropout rate associated with a one percent increase in the
TAAS score. We find that, on average, schools in which TAAS scores in-
creased by ten percent, dropout rates fell by 0.24 percent. This relationship
is driven by poor urban schools. In urban schools in which greater than
forty percent of the students are eligible for the free or reduced price lunch
program, a ten percent increase in the TAAS is associated with an almost
twelve percent decrease in the dropout rate. These results suggest that
schools that saw increases in the TAAS also saw increases in student attain-
ment.

There are a number of possible explanations for these findings. It may
be the case that schools with increasing TAAS scores have actually im-
proved and thus the dropout rate has fallen. However, there are a number

Table 6.3 Bivariate Regression Results of the Change in Log Dropout Rates on the Change in Log
TAAS Score.

Urban Urban
< 40% > 40%

Overall Urban Suburban Nonmetro  Rural Lunch Lunch
Coefficient —0.024 —{0.104 —0.030 —0.014 —0.010 0.437 —1.178
Standard Error 0.005 0.019 0.011 0.008 0.005 0.565 0.275

R-Square 0.024 0.151 0.035 0.008 0.011 0.009 0.162
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Table 6.4 Specification Checks

4a. Controls for Change in Free Lunch (Campus and District), in % Black and % Hispanic

Urban Urban

L 40% > 40%

Overall Urban Suburban Nonmetro Rural Lunch Lunch
Coctficient ={.398 —0.890 —0.423 —0.208 —0.237 0.699 —1.145
Standard Frror 011y 0.232 0.310 0.221 0.217 0.500 0.306
H-Sqiare 0.026 0. 1644 0.037 1).009 0.058 0417 0,185

4b. Controls for Change in Free Lunch (Campus and District), in % Black, and in % Hispanic plus
Change in the Retention Rate between ninth and tenth grade.

Urban Urban

- 40% > 40%

Overall Urban Suburban Nonmetro Rural Lunch Lunch
Cocfficient -0.-Ho ~.930 =049 —0.188 L URE 0783 R
Standard Error 0120 0.234 0.324 0.223 1.217 0.538 0.5047
R-hquare 0.030 0.194 L0538 0.009 {108t 0.188 0,197

4c. Controls for Change in Free Lunch (Campus and District), in % Black, and in % Hispanic plus
instrument for 1994-99 changes in TAAS with 1995-98 changes in TAAS

Urban Urban

- 40% > 40%

Overall Urban Suburban Nonmetro Rural Lunch Lunch
Coefficient 070 A).804 0312 .04 0.062 0.302 - 0077
Standard frror 0.2:43 0.338 0.606 0467 0.761 0.737 0.569
R-Square 022 0.193 01.037 1,005 0077 0.176 0175

of other hypotheses worth checking. First, it is possible that schools that
sce arise in the cconomic situation of their students may see a gain in both
TAAS scores and other outcomes, even if an cffort to increase the TAAS
score hurt student attainment. In other words, the fact that changing eco-
nomic situations would tend to have a similar effect on both test scores and
attainment may overshadow a possible negative effect that increased em-
phasis on the TAAS may have on student attainment. In order to take this
possibility into account, we reran the above analysis but this time included
controls for changes in the percentage of students in the free lunch pro-
gram both at the campus and district level, as well as controls for changes
in the percentage of black students and in the percentage of Hispanic stu-
dents. These results are given in Table 6.4, section 4a. The same trends are
evident. Increases in the TAAS score are associated with decreases in the
dropout rate and this is particularly true for poor urban schools. In poor
urban schools a ten percent increase in the TAAS is associated with an
cleven percent decrease in the dropout rate.

Second, it may be the case that students drop out before the tenth grade
because they know they will need to pass the TAAS in order to graduate. In
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order to check whether this phenomenon is driving our results, we added a
control for the change in the ninth to tenth grade retention rate. This mea-
sure Is calculated as the ratio of tenth graders in 1998-99 to ninth graders
in 1997-98 minus the ratio of tenth graders in 1994-95 to ninth graders in
1993-94. Table 6.4, section 4b gives these results. This addition makes little
difference. In poor urban schools a ten percent increase in the TAAS agamn
is associated with an eleven percent decrease in the dropout rate.

There are two more factors worth considering. The first is effects of “re-
gression to the mean.” If we have a school that just happened to have a high
performing class in 1993-94, they would have a low dropout rate and a
high score on TAAS in that year. If we compare this with a normal class in
1998-99, then we would see that the TAAS scores and the dropout rate
have moved together. That is, in this school the TAAS has gone down and
the dropout rate has increased. Usually we count on regression to get rid of
this problem because some school is likely to have had a particularly low
performing class in 1993-94. However, in this case, this low-performing
class in another school only worsens the bias. In this second school, we
would see a gain over time in TAAS and a decrease in the dropout rate. The
TAAS and student attainment would again be moving together and we
would overestimate the relationship between attainment and test score.
Regression to the mean, then, leads to an upward bias in our estimates.
Luckily, it is not difficult to adjust for this problem. We instrument for the
change in the TAAS score from 1993-94 to 1998-99 with the change in the
TAAS score from 1994-95 to 1997-98. This process essentially uses only
the variation across schools in the change in test score that is consistent be-
tween the two periods, and thus gets rid of the change due to particularly
good or bad cohorts.

The same technique also helps alleviate our second concern. This second
concern is measurement error. The test score is likely to be an imperfect
measure of any class’s ability on the test. This imperfection will lead to a bias
toward zero in the estimated relationship between the dropout rate and the
test score. Instrumenting reduces this bias by using variation in the test score
change that is consistent over the two time periods. Table 6.4, section 4¢ pre-
sents the instrumented results that adjust for regression to the mean and
measurement error. We find a slightly smaller effect in poor urban areas, but
still, a ten percent increase in TAAS is associated with a seven percent de-
crease in the dropout rate, both overall and in poor urban schools.

While we believe these results are informative, it is also useful to look at
alternative outcorne measures. Tables 6.5 and 6.6 give the results using
changes in the tenth to twelfth grade retention rate, changes in the ninth to
tenth grade retention rate, changes in the percent of students taking the
SATs, and changes in mean SAT scores (controlling for changes in the per-
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Table 6.5 Bivariate Regression Results for Aiternative Qutcome Measures

Full Sample

Tenth Ninth

to twelfth to tenth Percent

retention retention taking SAT* Mean SAT*
Cocfficient 0.00078 —0.0056 0.029 —.213
Standard Error 0.00036 0.0215 0.036 0.165
R-Square . 0.0042 0.0001 0.0054 0.0064

Urban Schools with > 40% of Students Enrolled in Free Lunch Program

Tenth Ninth

to twelfth to tenth Percent

retention retention taking SAT* Mean SAT
Coefticient 0.00171 0.00087 —0.00141 —-0.1126
Standard Error 0.00161 0.00233 0.1464 0.3043
R-Square 0.0112 0.0014 0.0222 0.0310

Percent taking the SAT includes additional control for the change in the dropout rate and mean
SAT includes additional controls for percent change in the dropout rate and change in percent
taking the SAT.

cent taking). The results for the alternative outcomes do not show a consis-
tent relationship between TAAS scores and other student outcome measures.
We do find a positive and statistically significant relationship between
change in TAAS score and change in the tenth to twelfth grade retention rate
for the full sample in the bivariate regression. The point estimate for poor
urban schools indicates a stronger effect, consistent with the trends for the
dropout rate observed above; however, this result is not statistically signifi-
cant at conventional levels. We found no other statistically significant effects
in the simple regressions. We also ran full regressions which instrumented
for the change in TAAS score from 1994 to 1999 with the change from 1995
to 1998 and included controls for changes in district free lunch enroliment,
campus free lunch enrollment, percentage of Hispanic students, and per-
centage of black students. These results are summarized in Table 6.6. None of
the estimates are significant at conventional levels.

Discussion
The explicit objective of Texas's school accountability system is to improve
educational outcomes among the state’s four million public elementary
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Tahle 6.6 Full Regression Resuits for Alternative Qutcome Measures

Full Sample

Tenth Ninth

to twelfth to tenth Percent

retention retention taking SAT* Mean SAT*
Coefficient 0010535 0127075 0501501 —.2442977
Standard Error .0010098 .0607834 0975375 164205
R-Square 0.0100 0.0038 0.0059 0.0289

Urban Schools with > 40% of Students enrolled in Free Lunch Program

Tenth Ninth

to twelfth to tenth Percent

retention retention taking SAT* Mean SAT
Coefficient 0.00096 —0.0060 ~0.0143 ~0.178
Standard Error 0.00191 0.0045 3091 0.912
R-Square 0.018 0.137 0.084 0.115

Percent taking the SAT includes additional control for the change in the dropout rate and mean
SAT includes additional controls for both percent change in the dropout rate and change in
percent taking the SAT. Mean SAT analysis for the first sample and tenth to twelfth retention for
the urban sample include controls but are not 1V, because of convergence difficulties.

and secondary students. Rising pass rates on the TAAS suggest that this ob-
jective is being met. Texas’s students have also made substantial gains on
some of the NAEP tests, specifically in fourth and eighth grade math. This
would appear to validate claims that rising pass rates on the TAAS may, in-
deed, indicate real learning gains, or at least learning gains as they can be
measured by such tests.

As we have shown, other important indicators of educational success,
namely high school progression rates, began to rise in the late 1990s. High
school graduation rates in the second half of the 1990s rose substantially,
especially for African Americans, and, indeed, seem to be reaching higher
levels than in the past. Whether this is due to increased testing and school
accountability is hard to say. So it appears that rising TAAS scores on the
tenth grade high-stakes test have not had a negative impact on educational
outcomes that count, namely high school completion and the likelihood of
attending college, and may have had a small positive impact. Even so, high
school graduation rates are still not high in Texas. Only about seventy per-
cent of African-American cighth graders, sixty-five percent of Latino
cighth graders, and about eighty percent of white eighth graders graduate
tour years later.
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Our results suggest that claims of rapidly increased retention of blacks
and Latinos in the ninth grade since the impiementation of the Texas cdu-
cation reform in 1984 are absolutely true. However, claims that increasing
retention is directly attributable to the new tenth grade TAAS exam that
students must pass in order to graduate is not supported by the data. Nei-
ther does statewide enrollment grade-by-grade support claims that
statewide dropout rates increased after 1990.

We have shown, using school-level data, that there is a positive relation
between lower dropout rates and higher TAAS scores on the tenth grade
TAAS in the 1990s. That is, those high schools that have had larger in-
creases in their students’ pass rates on the tenth grade TAAS have also had
larger declines in dropout rates. The relationship is largest among urban
high schools serving low-income students, and continues to be significant
and large even when we correct for possible sources of bias in the coetfi-
cient of test score increase on dropout rate. However, our results also show
that there is a much weaker relationship between increases in the tenth
grade TAAS pass rate and the proportion of tenth graders reaching twelfth
grade two years later. The corresponding relationship for urban high
schools serving low-income students is positive but not significant. We
also do not find a relationship between increasing TAAS score on the tenth
grade test and either the proportion of SAT/ACT test takers or the high
school’s average SAT score.

There are a number of possible explanations for the weakness of the re-
lationship we find between TAAS scores and other outcomes. First, the
data simply may be too inaccurate to capture any effects that exist. The low
correlation among our various high school progression and completion
measures raises serious concern about the estimation of dropout rates by
high schools. Much of our analysis depends on the reliability of our out-
come measures. The data on high school enrollment comes directly from
the Texas Education Agency, but there are evident anomalies in both the
aggregate data and the data on individual schools.

Yet, let us assume that these data anomalies are such that our results re-
main valid: rising TAAS pass rates have not had a major impact on educa-
tional attainment. The ditficulty of the tenth grade TAAS may simply have
been set at a level that would not substantially impact the prevailing
dropout rate. The proportion of students statewide who cannot pass it
(after repeated tries) may be synonymous with the proportion that would
have dropped out anyway. This is not an unlikely scenario, given the politi-
cal sensitivity of high school completion rates. Another possibility is that
not enough time has passed to observe the consequences of the TAAS. If we
are currently viewing the full effect of the test, however, it appears that it has
not been particularly successful at improving educational outcomes with
high social value, such as high school completion or college attendance.
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Enrollment data for recent years hint at a possible turning point in high
school progression trends. Ninth grade retention has leveled off in the past
three years and graduation rates relative to ninth and eighth grade enroll-
ment have increased. That could mean that high retention rates in ninth
grade and high attrition rates from eighth to twelfth grade are relatively
“short term” investments in raising the “quality” of Texas’s high school
graduates. However, retention and attrition are still high, particularly for
minority groups. Unless graduation rates continue to rise steadily and col-
lege attendance increases more rapidly, especially among disadvantaged
minorities, critics may be right that Texas’s accountability system is not the
most effective way to improve minority students’ opportunities to learn
and to increase their social mobility.

Notes

1. The state legislature had already passed the Equal Opportunities Act in 1979 to begin to ad-
dress financial inequities, but the Reform Act of 1984 was the major educational reform of
the period.

2. These schools teach both the elements of the curricutum that will appear on the test and
techniques for taking the test. Our observations suggest that the majority of the time is
spent on the material and not on test-taking skills.

3. See www.tea.state.tx.us/perfreport/aeis/hist/state/html.

4. Therapid decline in twelfth grade enrollment relative to eighth and ninth grade enrollment

four and three years earlier for African Americans is probably an artifact of errors in enroll-
ment statistics for that group in the 1980s. Considering the data on graduates relative to
ninth and eighth grade enrollment, where the ratio is only somewhat higher for blacks than
for Latinos in the 1980s, the error is probably in the twelfth grade enrollment for blacks.
The irony, then, is that when blacks and Latinos graduate high school, they are much more
likely than in the past to go to college, either two- or four-year, yet their likelihood of grad-
uating high school with their eighth grade class or even getting a regutar high school degree
remains about 15 percent less than for whites—at a low 0.65, compared with almost 0.8 for
whites,

6. The same complexity pervades the relationship between rising achievement and the pro-
portion of students taking the SAT/ACT.

The results are similar, though slightly stronger, if we look only at urban schools: the tenth
to twelfth grade retention rate is not correlated with the ninth to twelfth grade retention
rate (r=-0.016 for 1998-99}; the correlation between dropout rate and tenth to twelfth
grade retention is —0.28; the percent of students who are enrolled in the lunch program is
essentially equally correlated with both the dropout rate and the tenth to twelfth grade re-
tention rate (0.28 and —0.35, respectively) and uncorrelated with the ninth to twelfth grade
retention rate {0.06).

%)
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