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Foreword

First, we at the Equity Center would like to express our profound thanks to Dr. 

Bonnie Lesley for her excellent research, compilation of facts, and information. She 

has organized Money Still Matters! in a manner that makes it informative, logical, 

and very readable and we feel certain you will find her style and writing enjoyable 

and thought provoking.

We hope that as you read Money Still Matters! it provokes your thoughts, brings you 

to conclusions about the importance of public education in a democratic society and 

brings focus to the many challenges that face Texans in our attempts to provide the 

educational opportunities each child of Texas deserves and needs to be both a good 

and contributing citizen of the state and competitive in the world wide economy and 

skills search they will face in this 21st century.

Dr. Lesley quotes Dr. Martin Luther King in her concluding remarks and it is 

completely appropriate to do so in her summary. But his remarks were so timely 

when made and remain so today, we felt them to be apropos for our readers in the 

beginning as well.

“On some positions, Cowardice asks the question, “Is 

it safe?” Expediency asks the question, “Is it politic?” 

And vanity comes along and asks the questions, “Is 

it popular?” But Conscience asks the question, “Is it 

right?” And there comes a time when one must take a 

position that is neither safe, nor politic, nor popular, but 

he must do it because Conscience tells him it is right.”

- Dr. Martin Luther King
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Introduction

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !

More than two years ago, in 2010, the Texas Equity Center, a consortium of almost 700 property-

poor school districts, published and widely distributed a report entitled Money Does Matter:  

Investing in Texas Children and Our Future.1  We provided a research-based synthesis of what 

is important in education spending to improve student learning. We also pointed out the 

inadequate and inequitable resources in the vast majority of Texas schools, all of which matter if 

we truly want better academic outcomes.

The children can’t wait, we advised. We cited the words of the poet Gabriela Mistral:   “. . . our 

worst crime is abandoning the children,/ neglecting the fountain of life./  Many of the things we 

need can wait./  The child cannot./  Right now is the time his bones are being formed,/ his blood 

is being made, and/ his senses are being developed./ To him we cannot answer ‘Tomorrow.’/ 

His name is ‘Today.’”2  In closing, we called for the Great State of Texas to invest in our children 

and in the future by creating an improved funding system.

Instead of heeding our advice and the advice of many, many others, state leaders made draconian 

cuts of $5.4 billion to the education budget over the 2011-2013 biennium, refusing to dedicate the 

“rainy day fund” to preserve even the previous funding levels, which were already inequitable 

and inadequate.3  Former Lt. Gov. Bill Ratliff points out that when we look at how public 

education has been under-funded since 2009, the deficit amount is, at minimum, a staggering 

$11.8 billion4. In addition to inequitable allocations, leaders have ignored the costs of the tens of 

thousands of new students each year in Texas; the costs of inflation; terribly out-of-date funding 

formulas, including student weight formulas; un-funded or inadequately funded mandates;5 and 

the accelerating increase in the percentage of children living in poverty. 

We now know that the impact in 2011-2012 was an average of almost $600 fewer dollars per Texas 

child.6  Dr. Wayne Pierce, executive director of the Equity Center, testified, however, in the school 

finance hearing that “property-wealthy school districts spend about $65,000 more per classroom 

than poor districts.”7   The effects of the austerity education budget were felt most by those 
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I NTRODUCT ION

“In these days, it is 

doubtful that any child may 

reasonably be expected 

to succeed in life if he is 

denied the opportunity 

of an education.  Such an 

opportunity, where the state 

has undertaken to provide  

it, is a right which must be 

made available to all on 

equal terms.”    

--Brown v. Board of Education, 1954

already funded significantly below wealthier districts. Educators, parents, 

school board members, and other supportive citizens across the state are still 

reeling from the shock of it all. As of publication, almost 60 percent of the 

state’s school districts,  serving 75 percent of Texas students,8 are involved in 

litigation with aims to improve both the adequacy and equity of funding.

This report begins with a discussion of poverty and economic disadvantage:  

the poverty in which a large majority of Texas children live and the poverty 

of most school districts due to unacceptably inadequate and inequitable 

funding allocations.

The next section is a discussion about why money matters in the achievement 

of state education goals, especially in the context of higher and higher 

expectations for improved academic performance by federal, state, and local 

policymakers.

There is a consensus among leading researchers around the nation that 

money itself is not a solution, but, rather, how it is spent. We will, therefore, 

focus in the next sections on five research-based areas that are the most 

important in improving student learning and are, therefore, the areas where 

money matters the most, especially, but not exclusively, for the children who 

are economically disadvantaged:  (1) quality teachers, (2) small class size, (3) 

early childhood education, (4) interventions for struggling learners, and (5) 

challenging expectations and curriculum.

The recent decisions of state-level policymakers resulted in cuts in precisely 

these five critically important areas. As a result, the major problem for Texas is 

not an achievement gap per se. That is merely a symptom. What we have is 

an opportunity-to-learn gap.

It is time to remember the words from Brown v. Board of Education:

Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and 

local governments. Compulsory school attendance laws and the great 

expenditures for education both demonstrate our recognition of the 

importance of education to our democratic society. It is required in 
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performance of our most basic public responsibilities, even service in the armed forces. It is 

the very foundation of good citizenship . . . In these days, it is doubtful that any child may 

reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education. Such 

an opportunity, where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right, which must be made 

available to all on equal terms.9

We must adequately and equitably fund our schools and provide all necessary opportunities to 

learn—because we have the responsibility to do so. We must also attend to research findings that 

guide good educational practice, and we must stop doing what people believe, rather than what 

scientific evidence proves is true. These are the right things to do on behalf of our children and for 

the future of Texas. Money still matters. It matters greatly.

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !
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“Texas can provide a quality 

education for its children 

today to ensure that they 

have a prosperous future—

or we can continue to pay 

the costs of tens of billions 

of dollars annually for our 

negligence.

Texas Children &  
Their Schools

According to the Texas Education Agency (TEA), there were 4,912,385 

children enrolled in Texas public schools in 2010-2011—almost five million!1  

Texas enrollment is approximately 10 percent of the national enrollment of 

49.5 million students,2  and Texas ranks second to California among the states 

in numbers of school children. The academic performance of these large 

numbers of Texas children is, therefore, critically important not only to Texas, 

but also to the whole country.

The quality of the children’s education now will determine in large part 

whether they complete high school and some form of post-secondary 

education, whether they give birth as teens, whether they commit felonies 

and go to prison, whether they are healthy, whether they are participatory 

citizens, whether they lead economically disadvantaged lives, the stability of 

their homes and families, the quality of their parenting, whether they resort 

to drug/alcohol abuse, whether they qualify for jobs beyond those that pay 

minimum wage, whether they volunteer or donate money to the greater 

community, and whether they contribute to the common good by paying 

taxes.

In other words, Texas can provide a quality education for its children today 

to ensure that they have a prosperous future—or we can continue to pay the 

costs of tens of billions of dollars annually for our negligence.

TEXAS  CH I LDREN  &  THE IR  SCHOOLS
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Two Texas Challenges

There are two major challenges for Texas in providing world-class schools. The first is the 

extraordinarily high rate of economic disadvantage among our children, which affects their 

cognitive development, their health, their stress levels, and their behavior.3  New research 

blending neuroscience, cognitive psychology, and education4 is already doing a great deal to 

inform practice and to provide teachers with the tools they need to help children overcome the 

debilitating influences of economic disadvantage. But, financial resources are required to make 

this new information accessible to all educators and to fully fund and implement the necessary 

components of a high-performing school.

Struggling learners are, most frequently, the children who are economically disadvantaged, but 

they include those not yet proficient in English and those with learning disabilities. These are the 

children, by and large, who are not scoring at the proficient level on state assessments, and these 

are the children most likely to drop out of school. Their low performance is also the reason that 

many Texas schools fail to meet the standards for an “Acceptable” rating or above in the state’s 

accreditation system.

The second major challenge is the poverty or low-funding levels of most of our schools, their 

inability because of lack of money, to provide appropriate opportunities to learn for those who 

struggle. The poverty of schools is the result of a heavy reliance on property taxes as a source of 

revenue to fund education, along with the current inadequate and inequitable funding system for 

both students and taxpayers that has plagued Texas schools for decades and has been the subject 

of litigation since the 1960’s.5

Instead of addressing the issues of children’s economic disadvantages and the inadequate and 

inequitable schools they attend, the Texas legislature, usually with the support of the governor, 

has mandated one school reform initiative after another since the 1970’s. The emphasis has been 

on more “rigorous” curriculum standards, more “rigorous” assessments, and more “rigorous” 

accountability for schools, educators, and students. These major initiatives have been approved, 

however, without enough attention to their lack of a sound research base, their appropriateness, 

or costs of implementation.6  They have also been mandated without endorsements from 

teachers, other experts in teaching and learning, and parents. After more than 30 years of their 

implementation in Texas schools and their failure evidenced by ample research,7 it is past time 

for state leaders to admit their errors and to allow the strong voices of educators and parents to 

prevail. An example of the resistance to failing policies is that 818 school districts (and growing) 

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !
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have now endorsed, at the urging of parents and educators, a resolution in protest of “over-

reliance on standardized, high-stakes testing.”8

In summary, our major challenge is how to transform our schools so that we deliver a quality, 

world-class education to our millions of students, and we must both improve their performance 

and stem the unacceptably high dropout rate. Otherwise, poverty continues to grow. We must, 

therefore, solve the problems relating to the funding of our public schools. The current Texas 

school funding system is a major barrier to academic success for students and to fairness for 

taxpayers.

Poverty Among Texas Children
Poverty is measured in several different ways in the United States. If we use the federal definition 

of poverty, then the percent of Texas children living in poverty has increased from 21 percent in 

2000 to 26 percent in 2010. To be considered poor, the income for a family of four cannot exceed 

$22,314 annually. One in four Texas children, therefore, is at “high risk for cognitive, emotional, 

educational, and health problems that last through adulthood,” states the Center for Public Policy 

Priorities (CPPP) (2010).9 

Using the federal definition of poverty, Texas has the fifth highest poverty rate among children 

in the United States and, therefore, the fifth highest rate of child food insecurity in the country, 

states Jeremy Everett (2012), the director of Baylor University’s Texas Hunger Initiative, which 

means these children “do not know where their next meal will come from.”10

The high percentage of child poverty also has economic ramifications. Pollard (May 2008) 

reported on a study conducted by the Population Reference Bureau on state costs of growing 

up poor in the United States. The study, using 2006 data, found that the Texas cost was $57.5 

billion dollars annually.11  In 2012 the annual cost of negligence is likely $60 billion per year. Good 

education is not nearly as expensive as poor education.

Schools typically use the percentage of children eligible for free/reduced-price meals, not the 

federal definition, as a measurement of economic disadvantage, so this is the definition that we 

will use throughout this report. To qualify for free/reduced-priced meals, the family income 

cannot exceed 185 percent of the federal definition of poverty ($41,128 annually for a family of 4). 

An astounding 60 percent of the total enrollment in 2010-2011 were eligible for this program.12 

TEXAS  CH I LDREN  &  THE IR  SCHOOLS
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The rapid growth in percentages of students who are economically disadvantaged is a concern 

of all educators, given what is known about how poverty predicts (but does not necessarily 

determine)academic performance. Figure 1 provides data on the increasing rates of economically 

disadvantaged students from 1994-1995 to 2009-2010 in Texas. The rate grew to more than 60 

percent in 2010-11.

In the past 15 years, Texas percentages of children who are economically disadvantaged have 

increased from 46 percent to 59 percent—13 percentage points—and growing.

A major reason for the low-income homes in which the majority of Texas children live is the 

low wages paid their parents. According to CPPP (2012), Texas is tied with Mississippi for the 

highest rate of minimum-wage hourly workers in the United States.13   Therefore, Texas has the 

largest number of people working at the minimum-wage level of any state.14  The Texas minimum 

wage is $7.25/hour.15  If a person works 40 hours per week, his/her salary will be $290/week or 

$13,920/year. If only one parent is working, the household income falls well below the federal 

definition of poverty ($22,314 for a family of four). Many minimum-wage earners hold down 

more than one job, but even at that they are still a part of the growing legions of the “working 

poor.”

Edelman (2012), citing Census Bureau data, explains that there are four major reasons why we 

have not ended poverty in America. The first reason is that “An astonishing number of people 

Percentage of Economically 

Disadvantaged Students

1994-95, 1999-2000, 

2004-2005, and 2009-2010

F IGURE  1 :

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

2009-2010

2004-2005

1999-2000

1994-1995

59%

54%

49%

46%

Data Source: Texas Education Agency, Snapshots

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !
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work at low-wage jobs.”  He continues:  “The first thing needed if we’re 

to get people out of poverty is more jobs that pay decent wages.”16  Huge 

percentages of people who need better paying jobs live in Texas.

Another reason for child poverty is the education level of their parents. 

Texas ranks dead last among the states and the District of Columbia in 

the percentage of adults with high school diplomas. In Texas 80 percent of 

adults have high school diplomas, as compared to the national average of 85 

percent.17  Our state must value and invest in education for adults, as well as 

children.

There are, of course, other reasons for child poverty, but these two are 

major ones and reflective of policy decisions. They undermine, along with 

inequitable and inadequate school funding, children’s opportunities for 

social mobility, a major component of the American dream.  

Concentrations of Poverty
Children who are economically disadvantaged in a Texas school district 

are highly likely to be in a district where there are very high concentrations 

of economic disadvantage. The state’s smallest and largest districts have 

the highest poverty rates. Two other categories of districts with high 

concentrations of poverty include those in counties along the Mexican border 

and schools in 27 of our largest school districts, all serving at least 25,000 

students each.

With a child poverty rate (federal definition) of 26 percent, Texas has the 

fifth highest child poverty rate among the states. Three of the states that 

have higher rates are on our borders:  Louisiana (27 percent), Arkansas (28 

percent), and New Mexico (30 percent).18  So, as a state, we and our closest 

neighbors (plus Mississippi at 33 percent) have a concentration of child 

poverty that is the highest in the nation.

Where Texas ranks nationally is only part of a very dismal story. UNICEF 

(May 2012) recently issued a report on child poverty among the world’s 

richest nations, and it found that the United States has the second highest 

child poverty rate, just below Romania.19

“A major reason for the low-

income homes in which the 

majority of Texas children 

live is the low wages paid 

their parents. According to 

CPPP (2012), Texas is tied 

with Mississippi for the 

highest rate of minimum-

wage hourly workers in the 

United States.”

TEXAS  CH I LDREN  &  THE IR  SCHOOLS
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MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !

Therefore, millions of Texas children attend schools with very high 

concentrations of economically disadvantaged, if not poor children, in a state 

with one of the highest child poverty rates in the nation, in the region of the 

United States where poverty is most concentrated, and in a country with 

the second highest child poverty rates of all developed countries. A highly 

acclaimed recent publication, Whither Opportunity?  Rising Inequality, Schools, 

and Children’s Life Chances (2011), challenges all Americans to consider the 

implications of how inequality influences education and the imperative to 

rethink and reinvest in education:

Americans have long been willing to accept a certain measure of material 

inequality as inevitable and even as fair in a political and economic 

system that sustains and encourages free enterprise. But Americans also 

believe in the democratic ideal of equal opportunity—that everyone 

should have an equal chance to get ahead in life, and that ability and 

hard work should be rewarded without regard to the accidents of 

birth. Education has long been seen as an essential foundation for those 

opportunities. Educating disadvantaged students not only adds to 

their opportunities but to the development of a prosperous and healthy 

democratic society from which all benefit. Over much of our nation’s 

history, expanding educational opportunity has been, in fact and in 

perception, a key element in the “rising tide that lifts all boats.”  At the 

deepest level, the disturbing question . . . is whether, after thirty years 

of steadily rising economic inequality in the United States, that tide is 

now running out, and our educational system may be doing more to 

perpetuate and even to increase inequality than to expand educational 

opportunity. It bears remembering that test score differences between 

the children of the rich and poor are now much greater than they were 

thirty years ago and so are the differences in college attendance and 

graduation. We believe these stark facts signal a real danger that needs to be 

addressed in many ways, but not least by seriously rethinking and reinvesting 

in our educational system to make the conception of a democratic society to 

which all contribute and from which all benefit more a reality and less an empty 

ideal.20

Rethinking. Reinvesting. Those we must do if we love democracy.

“We believe these stark facts 

signal a real danger that 

needs to be addressed in 

many ways, but not  

least by seriously rethinking 

and reinvesting in our 

educational system to  

make the conception of  

a democratic society to  

which all contribute and  

from which all benefit  

more a reality and less  

an empty ideal.”
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Children in Inadequately and Inequitably Funded School Districts

As we have seen, a large majority of Texas school children (60 percent) come from homes that 

are economically disadvantaged, and more than one-fourth of Texas children live in dire poverty 

(according to the federal definition). Overcoming the disadvantages that come with few monetary 

resources in children’s homes is difficult enough. The children are also highly likely to be enrolled 

in schools that are inadequately and inequitably funded in comparison to other Texas schools, 

and almost all Texas schools fall below national averages of per-student expenditures.

Stark inequity is clear. Figure 2 displays the taxpayer and student inequities between two 

relatively small districts of similar size. Lorena ISD, with revenue per WADA that is below the 

state average, receives significantly less money than Glen Rose ISD to educate its students. 

(WADA is the weighted average daily attendance metric that is used in the funding allocation 

formula. Student weights are based on the educational needs of students. The original intent 

was that districts with higher percentages of students requiring compensatory education, special 

education, English-as-a-second language programs, and so forth, would receive additional 

funding in recognition of the additional cost required to provide adequate and equitable 

educational opportunities for those children.21)

Figure 2:  Glen Rose ISD and Lorena ISD  

Approximately 2,000 WADA

District Tax Rate Revenue/WADA Allocation

Glen Rose ISD $0.8250 $8,893 $17,786,000

Lorena ISD $1.1700 $5,691 $11,382,000

Gaps $0.3450 $3,202 $6,404,000

Data source:  Texas Education Agency, 2010-2011, via the Equity Center 

Because Glen Rose ISD has so much property wealth, their adopted tax rate is only $0.8250. 

Lorena ISD, which has made a commitment to raise as much money as possible for the children 

in their schools, has an adopted M&O (maintenance and operations) tax rate of $1.17-- the 

maximum allowed by statute – and 34.5 cents or 142% of Glen Rose ISD’s M&O tax rate.

The revenue per WADA that the state establishes for Glen Rose ISD is $8,893, but the revenue 

per WADA for Lorena students is only $5,691, which is $289 dollars below the state average and 

$3,202 per WADA below that of Glen Rose.

TEXAS  CH I LDREN  &  THE IR  SCHOOLS
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Each of these districts has approximately 2,000 WADA. The total M&O revenue for Glen Rose 

ISD at that WADA level, therefore, would be approximately $17,786,000. For Lorena, it would be 

$11,382,000. The gap is $6,404,000. That funding gap constitutes inequities for both the taxpayers 

and the students. 

Such school funding policies encourage people and businesses to move into a district with 

high wealth and significantly better funded schools, making them even more wealthy, while 

discouraging people and businesses from moving into low-wealth districts with high tax rates 

and schools with fewer resources, thereby making those communities poorer. Too, the community 

of Lorena has almost $6,500,000 less coming in to their economy than Glen Rose, so there are 

fewer jobs, less spending, and lower sales tax revenues in Lorena. School funding levels affect 

local economics in many ways.

Such inequities are evident in districts of every size. Two mid-size districts (see Figure 3) are San 

Benito in Cameron County, one of the border school districts, and Grapevine-Colleyville ISD in 

the Dallas-Fort Worth area.

Figure 3:  Grapevine-Colleyville ISD and San Benito ISD  

Approximately 14,000 WADA

District Tax Rate Revenue/WADA Allocation

Grapevine-Colleyville ISD $1.0400 $6,275 $87,850,000

San Benito ISD $1.1700 $5,833 $81,662,000

Gaps $0.1300 $442 $6,188,000

Data source:  Texas Education Agency, 2010-2011, via the Equity Center

Grapevine-Colleyville ISD’s tax rate is $1.04, yet San Benito taxes at the maximum rate of $1.17. 

The per-WADA revenue for Grapevine-Colleyville ISD is $6,275. San Benito receives only $5,833, 

even though they tax at a rate that is $0.13 higher than Grapevine-Colleyville ISD.

San Benito ISD, at 85 percent, has one of the highest rates of economically disadvantaged children 

in the state. One would think that this district should receive significantly more funding than 

Grapevine-Colleyville with an economically disadvantaged rate of 20 percent. Grapevine-

Colleyville ISD has more than $6,000,000 more to educate its students than does similarly sized 

San Benito ISD.

Austin ISD and Fort Worth ISD as described in Figure 4 are examples of large districts.

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !
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In this case Fort Worth ISD has a lower tax rate than Austin ISD, the high-wealth district. Austin 

ISD has $1,138 more per WADA of M&O revenue to spend than Fort Worth ISD. If Austin ISD 

had not taxed the additional $0.039, the gap would have been $962. That translates into about 

$96,000,000 more than Fort Worth has for a similar number of WADA—every year, year after year. 

As it stands, Austin ISD has almost $114,000,000 more to spend each year than Ft. Worth ISD. 

Although Austin ISD is a district with a rate of 65 percent economically disadvantaged students, 

Fort Worth ISD’s rate is 78 percent. 

Figure 4:  Austin ISD and Fort Worth ISD  

Approximately 100,000 WADA

District Tax Rate Revenue/WADA Allocation

Austin ISD $1.0790 $6,542 $654,200,000

Fort Worth ISD $1.0400 $5,404 $540,400,000

Gaps $0.0390 $1,138 $113,800,000

                                  Data source:  Texas Education Agency, 2010-2011, via the Equity Center 

Whatever it is that $114 million more dollars buys in Austin ISD for their students would also 

certainly benefit Fort Worth ISD students. Why would Texas leaders establish a funding system 

that says that Austin ISD students are worth $114 million more dollars annually than the students 

in Fort Worth ISD?  A funding system that truly recognizes the actual cost of an equitable and 

adequate education for all children would allocate equal dollars per weighted student to Fort 

Worth ISD and Austin ISD.

The truth is the $6,542 per WADA Austin ISD has is probably not enough for a first-class 

education, nor enough to meet community expectations for their students. The same can be 

said for Glen Rose ISD and Grapevine-Colleyville. There are many districts in Texas with much 

higher allocations per WADA than others, but even some of the most advantaged districts are still 

generally below what is spent per student in other states. For example, according to an Education 

Week study using 2008-2009 data, only 12.1 percent of Texas students are in districts with per-

pupil expenditures at or above the national average.22  Too, the poverty rate in Texas is one of 

the highest in the nation. This reality not only makes the plight of schools in low-wealth districts 

even more desperate, but it also illustrates how badly broken and under-funded, as well as 

inequitably funded, the Texas system is. Finally, since when has Texas settled for being average in 

anything?  Our whole identity is defined by being THE best!
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National research verifies the need to fix our system. In a study conducted by Education Week 

(January 12, 2012), per student expenditures are calculated for each state, adjusted for cost 

differences and include all funds (national, state, and local). In other words, the researchers made 

every attempt to compare apples to apples. The adjusted 2009 per student expenditures for Texas 

were $8,654, ranking us 49th among the states.23  Only Nevada spent less. This study was based 

on 2009 data, so given the $5.4 billion that state leaders cut from education budgets for 2011-2012 

and 2012-2013 school years, Texas undoubtedly fares even worse now. 

The gap ($3,011) between average Texas expenditures and the national average in 2009 is similar 

to the average gap between districts in Texas. We must consider the implications for districts in 

Texas that rank low in funding and understand that the children in those districts must compete 

not only with the most generously funded districts in Texas, but also with the children from 

almost every other state in the union. Then we must also consider the implications for Texas 

children when Texas has the fifth highest child poverty rate in the country, and the United States 

has next to the highest child poverty rate of the 35 richest countries in the world.

Texas children, on average, are not just economically disadvantaged; they are “Texas 

disadvantaged.”  Given current state policies, Texas children would be better off living in almost 

any other state in the union. That is a sad thing to realize and a sad thing to have to say.

Baker (2012), a national expert in school finance, points out that “several large, diverse states 

still maintain state school finance systems where the highest need districts receive substantially 

less state and local revenue per pupil than the lowest need districts.”24  Texas is, obviously, one of 

those states.

Baker also makes the point that 

. . . districts with higher student needs than surrounding districts in the same labor market 

don’t just require the same total revenue per pupil to get the job done. They require more. 

Higher need districts require more money simply to recruit and retain similar quantities 

(per pupil) of similar quality teachers. That is, they need to be able to pay a wage premium. 

In addition, higher need districts need to be able to both provide the additional program/

service supports necessary for helping kids from disadvantaged backgrounds (including 

smaller classes in early grades) while still maintaining advanced and enriched course 

options.25
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One way to analyze the fairness or unfairness of the state’s school funding system is to contrast 

the differences in the per-WADA allocations for districts that receive the least and the most 

dollars. Data for the 100 districts with the lowest revenue per WADA and the highest are 

provided in Figure 5.

Figure 5:  100 Districts with Lowest Revenue per WADA and  

100 Districts with Highest Revenue per WADA

Lowest Revenue 

per WADA

Highest Revenue 

per WADA

Gaps

Average M&O Revenue per WADA $5,210 $8,292 $3,082

Range: M&O Revenue/WADA $4,650-$5,313 $6,789-$14,218

# Enrolled 393,993 107,203

# Free/Reduced Meals 254,013 48,545

% Free/Reduced Meals 64% 45%

  Data Source:  Texas Education Agency, 2010-2011, via Equity Center

The Texas system provides $3,082 per WADA more to the wealthiest districts than to the poorest. 

The poorest districts’ average allocations are $770 less per WADA than the state average.

The per-WADA allocation ranges from a low of $4,650 to a high of $14,218 per WADA, a 

difference of almost $10,000 per WADA. How much more inequitable could the system possibly 

be?  The best-funded district ($5,313) among the poorest districts receives almost $1,500 less per 

WADA than the worst-funded wealthy district ($6,789).

The poorest 100 districts are educating almost 400,000 children, 290,000 more students than the 

100 wealthiest districts, which means more children suffer from the current system than benefit 

from it.

The poorest 100 districts, at 64 percent, are above the state average in the percent of students 

eligible for free/reduced-price meals. The 100 wealthiest districts have a 45 percent rate, 15 points 

below the state average.

The Texas system is not a “Robin Hood” system, as it is commonly called. In reality, it is a reverse 

of “Robin Hood.”  Property-poor school districts have less funding than they need and are, in 

fact, entitled to, and their sacrifice is, as is the sacrifice of the district’s taxpayers, required in the 

current funding system to “hold harmless” the significantly higher allocations per WADA in 

property-wealthy districts. A “Robin Hood” system would distribute money equitably, fairly, 
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according to the needs of the students. A reverse of “Robin Hood” is the 

current inadequate, inequitable, unconstitutional system. It’s the “Sheriff of 

Nottingham” plan!

Report Card for State Leaders
Third-party experts in school finance have issued reports evaluating the 

school funding systems in the 50 states and the District of Columbia. Texas 

does not fare well.

For example, Education Week (2012, January 12) publishes annually a report 

entitled Quality Counts.26   Researchers graded each state in the area of school 

finance, averaging the performance scores in eight different areas. Texas 

earned a D+ or a score of 67.6. Only four states had worse scores. Texas 

performed worse than the national average in all eight areas. These low scores are 

not acceptable to a state that has never considered itself even average, much 

less below average, in anything that matters. Of particular concern were the 

following:  Texas ranked 49th among the states in per student expenditures 

adjusted for regional cost differences. Based on 2009 data, Texas spent only 

$8,654 per student. The national average was $11,665.

The grade that Texas received in school finance by Education Week two years 

ago in 2010 was also a D+.27  We can only guess what it will be in 2013 after 

another two years of budget cuts.

Another recently published report card by the Education Law Center and 

Rutgers Graduate School of Education entitled Is School Funding Fair? A 

National Report Card (June 2012)28 introduced a reference to the importance 

of a good education to a sound economy, and offers this warning to 

policymakers:

Often left out of this debate is the fact that having a predictable, stable 

and equitable system of education finance is of critical importance to 

the success of any improvement effort. Sufficient school funding, fairly 

distributed to address concentrated poverty, is an essential precondition 

for the delivery of a high-quality education through the states. Without 

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !
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this foundation, education reforms, no matter how promising or effective, cannot be achieved 

and sustained.29

If we translate this statement for Texas, it means that since we do not have in our state a 

“predictable, stable equitable system” that is “sufficient” and “fairly distributed,” it is state 

leaders who are leaving children behind, not the educators. To focus on school accountability as 

the only policy that matters is not going to work. Instead, the report states,

In order to address the challenges of concentrated student poverty and meet the needs of 

English-language learners and students with disabilities, states must develop and implement 

the next generation of standards-driven school finance systems, expressly designed to 

provide a sufficient level of funding, fairly distributed in relation to student and school 

need.30

The report constructs its report card for the states using a number of indicators:

•	 Texas ranks 43rd among the states on Funding Level (the overall level of per-pupil 

funding for each state, as compared with the 50 states; major factors include student 

poverty, regional wage variation, economies of scale, population density, and the 

interplay between population density and economies of scale).31

•	 Texas received a grade of D in the measure of Funding Distribution (the distribution of 

funding to districts within states, relative to student poverty). Texas is one of 16 states 

with “regressive” funding systems; that is, “providing high poverty districts with less 

state and local revenue than low-poverty districts.”32

•	 Texas receives a grade of C in State Effort (spending relative to the per capita GDP by 

state in 2000 dollars).33

•	 Texas ranks 22nd among the states on the measurement of Coverage (the share of school-

age children attending the state’s public schools and the median household income of 

those children).34

In the summary of the study, the researchers note that Texas went down in the two years between 

2007 and 2009 in three of the four measurements.35  The only area of improvement was State 

Effort, which, ironically and tragically, has now also declined, given the 2011-2012 biennium $5.4 

billion cuts.
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The study begins its conclusion with this statement:

Perhaps the most enduring and disturbing feature of public education in many states is 

the deep disparity in the opportunity to learn for students in low-wealth, high-poverty 

communities as compared to their more advantaged peers in more-affluent public schools 

and districts.

The writers continue:  

. . . the root cause of these disparities is the searing inequity in so many of the state school 

finance systems. Most of these systems are broken, failing to deliver the funding needed to 

ensure that all students—especially low-income (at-risk) students, students in high-poverty 

schools, and English-language learners—have access to, and can achieve, rigorous academic 

standards and be college- and workforce-ready upon graduation.36

The data are clear. The performance of Texas relative to the needs of children and their schools is 

“Unacceptable.”

A Sense of Urgency
Children in inadequately and inequitably funded schools seem to be invisible to state leaders. 

They don’t see their faces. They don’t see the dreams in their eyes for a prosperous future. 

Neither are they seeing the despair that many feel because of the economic disadvantages and 

hopelessness that surround them.

The data included in this chapter clarify a very troublesome trend in Texas in terms of the 

escalating number of children who are economically disadvantaged. It is difficult enough to grow 

up without adequate economic resources. More Texas children are facing that challenge than not. 

It is even worse when that Texas child lives in a low-wealth district where the schools in that 

district are receiving sometimes hundreds or even thousands of dollars less per student than they 

would if it was a high-wealth district. It is unacceptable even when the funding is more equitable, 

for it is still likely not enough to enable a child to have the opportunities he or she needs to 

learn, to realize his or her potential. We cannot tolerate a public school funding system that is 

inadequate and inequitable for the vast majority of our children. Every Texas child deserves a 

school that provides him or her with a full and meaningful opportunity to learn.

The UNICEF report on child poverty among the world’s most affluent nations states that

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !



19

“. . . failure to protect 

children from poverty is one 

of the most costly mistakes 

a society can make. The 

heaviest cost of all is borne 

by the children themselves.” 

. . . failure to protect children from poverty is one of the most costly 

mistakes a society can make. The heaviest cost of all is borne by the 

children themselves. But their nations must also pay a very significant 

price—in reduced skills and productivity, in lower levels of health and 

educational achievement, in increased likelihood of unemployment and 

welfare dependence, in the higher costs of judicial and social protection 

systems, and in the loss of social cohesion.37

They continue:

Even more important is the argument in principle. Because children 

have only one opportunity to develop normally in mind and body, the 

commitment to protection from poverty must be upheld in good times 

and bad. A society that fails to maintain that commitment, even in 

difficult economic times, is a society that is failing its most vulnerable 

citizens and storing up intractable social and economic problems for the 

years immediately ahead.38

Will they survive?  Will they be able to overcome the effects of economic 

disadvantages at home and at school?  A quality education is one of the best 

protections that we can give to children to overcome poverty. Our challenge 

as citizens in a democracy is to hold leaders accountable for their policies. 

Our Texas Constitution, the value system of our founders, the goodness and 

aspirations in present-day Texans’ hearts insist that high-quality education 

for all the children is important.

We must make it so. Their day is today. Children cannot wait.
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WHY MONEY ST I LL MATTERS

Why Money Still Matters

Even if Texas were Lake Woebegon,1 with all of our children scoring at or 

above the proficient level on state assessments and the dropout rate close to 

zero, schools would still need adequate and equitable resources to operate. 

Everyone knows that people cannot be productive and efficient if they do not 

have the resources and tools they need to do the task at hand.

Everyone knows competition is meaningless unless there is a level playing 

field, where all children have access to the opportunities to learn that enable 

him or her to be successful. Well-constructed costs of education indices can 

now calculate what the level of funding must be to make it possible for all 

children to master the curriculum standards that the state requires in its 

accreditation system and for all children to be college- or workforce-ready 

upon high school graduation. So, yes, of course money matters.

Those who advocate that the taxpayers should punish schools with austere 

budgets until they achieve those standards simply are not thinking—or they 

have another agenda to destroy the credibility of public schools to the point 

of being able to eliminate them through privatization strategies.2  

Home versus School? or Home and School Influence?

Some people believe that it is the home that makes the difference in student 

achievement, not the school. The evidence contradicts this convenient belief over 

and over and over. Wealthy parents, more than any other group, contradict 

it with every breath, especially in regard to their own children. In fact, 

everyone’s belief in the “American dream” is reliant on the promise of social 

mobility, which rarely occurs without quality education. 

“Those who advocate that 

the taxpayers should 

punish schools with austere 

budgets until they achieve 

those standards simply 

are not thinking—or they 

have another agenda to 

destroy the credibility of 

public schools to the point 

of being able to eliminate 

them through privatization 

strategies.”



22

The wealthy have, in large part, left the city districts. They have built new homes, moved outside 

the district boundaries, and created their own schools. They have poured two and three times 

as much money into school budgets to create truly exemplary schools—because they know 

that schools must have high-quality teachers with high-quality working conditions, including 

high-quality facilities and plenty of attractive instructional materials. They place a high value on 

small classes (which is why private schools prominently advertise class size in their promotion 

materials). They know that all children must have diverse opportunities to learn, including 

those with learning disabilities and those who are gifted/talented. They know that schools must 

have challenging expectations and curriculum, accompanied by appropriate teaching/learning 

resources. They value technology and Internet access, so the schools of wealthy children have 

the best that is available and plenty of it. They also value rich and highly engaging co- and 

extracurricular programs, such as bands, choirs, theatre programs, dance, visual arts, journalism 

publications, debate squads, science competitions, and athletics—and they fund them well. They 

know that all these things do, indeed, matter, and they matter a great deal. 

If school budgets cannot afford all that parents expect, they fund what they value through parent-

run fundraisers, booster clubs, and, in recent years, through generous tax-deductible donations 

to their local education foundations. So they gladly provide good schools for their children. If 

home were all that was important, none of these things would matter. They spend their money 

to ensure their children have every advantage in and out of classrooms - and well they should!  

Don’t all of us want all those things for our children?  The problem, however, is that a large 

majority of the state’s children are economically disadvantaged in and out of classrooms—every 

day, every year.

Homes, of course, do matter. Wealthier families provide resources for their children that 

economically disadvantaged families can only dream of. Rothstein (2004), an economist at 

the Economic Policy Institute, analyzes the academic effects of out-of-school experiences and 

concludes:

. . . scholars have never been able to attribute more than about a third of student achievement 

variation to school effects. Those scholars may even be overstating the school effect—

analyses of data from summer learning have often seemed to show that the entire growth in 

the gap during the years children are in school develops during summer vacations, and so 

is probably attributable to out-of-school experiences. In these analyses, typical children from 

lower-class families seem to progress as rapidly during the school year as typical children 
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from middle-class families, but the lower-class children fall behind in the summer, either 

because middle-class children learn more or forget less in the summer months.3

. . . The reasons for these summer learning gaps are not hard to fathom. Any skill takes 

practice to develop; reading is no different. Children who read for pleasure during the 

summer will be better readers, on average, than children who do not. As was shown earlier, 

middle-class children are more likely to come from homes where recreational reading has 

high status; as a result, this is the sort of activity to which children are likely to turn in their 

leisure time.4

. . . During the summer, middle-class children are more likely to attend camp, take family 

vacations that expose them to new and different environments, go to zoos and museums, 

or take sports, dance, or music lessons. Each of these experiences for middle-class children, 

or lack of them for lower-class children, may contribute to growth in the achievement gap 

during the summer.5

. . . Even during the months that students are in school, they typically attend for only 

six hours each weekday. In afternoons, evenings, and weekends, middle-class children 

have more intellectually stimulating experiences, are exposed to more sophisticated adult 

language, and benefit from more economic security. If the gap really does not grow during 

the regular school year, schools are probably doing a great deal to marrow it during the 

regular school day, and these efforts are offset by gap-widening experiences in the after-

school hours.6

. . . We can’t construct tests that separate learning during the school day from that in the 

afternoon or on weekends, but summer learning data are consistent with the achievement 

gap being entirely due to children’s experiences before they enter kindergarten, in afternoons, 

and on weekends, and during the summer. A strategy to close the achievement gap between lower-

class and middle-class children cannot ignore these non-school hours.7

The lesson, therefore, is that schools are doing a good job teaching all kinds of kids during the 

school day. However, in order for there to be equity, the schools must provide programming 

during out-of-school hours that help to make up the difference in home/family enrichment 

experiences. If our national goal is, indeed, to leave no child behind; if our state goal is that every 

student pass the STAAR examinations and that every student graduate from high school ready 

for college or the workforce, then money matters to ensure quality instruction, small classes, 
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preschool, in-school interventions, and challenging curriculum. If we really 

want every economically disadvantaged child to graduate workforce- or 

college-ready, then money matters. If we really want every immigrant child 

to be proficient in English, then money matters. If we really want children 

with disabilities to be able to fulfill their highest potential, then money 

matters. Funding is required to pay for expanded preschool programs, 

in-school interventions, after-school programs, enrichment experiences 

in co- and extra-curricular programs, and enriched summer programs for 

the children who struggle to keep up with their middle-class peers.  These 

kinds of programs are among the reasons why it costs more to educate a 

child coming from an economically disadvantaged home than one from a 

middle- or upper-class home. They are not frills. They are not optional. They 

are essential for education—and valued by all parents, regardless of socio-

economic status.

The court stated in Serrano I, a landmark California case in school finance, 

that “Affluent districts can have their cake and eat it too; they can provide 

a high quality education for their children while paying lower taxes. Poor 

districts, by contrast, have no cake at all.”8  Our job is to ensure that everyone 

has cake!

If money did not matter, wouldn’t there be at least some schools in wealthy, 

well-educated communities with austere budgets?  Where teachers were 

paid minimum salaries and efforts were made to hire the youngest, least 

experienced teachers since they cost the least?  Where class sizes were never 

under 35?  Where textbooks were a decade old and falling apart?  Where 

roofs were leaking?  Where there were no funds for interventions for children 

who struggle?  Where low bids drove decisions on everything?  Where there 

were few electives, no fine arts programs, and no technology?  Where foreign 

languages were not taught?  Where there were no competitive sports teams?

Economists Koski and Levin suggest this test as to whether money matters. 

See where researchers send their own children to school, they say. Those 

decisions, they advise, are more important than what their research findings 

might say.9  We could add that all we have to do is look to see where 

“The evidence indicates 

that neither an extreme 

centralized bureaucratization 

nor a complete deregulation 

of teacher requirements is a 

wise approach for improving 

teacher quality.”

		  --J. K. Rice, 2003
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researchers and wealthy, powerful people send their children to school to 

understand how much money matters in schools.

If money did not matter in Texas school funding, why have we seen intense 

lobbying from high-wealth districts on behalf of maintaining the “target 

revenue hold-harmless” scheme that has so dramatically contributed to the 

growing inequities and inadequacies in Texas?  (This provision protects 

many property-wealthy districts from having to share some, if not most, of 

their wealth with low-wealth districts.)  If money did not matter, would not 

the people in those districts have willingly and immediately accepted an 

equitable funding system?  If money did not matter, why do Texas property-

poor school districts have to go to court time after time to resolve funding 

disparities that state leaders do not address?

Baker (2012) explains the solution as follows:

Implicit in the design of state school finance systems is that money 

may be leveraged for improving both the measured and unmeasured 

outcomes of children. That is, that money matters to the quality of 

schooling that can be provided in general and that money matters 

toward the provision of special services for children with greater 

educational needs. That is, money can be an equalizer of educational 

opportunity.

In a typical foundation aid formula, it is implied that a foundation level of 

“X” should be sufficient for producing a given level of student outcomes in 

an average school district. It is then assumed that if one wishes to produce a 

higher level of outcomes, the foundation level should be increased. In short, 

it costs more to achieve higher outcomes and the foundation level in a state 

school finance formula is the tool used for determining the overall level of 

support to be provided.10

Texas now faces the challenge of making its education budget align with its 

aspirations for its children—all of its children, so it has to be equitable, as 

well as adequate. 
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“Perhaps the most enduring 

and disturbing feature of 

public education in many 

states is the deep disparity  

in the opportunity to learn 

for students in low-wealth, 

high-poverty communities  

as compared to their  

more advantaged peers in  

more-affluent public  

schools and districts.”

--Bruce Baker, et al., June 2012
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Poverty and Funding Correlations to Districts’ Accreditation Status

The Texas Tribune (2012, April 5) recently published an analysis of the characteristics of school 

districts at each of the four accreditation ranks:  Exemplary, Recognized, Academically 

Acceptable, and Academically Unacceptable. They found the following:

Of the state’s 1,024 school districts, nearly 50 have been identified as “unacceptable”—

which means fewer than 65 percent of their students passed state math exams and fewer 

than 70 percent passed them in reading. The ratings also take dropout and graduation rates 

into account. Those worst-performing districts serve a higher percentage of low-income 

and minority students—and on average, receive less in funding—than their higher-rated 

counterparts.11

The interactive graph that they provided showed that in each of four school years from 2006-

2007 through 2009-2010 approximately 70 percent or more of the students in the “Academically 

Unacceptable” districts were economically disadvantaged (eligible for free/reduced meals).12  On 

the other hand, fewer than 40 percent of the children in the “Exemplary” districts each of the four 

years were economically disadvantaged. The graphs are a stair-step upwards, showing increasing 

percentages of low-income students from “Exemplary” status to “Academically Unacceptable.”

The analysis of the amount of M&O revenue per WADA for the districts in each accreditation 

rank included one year, 2009-2010. On average, the districts deemed by the Texas Education 

Agency to be “Academically Unacceptable” received a bit more than $6,000 per WADA, slightly 

more than the state average of $5,980. However, the districts ranked as “Exemplary” fared much 

better. They received almost $8,000 per WADA on average.13  Again, the graph is a set of stair 

steps downward, showing decreasing funding from the high dollars for “Exemplary” districts to 

significantly lower amounts for “Academically Unacceptable” districts.

Research has established time after time that it takes more money to bring a child growing 

up with economic disadvantages to the level required to demonstrate mastery of curriculum 

standards than it does to educate a similar child from a middle- or upper-class home.14  We 

also know that far more children who are economically disadvantaged drop out of school than 

children from middle- and upper-class homes, unless appropriate interventions are in place. It 

is unacceptable, therefore, to have a state school funding system that provides more money to 

districts with low rates of economic disadvantage than to districts with high rates of economic 

disadvantage. Rebell warns that “The impact of these poverty conditions and of low academic 

achievement upon the life chances of millions of low-income and minority children is stark.”15  
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The root cause for the inequities, continues Rebell, is the almost total reliance on property taxes to 

fund schools.15 There is also a trend toward requiring local districts to shoulder more and more of 

the funding responsibilities. School boards have little recourse since they cannot control property 

values and since the state has established a number of tax exemptions, created barriers to raising 

local taxes, and implemented an absolute cap of $1.17 for M&O tax rates (except for six legal 

exceptions).

Education and the Global Economy
Ever since “A Nation at Risk”16 was published during the Ronald Reagan administration in 1983 

our country has been engaged in an ongoing debate about the purpose of public education, 

its role in the global economy, about curriculum standards and whether they are appropriate 

or rigorous or too broad or too many, about the definition of a world-class education, about 

assessments and what they mean and do not mean, about definitions of proficient performance, 

about “reform” and what it means, about accountability and what the consequences should be 

for poor performance—and about whether money matters in achieving our national goals.

We have argued about whether we should have a national curriculum, as do many other 

countries, or continue to leave standards development to the states. Some have been advocates 

for national assessments, while others ardently defend states’ roles in these areas. President 

George W. Bush expanded the federal role in education with No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 

2000, significantly adding to the legislation approved by another president from Texas, Lyndon 

Johnson, with the passage of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965.

These actions at the federal level, along with numerous reforms in all states, and with the rulings 

of numerous courts in the majority of states, including Texas, have led to what Rebell calls “an 

unprecedented and extraordinary commitment to ensuring that all children will meet challenging 

academic proficiency standards.”17   Beginning with the Brown decision, he says, and with the 

enactment of NCLB, our country has “now established as the core of state and federal educational 

policy throughout the United States the stunning proposition that all children can learn and 

all children must become proficient in meeting challenging state academic standards by a date 

certain.”18

Rebell notes that “Proficiency for all by 2014 is a radical call for equality of result that breaches the 

normal boundaries of America’s political culture, and is a goal that is, in any event, unattainable 

at least within the unreasonably brief time period that Congress has established.”19   Although, he 

says, no one believes that 100 percent proficiency is possible, no one is really willing to lower the 
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expectation. For the first time, the United States established an expectation 

that all children would be proficient.

“Proficiency for all,” says Rebell, “does serve as important inspirational 

purpose in expressing a serious national commitment to substantially 

furthering the education of all students, and especially of blacks, Latinos, 

students with disabilities, and low-income students whose needs have been 

neglected in the past.”  He continues:  “It is a rallying cry that says we must 

overcome the impediments of poverty and racism and seriously pursue 

equity in education.”20

To achieve “equity in education,” Rebell (and prominent educators across 

the country)21 believe that we must provide what Rebell calls “meaningful 

educational opportunity,”22 which he says has been increasingly defined 

by legislation and courts to be the “educational essentials, the particular 

resources, practices, programs, and services that are required to provide 

real opportunities, especially for children from poverty backgrounds.”23   

He notes that NCLB specifies that the “purpose of this title is to ensure that 

all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-

quality education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging state 

academic achievement standards and state academic assessments.”24 

Another massive new expectation for schools arrived with the most recent 

reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 

Act  (known as IDEA) of 2004.25  The original act (1975) mandated special 

education, which was never fully funded, as was promised, so states and 

local districts have made up the difference since its enactment.

The new requirement is for schools to implement a new method of 

identifying students for special education services called Response-to-

Intervention (RTI).26  It is a rare educator who opposes this expectation. 

But—there was no specific funding appropriated at the federal level for 

implementation. This important and potentially powerful program which 

sought to prevent failure, prevent having to identify students for special 

education, and to prevent dropouts27 has been unevenly implemented in 

Texas in many districts, if implemented at all. Districts do not have the 

“Current conceptions 

of accountability hold 

children accountable to the 

government for achieving 

specific levels of test score 

performance, but they do 

not hold the government 

accountable to students, their 

families, or their schools 

for providing the basic 

foundation for learning.”

--Linda Darling-Hammond, 2006
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money for all the costs, even though in the long run, RTI promises to reduce 

significantly the costs of remediation, grade retention, dropout recovery, 

special education, and other incumbent costs to the society when students 

fail to become educated. RTI could become a major vehicle to ensure equity,28 

or in Rebell’s words, for “meaningful educational opportunity to learn.”29

In addition to the challenging expectations for all students that NCLB 

specifies at the federal level, Texas has taken additional steps to raise 

expectations for students. We have a goal that all our children will graduate 

from high school with college- or workforce-readiness.30  Graduation 

requirements have been enhanced, now requiring all students to complete 

four years each of English language arts, mathematics, science, and social 

studies.31  Career/technical education programs have been enhanced 

and revamped, college and dual credit courses are now available to high 

school students, and increasing numbers of students are taking Advanced 

Placement courses. The new STAAR assessments (State of Texas Assessments 

of Academic Readiness) are more rigorous than previous assessments, and 

high school students must pass 15 end-of-course examinations in order to 

earn credit and to graduate.32

School districts are, understandably, stretched to the maximum and then 

some, for the most part, to meet—and to fund—the new requirements:  

additional science labs and space for them, equipment and space for career/

technical education programs/academies; tuition for students to take college 

courses for credit; transportation for students to/from colleges; professional 

development for teachers; costs of Advanced Placement programs, including 

teacher training, materials for students, library materials, and testing fees; 

and cost of purchasing, maintaining, and replacing technology required for a 

21st century education, just to give a few examples. All cost money, and many, 

if not most, of the new requirements were put in place, absent the additional 

funding required for implementation.

In addition, to meet accreditation requirements and to meet the NCLB 

requirements for “adequate yearly progress,” interventions at every level of 
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schooling are required to keep all students on track toward graduation and to make every effort 

to help students learn what they need to know to pass the state assessments.

How can anyone, then, say that money does not matter?  How is any school board or 

superintendent supposed to deliver on all the federal and state mandates/expectations in a 

district with high rates of low-income students and low and inequitable funding?  How are 

school boards and educators supposed to ensure 100 percent proficiency without the resources 

that are necessary, especially for the 60 percent of Texas children who live in low-income homes?

Linda Darling-Hammond is one of the most respected education scholars in the United States. In 

the last two chapters of her latest book, The Flat World and Education:  How America’s Commitment 

to Equity Will Determine Our Future,33 Darling-Hammond proposes funding solutions. She 

emphasizes resource equalization strategies and, like Baker, argues for funding systems that 

are predictable and stable so that school districts can plan and work with confidence that the 

initiatives they begin can be fully implemented:

Developing such an equitable, reliable base of funding is critically important so that 

districts can maintain the foundational elements of quality education, and can make locally 

appropriate, strategic decisions about how to spend resources to achieve results. The 

reliability and availability of these funds to focus on the core work of education should 

reduce the wastefulness of a potpourri of startup, wind-down programs that are often created 

to address the shortcomings of a system that doesn’t make adequate investments in strong 

teaching and personalized environments that would prevent students from falling through 

the cracks to begin with.34

Categorical programs, she notes, do not close the resource gap. They come and go, are often 

inadequate, fragment and defuse school efforts, and require too much administrative staff time 

for management and reporting on various small pots of money. Neither, she says, do they focus 

on the core work of schools, “getting and supporting good teachers and leaders to focus on 

student learning in well-designed schools.”35

Instead, she proposes “state funding be allocated to students based on equal dollars per student 

adjusted or weighted for specific student needs, such as poverty, limited English proficiency, and 

special education status.”36    She believes that “Establishing the per pupil base so that it represents 

what an adequate education to meet the standards actually costs, and determining the weights 

so that they accurately reflect the costs of meeting differential pupil needs is critically important 
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for such a scheme to work well.”37   In addition, she says, “This weighted student formula 

allocation should also be adjusted for cost-of-living differentials across large states, and should be 

supplemented with funds to address unavoidably variable costs such as transportation, which is 

necessarily extensive in large, sparse rural districts, and school construction, which varies by the 

age of buildings and changing enrollment patterns.”38

Darling-Hammond’s recommendations are very similar to the original plan in the Texas school 

finance system. However, along the way, the equalized system was corrupted with such actions 

as the so-called temporary, but turned-out-to-be ongoing, “target revenue hold-harmless” 

provision that became “hold-harmful.”39  The system was further corrupted with the unequalized 

funding for tier 2 enrichment programs.40 There are also major problems since the Cost of 

Education Index is out-dated.

Money has always mattered. And money still matters.

How Money Is Spent
Many, many experts in school finance agree that money is best spent in several broad areas 

that improve access and opportunities to learn so that failure is prevented and achievement 

improves.41   According to Rebell and Wardenski (2004),

Does money matter in improving the nation’s most disadvantaged schools?  Since the 1960’s, 

when an influential federal report raised the issue of whether money made a difference in 

improving public schools for poor and minority students, substantial academic research and 

judicial analysis has overwhelmingly debunked the methodology of the nay-sayers. The 

resultant studies and court holdings have strongly concluded that money spent on qualified 

teachers, smaller class sizes, preschool initiatives, and academic intervention programs does 

make a substantial difference in student achievement—especially for poor and minority 

students.42

Baker (2012) finds similarly from his multiple studies. He comments that “Some things work and 

others do not—a high-spending state or district that allocates resources to ineffective policies 

might not show results, and vice versa. In short, it’s not just how much you spend, but how you 

spend it.”43  He concludes as follows:

To be blunt, money does matter. Schools and districts with more money clearly have 

greater ability to provide higher-quality, broader, and deeper educational opportunities 
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to the children they serve. Furthermore, in the absence of money, or 

in the aftermath of deep cuts to existing funding, schools are unable 

to do many of the things they need to do in order to maintain quality 

educational opportunities. Without funding, efficiency tradeoffs and 

innovations being broadly endorsed are suspect. One cannot trade off 

spending money on class size reductions against increasing teacher 

salaries to improve teacher quality if funding is not there for either—if 

class sizes are already large and teacher salaries non-competitive. While 

these are not the conditions faced by all districts, they are faced by many.

It is certainly reasonable to acknowledge that money, by itself, is not a 

comprehensive solution for improving school quality. Clearly, money can 

be spent poorly and have limited influence on school quality. Or, money 

can be spent well and have substantive positive influence. But money 

that’s not there can’t do either. The available evidence leaves little doubt:  

Sufficient financial resources are a necessary underlying condition for 

providing quality education.44

A research consensus has evolved around the following areas where money 

makes a real and significant difference in educational outcome:  (1) quality 

teachers, (2) small classes, (3) preschool programs, (4) interventions for 

struggling learners, and (5)  challenging expectations and curriculum. The 

next five sections of this report will include a research synthesis for each of 

these inputs that affect student learning.

So, yes, of course, it matters how the money is spent.

These five areas are the same ones we highlighted two years ago in the 

Equity Center report, Money Does Matter:  Investing in Texas Children and Our 

Future.45  They are, however, also the areas that were most impacted by the 

state’s decision to cut $5.4 billion from Texas school budgets.

Money still matters, and now it matters even more.

“Since the 1960’s, when an 

influential federal report 

raised the issue of whether 

money made a difference in 

improving public schools for 

poor and minority students, 

substantial academic 

research and judicial analysis 

has overwhelmingly debunked 

the methodology of the  

nay-sayers. ”
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Quality Teachers Matter

According to common knowledge, intuition, anecdotes, and scientific evidence, the very best 

prevention-of-failure or opportunity-to-learn strategy is to ensure that every child has great 

teachers—every year. Quality teachers are THE most important school factor in influencing 

student outcomes, and especially so for economically disadvantaged students.

Texas should have added 4,417 additional teachers in 2011-2012 due to increased enrollments 

and the need to maintain the 1:22 class size cap for grades K-4.1  In addition to those lost 

positions, approximately 11,000 teachers were laid off,2  so Texas lost more than 15,000 teachers 

from classrooms this past year, and we have probably lost them to the profession since most, 

undoubtedly, had to find a job somewhere else and will be likely to stay there. It is also possible 

many more teaching positions disappeared since districts did not fill many vacant positions that 

were open due to transfers, resignations, and retirements. Texas schools have lost nearly 5 percent 

of the total number of teacher positions in 2011-2012, the first year of the biennium.

In addition to lost teaching positions, more than 10,000 other staff positions were lost, including 

administrators and support workers. The work that these 25,286 people were doing did not go 

away, so the teachers remaining are having to work much harder to assume all those duties.3  

Teachers and Academic Achievement
Teachers have an enormous influence on children in many areas, not the least of which is their 

academic achievement.  What follows is a small sample of findings from research on the dramatic 

impacts of teachers on learning:

•	 At least 20 percent of student achievement is associated with individual teachers.4

•	 Children assigned to three effective teachers in a row scored at the 83rd percentile, and 

those assigned to three weak teachers in a row scored at the 29th percentile.5
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•	 Mathematics students gained five percentage points in one year when assigned to an effective 

teacher.6

•	 A 2002 Texas study found that having a high-quality teacher throughout elementary school 

can offset or even eliminate the effects of poverty.7

•	 Having a high-quality teacher four years in a row would be enough to close the Black-White 

test score gap.8

•	 Good teachers can move students at least four percentile points in one year.9

•	 Eighth-grade students assigned to a teacher with a major in mathematics scored ten points 

higher than those whose teachers did not major in mathematics—the equivalent of about a 

year’s worth of learning.10

•	 An above-average teacher with 30 students can increase their collective earning power by 

$430,000 a year compared to an average teacher. A below-average teacher will cost those same 

30 students $800,000 a year.11

•	 A standout kindergarten teacher can add $320,000 a year to her students’ earnings as adults, 

plus improve their health and decrease crime.12

•	 The single most important measurable cause of increased student learning was teacher 

expertise, along with teacher experience, and master’s degrees.13 

Delpit (2012), who is a K-12 teacher, a teacher educator, and a parent, extols teachers in her new 

book:  “I cannot stress enough how important teaching is. . . . And good teaching is miraculous.”14   In 

a chapter devoted to teaching, she says that “nothing makes more of a difference in a child’s school 

experience than a teacher.”15  Then she explains:

As I have written before, when I interviewed a group of African American men who were 

successful but “should not” have been, based on their socio-economic status, their communities, 

their parents’ level of education, and so on, all of them insisted that their success was due in large 

part to the influence or intervention of one of more teachers during their school careers. These 

were teachers who pushed them, who demanded that they perform, even when they themselves 

thought that they could not. The teachers gave them additional help and insisted that they were 

capable of doing whatever anyone else could do.16

We have emphasized that money matters most to the schools filled with economically disadvantaged 

children. It does so, in large part, because it funds quality teachers. Delpit remarks that 
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For children of poverty, good teachers and powerful instruction are 

imperative. While it is true that inequality, family issues, poverty, crime, 

and so forth all affect poor children’s learning opportunities, British 

educator Peter Mortimer found that the quality of teaching has six to ten 

times as much impact on achievement as all other factors combined.17

Money matters most and is best spent when it buys quality teachers for 

all children. The return on investment cannot be ignored—for individual 

students, for schools and districts, and for all Texans. According to Rivkin, 

Hanushek, and Kain, “a succession of good teachers could, by our estimates, 

go a long way toward closing existing achievement gaps across income 

groups.”18

Teachers’ Relationships with Students
It was my sixth grade teacher Ms. Palma in Syracuse, NY and my 

9th grade teacher Mr. Miller in the same city that turned me around 

academically. Not for their innovative curriculum, but their caring 

hearts. I bought into their teaching because I bought into them. Instead 

of joining the gangs of my neighborhood, I focused on creating a better 

life for myself. These two amazing teachers were the foundation of this 

decision. As a result, I am a first generation college graduate, happily 

married for 18 years, father of 4 amazing children, an author of three 

education related books that have done well, and a speaker and trainer 

at over 1700 education related events worldwide over a 14 year period. 

I could have become a gang banger or drug dealer; instead I became a 

student. This is why I am so passionate about this subject. Connectedness 

and personalization can change academic outcomes.19                                                            

Darrell Andrews posted the comment above on an online discussion group 

about the importance of personalization of instruction and connectedness 

in the classroom. Andrews was, as many teachers have been, since so many 

are first-generation professionals, what is called a “school dependent child.”  

Delpit defines the term:

. . . while children from more privileged backgrounds can manage to 

perform well in school and on high-stakes tests in spite of poor teachers, 
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children who are not a part of the mainstream are dependent upon schools to teach them 

whatever they need to know to be successful.20

Many formerly poor but now successful people make similar comments. The school was the very 

best part of their lives when they were children.

William Glasser, a cognitive psychologist, would say that such schools were “needs satisfying.”  

His theory is that we all, regardless of age, gender, national origin, language, race/ethnicity, or 

ability have four psychological needs that must all be met somewhere in our lives or we will act 

out in ways to secure them. The four needs are (1) love and belonging, (2) freedom or choices, (3) 

power or a feeling of self-worth or sense of efficacy, and (4) joy, including the joy of learning.21

Glasser’s book The Quality School22 is filled with stories, examples, and research on the importance 

of relationships in a school—between and among the adults, between and among the students, 

the adults with the children, and the adults with parents and community. He feels strongly that 

children cannot learn and teachers cannot teach in a school laden with fear or anxiety or ongoing 

conflict, and this view is now scientifically verified by neuroscientists studying how we learn and 

how we remember.23  Practices such as corporal punishment, isolating students from peers, grade 

retention, tracking, punitive consequences for low scores, and so on should be avoided, he says. 

He sees self-evaluation as the most important form of assessment—for students and adults in the 

school, and he urges teachers to teach students how to do it.

Teachers’ understanding of the psychological needs of their students and actively seeking 

to ensure that they are met at least on some level in their classrooms, Glasser believes, are as 

important as content in the curriculum that is taught. If the needs aren’t met, children simply will 

reject the teacher, the school, and the whole value of learning what the school has to teach.24  They 

become uncooperative and disengaged, and they start planning to drop out physically since they 

already have mentally.

Delpit would agree with Glasser. She writes:

It is the quality of relationship that allows a teacher’s push for excellence. As I have 

previously written, many of our children of color don’t learn from a teacher, as much as for a 

teacher. They don’t want to disappoint a teacher who they feel believes in them. They may, 

especially if they are older, resist the teacher’s pushing initially, but they are disappointed if 

the teacher gives up, stops pushing.25
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When we talk of quality teachers, we are not only talking about their expertise, degrees, and 

experience. We are talking about their ability to be what Delpit calls “warm demanders,”26  about 

their ability to form strong supportive relationships for their students and their ability to be their 

advocates when advocacy is needed—for all children, and especially for children who come from 

economically disadvantaged homes.

A related duty, therefore, of a quality teacher is to develop what Rothstein calls “non-cognitive 

goals.”27   He cites public opinion polls and interviews with American businesspeople, clergymen, 

educators, and others as evidence. They call for schools’ attention, for example, to teach students 

to solve problems without violence, prepare students for responsible citizenship, help students 

to become economically self-sufficient, acquire interests in creative arts, pursue recreational 

interests, develop a sense of social ethics, learn parenting skills, participate on teams, and 

facilitate compatibility with others.28

Low socioeconomic status, says Jensen, may cause children to have emotional and social 

challenges. They “rarely choose to behave differently,” he says, “but they are faced daily with 

overwhelming challenges that affluent children never have to confront, and their brains have 

adapted to suboptimal conditions in ways that undermine good school performance.”29  Because 

low-income children “are much less likely to have their crucial needs met than their more affluent 

peers,” he continues, “they are subject to grave consequences.”30  He lists the following behaviors 

that may occur among children without strong relationships: “acting-out” behaviors; impatience 

and impulsivity; gaps in politeness and social graces; a more limited range of behavioral 

responses; inappropriate emotional responses; and less empathy for others’ misfortunes.31

Quality teachers have the education, skills, and commitment to teach children with these 

behaviors and to develop their non-cognitive skills. Jensen’s review of research leads him to 

recommend the following strategies:  (1) embody respect for students; (2) embed social skills 

at every grade level; and (3) be inclusive by creating a “familial atmosphere” and by using 

“affiliative language.”32

When Delpit writes about teaching students everything they need to know to be successful, she 

is also talking about the non-cognitive skills that contribute to family stability, a civil society, 

cooperative teams in the workplace, and a higher quality of life for everyone. She is also 

suggesting the kinds of strategies that Jensen has identified for good practice.

A true quality teacher is priceless - worth many times more than whatever they cost.
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Teachers and Working Conditions

A major challenge for Texas schools is to recruit and then retain quality 

teachers. Research yields some surprises. More important than any of the 

usual beliefs about why teachers leave a school or district—or leave the 

profession entirely—is the quality of working conditions in their schools, all 

of which cost money. So, again, money still matters.

•	 The working conditions that matter the most, according to research 

studies and teacher surveys, are as follows. Their rank order varies 

according to the individual study.

•	 Competitive salaries33

•	 Small class sizes34

•	 Administrator support35

•	 Time for planning and collaboration36

•	 Quality professional development37

•	 Safe and clean school facilities38

•	 In-put on school-wide decisions39

•	 Adequate instructional resources for students40

It is true that teachers migrate toward higher-performing and well-funded 

schools.41  Some believe, therefore, that they do so because they want to teach 

wealthier, easy-to-teach children. Not so, according to recent studies that 

disentangle the composition of the student body and the actual differences 

in working conditions in low-wealth and high-wealth schools. They do so 

because schools with high funding levels are the districts that adequately 

fund the working conditions that they most prefer,42 and those are the schools 

which best support student learning. To teach effectively, teachers know that 

they must have access to the people and resources that will support their 

work.43  Texans must ensure, therefore, that every school in our 1,024 districts 

has appropriate and adequate resources for learning and the desired working 

conditions to attract and retain the very best teachers there are.

“. . . teachers using particular 

teaching methods, teachers 

with high expectations for 

all students, and teachers 

who have positive student-

teacher relationships . . . are 

more likely to have above-

average effects on student 

achievement.”

--John Hattie, 2009
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Teachers in low-wealth districts are subsidizing Texas schools’ operations by millions of dollars 

annually, beginning with their below-average salaries, continuing with the absence of many of 

the perks of business staffs, paying for much or all of their professional development, working 

long hours and week-ends, never having a paid vacation, and continuing with all the things 

they purchase for the school or for students. Texas ranks 31st among the states in average teacher 

salaries. According to an annual report published by the National Education Association, the 

average teacher salary in Texas in 2010-2011 was $48,638, which included salaries for charter 

school teachers. The average excluding charters was $48,838. The average nationally was 

$55,623.44 

Any plans that are made to recruit and retain more teachers, especially high quality teachers, in 

Texas should definitely provide more resources and support in the area of working conditions.

Teacher Recruitment and Retention
Districts must annually recruit teachers to staff their schools due to enrollment growth, 

retirements, teachers leaving the district, or teachers leaving the profession. The Texas State 

Comptroller produced a report in 2006 about the cost to Texans of not paying teachers well. She 

estimated that the cost of hiring a new teacher was about $13,000. The cost to Texas in 2005-

2006 was an estimated $502.5 million. That cost can be significantly controlled if Texans fund 

and implement the working conditions that are most attractive to teachers. About one-third of 

Texas teachers leave teaching within the first five years,45  and the evidence indicates that those 

who leave tend to be “the brightest and most effective of the young teachers.”46  Cutting back on 

quality working conditions results in high costs elsewhere.

A survey by MetLife indicates that the major reasons teachers leave are stress and anxiety related 

to unrealistic demands, workloads, number of responsibilities, anxieties related to budgets/

funding, lack of resources with which to teach, and low salaries.47  A more recent survey by the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation had similar findings.48

Baker’s research points out that “Teacher pay is increasingly uncompetitive with that offered by 

other professions, and the ‘penalty’ teachers pay increases the longer they stay on the job.”  He 

says that “a substantial body of literature has accumulated to validate the conclusion that both 

teachers’ overall wages and relative wages affect the quality of those who choose to enter the 

teaching profession, and whether they stay once they get in.”49  He quotes research from Loeb 

and Page that finds that raising teacher salaries by 10 percent would, in fact, reduce dropout rates 

3-4 percent.50  While salaries are not the only working condition that matters, Baker says, “they 
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do affect the quality of the teaching workforce, which in turn affects student outcomes.”  And, 

importantly, he notes that “Salaries also play a potentially important role in improving the equity 

of student outcomes.”51  His conclusion is that “resources used for teacher quality matter.”52

Rebell and Wardenski (2004) summarize the research-based concerns about the low quality of 

teachers’ working conditions:

According to the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, policymakers 

and school districts too rarely address the root causes of teacher flight:  low pay, systemic 

lack of respect or professionalism, and working conditions that none but the most heroic 

(or desperate) could endure. Focusing resources on improving the climate for teaching by 

providing ongoing professional development and leadership opportunities, improving school 

facilities, lowering class sizes, and respecting the professionalism of teachers by paying them 

adequately, would, the National Commission argues, go a long way in addressing the high 

turnover rates that plague underfunded schools.53

An interesting and powerful observation is that virtually all of the working conditions that 

teachers most prefer are also related to the improvement of student learning and the reduction of 

dropout rates. Teachers know what is important. Another observation is that teacher voices are 

rarely consulted when policy is made at the local, state, or federal level, and when it is offered, 

it is frequently ignored in favor of the recommendations of others. A third one is that in recent 

years there has been considerable teacher-bashing in the media by politicians and those who are 

looking for someone to blame for our country’s economic woes. Actions have been taken in many 

states, including Texas, to de-professionalize teaching and, thereby, undermine their credibility 

in several ways in efforts to greatly reduce the costs of education:  lowered standards for teacher 

certification, “emergency” certification, expansion of alternative certification, elimination of need 

for certification in charters, attempts to take away educators’ pension plans, increased hiring of 

uncertified Teach for America young people to teach in high-need schools, scripting or “teacher-

proofing” their work with programs such as CScope, expanding virtual schools and courses, 

introducing harmful and de-motivating pay-for-performance systems, publishing their teacher 

evaluations, and attacking their professional organizations.54  None of these initiatives is soundly 

grounded in research on what is best for teachers—or for students, especially students who are 

economically disadvantaged. And none of it is designed to attract high-quality people to the 

profession, to recruit them into Texas schools, or to retain them in the profession.
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Money still matters in securing the most important resource in schools—its 

teachers. If we want children to learn and to acquire as much education as 

they need to function well as parents, in the work place, and as citizens in a 

democracy, then we have to maintain the American tradition of supporting 

the common good. Public schools are vital to everyone, and we have to be 

willing to invest adequate and equitable resources that are needed for them 

all to be excellent.

Improving Teacher Quality
Nations around the world are consuming the research on how to improve 

teacher quality, especially for disadvantaged children:  those who are poor, 

those who do not yet speak English in our country, and those with learning 

disabilities. We know how important teacher quality is to student outcomes. 

Finland, who is leading the world on international assessments of student 

learning, has a radically different system than we have in the United States, 

so more and more Americans are studying their system to see which parts of 

it might make sense in our country. The changes we need would require an 

overhaul of everything from who is allowed to become a teacher, to how they 

are prepared to be teachers in the university, to how they are mentored and 

further trained on the job, to how they are compensated, to the improvement 

of working conditions, to the nature of professional development, and to 

standards of practice.

Finland’s implementation of these kinds of major changes have over time 

reduced the sizable achievement gaps that they had in the 1970’s to almost 

no gaps now. Too, between-school variance in scores has been reduced to 

about 5 percent, in contrast to the 33 percent variance in OECD countries. 

These improvements have occurred “despite the fact that immigration 

from nations with lower levels of education has increased sharply in recent 

years, and there is more linguistic and cultural diversity for schools to 

contend with.”55  Darling-Hammond notes that “In some urban schools, total 

immigrant children or those whose mother tongue is not Finnish approach 

close to 50%.”56

Although most immigrants will come from places such as Sweden, the 

most rapidly growing newcomer groups since 1990 have been from 
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Afghanistan, Bosnia, India, Iran, Iraq, Serbia, Somalia, Turkey, Thailand, and Vietnam. 

Among them, new immigrants speak more than 60 languages. Yet, achievement has been 

climbing in Finland and growing more equitable, even as it has been declining in some other 

OECD nations.57

Among the declining nations is the United States.

Darling-Hammond (2010) outlines the multiple changes that the Finnish people have made in 

teacher education and practice since the 1970’s:

•	 preparation program expanded from three years to a 4-5-year program

•	 teacher candidates must apply for acceptance into the program, and those admitted 

include the top 15 percent of applicants

•	 teacher candidates receive their university training free of charge, plus a stipend for 

living expenses

•	 candidates must complete extensive coursework on how to teach, with strong emphasis 

on research-based strategies

•	 a full year of clinical experience is required in a model school

•	 student teachers participate in collaborative problem-solving groups for planning, action, 

and reflection/evaluation on practice

•	 teacher candidates learn how to create challenging curriculum and how to develop and 

evaluate local performance assessments for students

•	 there is a strong emphasis on multiculturality

•	 there is a strong emphasis on preventing learning difficulties and exclusion

•	 almost all teachers hold master’s degrees at a minimum in both content and in education

•	 teachers receive training in research methods and pedagogical practice

•	 teachers are well trained to diagnose learning problems, and they work collaboratively to 

design solutions

•	 Finnish teachers teach only about half the school day; the other half day is spent 

planning, evaluating student work, honing their practice, participating in professional 
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development, designing curriculum, conferencing with students and parents, and 

collaborating with other teachers and staff.58

Of great interest also to policymakers is that Finland spends only 5.6 percent of GDP on 

education, in contrast to the United States that spends 7.6 percent.59  The difference is that Finland 

puts its efforts into prevention, rather than the more expensive and less successful remediation and 

recovery efforts that are typical in American schools for both staff and students. 

How money is spent does matter. Examples of American costs that are avoided in Finland are the 

following:

•	 cost of educating teachers who then either never teach or leave within the first five years

•	 cost of recruiting and training new teachers that could be greatly reduced if turnover 

were not so high

•	 cost of monitoring, remediating, and, at times, firing ineffective teachers (who probably 

would never have been selected into the pool of candidates in a more competitive 

process)

•	 grade retention, used in America as a remedy and form of treating individual deficits and 

problems, but is utterly non-effective and even harmful to students and is very costly in 

dollars; not practiced at all in Finland

•	 ability grouping, another harmful practice for students, requiring more teachers and 

more expense

•	 use of external assessments and scoring in American schools at great cost; designed, 

administered, and scored locally in Finland

•	 cost of course offerings; Texas requires 26 credits for graduation (more than any other 

state), but high-performing countries require many fewer and teach more depth 

•	 special education in America is compliance oriented and very expensive; Finnish concept 

for special education is more like the new Response-to-Intervention initiative in America 

and is used by about half of Finnish students at some point in their school career, with no 

long periods of testing and labeling and exclusion placements.60 

If Texas decided to focus on improving its efforts to develop, recruit, and support its teachers 

with the working conditions they prefer and possibly adopt even some of the Finnish changes in 

how teachers are prepared and how they work, not only could we save money in the long run, 
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“There is widespread 

agreement now that of all 

the factors inside the school 

that affect children’s learning 

and achievement, the most 

important is the teacher—

not standards, assessments, 

resources, or even the 

school’s leadership, but the 

quality of the teacher.” 

but we would, research suggests, have much improved schools, as evidenced 

by improved student learning and completion rates. Equity would likely 

improve, not only in funding, but also in student outcomes. We could climb 

out of the bottom ranks among the states in every category. And we might 

even come close to being similar to Lake Woebegon, where all our children 

are above average.

A 2003 study published by the Economic Policy Institute begins with these 

statements:  “Teacher quality matters. In fact, it is the most important school-

related factor influencing student achievement.”61  The book recounts and 

analyzes the existing research on the teacher background characteristics that 

are, in fact, linked to teacher performance—and to student achievement. 

Rice, the author of the study, observes that “the context of teaching matters 

(e.g., differences in grade levels, subject areas, and student populations).”  

What we need, she says is “a refined understanding of how teacher attributes 

affect their performance across these different teaching contexts,” which 

can then be used in “determining the range of potentially effective policy 

options.”62

From the empirical evidence that the study highlights are the following 

teacher characteristics that predict improved student learning:

•	 Teacher experience

•	 Selectivity/prestige of university attended

•	 Advanced degrees in teaching field—secondary level

•	 Certification

•	 Coursework in subject area and pedagogy—all levels

•	 Content coursework most important at high school level

•	 Opportunities to learn the profession

•	 Reduced anxiety among new teachers

•	 Literacy or verbal abilities63

The study concludes:

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !
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The evidence indicates that neither an extreme centralized bureaucratization nor a complete 

deregulation of teacher requirements is a wise approach for improving teacher quality. What 

holds a great deal more promise is refining the policies and practices employed to build 

a qualified body of teachers in elementary schools, middle schools, and high schools; for 

disadvantaged, special needs, and advantaged students; and for math, science, languages, 

English, social studies, and the arts.64

Rice closes with this recommendation:  “The research suggests that investing in teachers can 

make a difference in student achievement. In order to implement needed policies associated 

with staffing every classroom—even the most challenging ones—with high-quality teachers, 

substantial and targeted investments must first be made in both teacher quality and education 

research.”65

Hargreaves and Fullan (2012), research scholars who are internationally respected, write:

Teaching is at a crossroads:  a crossroads at the top of the world. Never before have teachers, 

teaching, and the future of teaching had such elevated importance. There is widespread 

agreement now that of all the factors inside the school that affect children’s learning and 

achievement, the most important is the teacher—not standards, assessments, resources, or 

even the school’s leadership, but the quality of the teacher. Teachers really matter.66  

Quality teachers matter. Working conditions matter. Recruitment and retention of good teachers 

matter. Continuous improvement of teacher quality matters. And they all cost money, so money 

still matters.

QUAL ITY  TEACHERS  MATTER
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Small Class Size Matters

Just as money makes a difference if it is spent well, small classes make a difference if they are 

taught well—taught differently than a large class. What schools do with their resources is the 

important factor, not the resource itself.

Reducing class size is an expensive intervention since not only are more teachers required, but so 

are more classrooms, more sets of materials, more purchases of items used for instruction needed 

in every classroom. What we know, however, according to Baker, is that “ample research indicates 

that children in smaller classes achieve better outcomes, both academic and otherwise, and that 

class size reduction can be an effective strategy for closing racial or socio-economic achievement 

gaps.”1  Baker points to the Tennessee STAR study as a recent example of high-quality research. 

This study was very large, randomized, and over time. Not only did the publication of the results 

show substantial benefits of small classes, but so have follow-up studies using the same data.2  

Looking at the whole body of available studies, Baker concludes that “the preponderance of 

existing evidence suggests that the additional resources expended on class size reductions do 

result in positive effects.”3

For example, Rebell and Wardenski (2004) also found evidence in support of smaller class sizes. 

They note their importance, for example, in allowing for greater personalization in instruction 

and that they are “directly correlated with improved student achievement—especially for poor 

and minority students.”4  Their synthesis of research concludes as follows:

Meta-analysis of studies in the 1970s and 1980s found that children benefitted academically 

from small class sizes at all levels, especially with prolonged exposure to small class 

environments, and the most pronounced benefits were found in class sizes smaller than 20 

students.5

The benefits of small classes include the following:

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !
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•	 Several years’ exposure to small classes yields pronounced long-term 

benefits for students.

•	 Improvements in test scores remained significant five years after the 

small classes were disbanded.

•	 Strongest effects are shown for students who are exposed to small 

classes early.

•	 Students spending four years in the small classes were nearly a year 

ahead of their counterparts who had been in larger classes.

•	 Strong educational benefits of small classes on African American 

students, with 7 to 10 percentile points.

•	 Children in smaller classes produced larger gains in grades 1-3 

reading and mathematics than children in larger classes.

•	 Smaller classes allow teachers to spend significantly more time on 

instruction and less time on discipline.

•	 California’s experiment in smaller classes failed due to not having 

enough quality teachers to staff the additional classrooms; academic 

achievement did improve in the smaller classes with effective 

teachers.

•	 Smaller class size, controlling for changes in other inputs, was found 

to be the largest predictor of increases in student achievement in 

urban majority Latina/o schools.

•	 Children in small classes are more likely to take college entrance 

exams than comparable students who had not been in small classes 

but whose school experiences were similar after the third grade.6 

There are, of course, studies that show no academic benefits to smaller 

classes. These studies, however, frequently use student-to-teacher ratios or 

average class sizes in a subject area, instead of actual class size in collecting 

data.

One unequivocal finding of the Tennessee STAR research7 was that placing a 

teacher aide in a classroom with a teacher did not improve student learning. 

“Children in small classes 

are more likely to take 

college entrance exams than 

comparable students who 

had not been in small classes 

but whose school experiences 

were similar after the  

third grade.” 
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As Achilles puts it, “A class of 15 pupils and one teacher has a class size of 15. A class with 28 

pupils and one teacher aide has a class size of 28. A class with 28 pupils and two teachers and a 

full-time teacher aide still has a class size of 28.”8

Researchers who use student-to-teacher ratios in studies about class size will make inaccurate 

conclusions about their data, or they ask the wrong questions about the data available to them. 

This problem is common among researchers who do not work closely with educators in defining 

the data they need for their studies and in interpreting the findings.

Texas did the right thing back in the 1980’s by capping grades K-4 classrooms at 22 students. 

In the summer of 2011, however, when $5.4 billion was cut from education budgets, one of the 

first things to go was this requirement. Rather than repeal the law that establishes the cap, the 

decision was made that the Texas Education Agency could provide waivers to districts that had 

to increase class size to balance their budgets. Therefore, nearly 8,600 classes in 1,729 schools 

were authorized to have larger classes in 2011-2012. There may be even more waivers in 2012-

2013. Too, there were 65,000 additional students enrolled in Texas in 2011-2012, and there were no 

funds to hire additional teachers, so class size across the state has likely ballooned at every level, 

not just in K-4 classrooms.9

Not only will the state’s large numbers of economically disadvantaged students suffer from these 

decisions, but teachers will suffer as well. They consistently tell administrators and researchers 

that small class sizes are among their most preferred working conditions because they know that 

students learn more in those more personalized settings.

Parents also place high value on small classes. Private and parochial schools uniformly advertise 

their average class size in recruitment literature because they know it is a feature that is very 

attractive to parents. A random sample of 38 such Texas schools in 2010 found that 56 percent of 

them had average class sizes under 10.10  It should not be surprising, therefore, that public school 

parents and teachers would also see value in smaller classes.

Large classes impose unreasonably large burdens on teachers and greatly increase the stress 

of their work. They reduce the possibility of student learning for all involved. They increase 

the possibility of discipline problems. They reduce the students’ sense of belonging and 

connectedness. They increase dropout rates.  In conclusion, Schanzenbach (2011), writing for the 

National Education Policy Center, states:

MONEY ST I LL MATTERS !
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. . . class size reduction may be more effective for disadvantaged students and young 

students—and consequently that potential increases in class size would be particularly 

detrimental to these groups.12

Further, an August 2012 report prepared by the Council of Economic Advisors, the Domestic 

Policy Council, and the National Economic Council concluded that

. . . a detailed look at the evidence—based on well-designed randomized experiments—

confirms that larger class sizes have lasting negative effects:  lowering high-school graduation 

rates, reducing the chance that students take college entrance exams like the ACT or SAT, and 

lowering the chance of college enrollment and completion.12 

So, why in the world do we increase class size for the most vulnerable children?
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Preschool Matters

There is little controversy in the research findings relating to the importance of early childhood 

education. Children’s advocates, economists, demographers, sociologists, businesspeople, and 

educators all agree that one of the best investments that states can make is in providing quality 

early childhood education programs, beginning as soon after birth as possible. Among the 

positive outcomes, according to research, for children’s participation in such programs are the 

following: 

•	 Improvements in school readiness1

•	 Narrowing of the achievement gap2

•	 Improvements in academic performance3

•	 Reductions in retention-in-grade rates4

•	 Reductions in dropout rates5

•	 Reductions in incarceration rates6

•	 Reductions in referrals to special education7

•	 Prevention of academic failure8

•	 Remediation of the negative effects of poverty9

•	 Increased employment and earnings when adult10

•	 Increased IQ11

•	 Increased college attendance12

•	 Improved vocabulary acquisition13

•	 Improved self-esteem14
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•	 Stimulated intellectual curiosity15

•	 Improved social skills16

According to economists, prekindergarten programs result in huge returns on investment—from 

$3 to $17 for every dollar invested.17  These returns are realized through greater life earnings and 

more taxes paid by the participants, as well as through savings in social programs and services, 

reduced crime, and lower incarceration rates.18

In a recent study by the RAND Corporation, they point out the imperative of early childhood 

education as a first and critically important step toward school readiness, especially for children 

living in economically disadvantaged homes:

A series of assessments for a recent nationally representative kindergarten cohort 

indicate that disadvantaged children enter school lagging behind their more advantaged 

peers in terms of the knowledge and social competencies that are widely recognized as 

enabling children to perform at even the most basic level. Substantial gaps are evident for 

disadvantaged children in measures of reading and mathematics proficiency, in prosocial 

behaviors and behavior problems, and in readiness to learn.19

In other words, the achievement gap was evident years before children start school, and when 

they start kindergarten without prerequisite knowledge and skills, the gap continues to widen 

over time until they are hopelessly behind, and they give up. Even small children know when 

they are not achieving at the same level as their peers.

Susan Neuman, Assistant Secretary of Elementary and Secondary Education during the 

George W. Bush administration, proposes a research-based solution including seven “essential 

principles”:

•	 Actively target the neediest children.

•	 Begin early in children’s lives.

•	 Emphasize coordinated services, particularly for children whose families present 

multiple risks.

•	 Focus on boosting academic achievement through compensatory high-quality 

instruction.
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•	 Deliver instruction by trained professionals, not by aides or 

volunteers.

•	 Acknowledge that intensity matters, defending against any dilution 

of program quality as a waste of public resources.

•	 Always hold themselves accountable for results and for children’s 

achievements.20

Neuman devotes an entire chapter to the findings of neuroscience research as 

it relates to how we learn and how we remember, especially in the earliest years 

of life. The poverty of experiences and lack of opportunities to learn for many 

economically disadvantaged children cause a large part of the achievement gaps 

that exist in kindergarten classrooms. Preschool education can do much to reduce 

those gaps or even eliminate them. A Texas researcher, Tucker-Drob (2012) verified 

that finding:  “Preschools may reduce inequalities in early academic achievement 

by providing children from disadvantaged families with higher-quality learning 

environments than they would otherwise receive.”21

Texas law allows school districts to serve both 3- and 4-year-olds in 

prekindergarten, but districts are required to serve only 4-year-olds. 

According to the Center for Public Policy Priorities (CPPP), prekindergarten 

enrollment increased from 123,927 in 2000-2001 to 200,181 in 2010-2011.22  

Enrollment dropped off significantly in 2011-2012, however, due to the 

elimination of the preschool extension grants that funded full-day programs 

and added more three-year-old classrooms.

Texas has a long way to go in providing the kind of research-based quality 

preschool programs that are needed for the more than 60 percent of Texas 

children who are economically disadvantaged, plus other groups of at-risk 

children (i.e., children with disabilities, foster children, etc.). Tucker-Drob 

found that “Lower socioeconomic status was associated with lower rates 

of preschool enrollment, which suggests that the very children who would 

benefit most from preschool are the least likely to be enrolled in them.”23   

Hispanic children are typically under-enrolled,24 due, it is thought, to lack 

of information about the available program and cultural and language 

differences. Since the children of middle-class and wealthy parents 

typically do attend preschool, the gaps grow even wider if economically 

“Texas has a long way to 

go in providing the kind 

of research-based quality 

preschool programs that are 

needed for the more than 60 

percent of Texas children 

who are economically 

disadvantaged, plus other 

groups of at-risk children.”
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disadvantaged children have no access or have access only to a low-quality 

program.

The RAND Corporation published a comprehensive review of research 

on early childhood education in 2005, along with their conclusions and 

recommendations for policymakers and private funders. They follow:

•	 The period from birth to age 5 is one of opportunity and 

vulnerability for healthy physical, emotional, social, and cognitive 

development.

•	 A sizable fraction of children face risks that may limit their 

development in the years before school entry.

•	 Variations in early childhood experiences are manifested in 

disparities in school readiness, and these gaps often persist.

•	 Early childhood interventions are designed to counteract various 

stressors in early childhood and promote healthy development.

•	 Rigorous evaluations of early childhood interventions can help us 

understand what outcomes they may improve.

•	 Scientific research has demonstrated that early childhood 

interventions can improve the lives of participating children and 

families.

•	 A very limited evidence base points to several program features that 

may be associated with better outcomes for children:  better-trained 

caregivers, smaller child-to-staff ratios, and greater intensity of 

services.

•	 The favorable effects of early childhood programs can translate into 

dollar benefits for the government, participants, and other members 

of society.

•	 Economic analyses of several early childhood interventions 

demonstrate that effective programs can repay the initial investment 

with savings to government and benefits to society down the road.

“The new mission of schools  

is to prepare students to  

work at jobs that do not 

yet exist, creating ideas 

and solutions for products 

and problems that have not 

yet been identified, using 

technologies that have not 

yet been invented.”

--Linda Darling-Hammond, 2010
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•	 The economic benefits of early childhood interventions are likely to be greater for 

programs that effectively serve targeted, disadvantaged children than for programs that 

serve lower-risk children.25

The RAND researchers concluded that “for decision makers considering investments in early 

childhood interventions, our findings indicate that a body of sound research exists that can 

guide resource allocation decisions.”  They continue:  “This evidence sheds lights on the types 

of programs that have been demonstrated to be effective, the features associated with effective 

programs, and the potential for returns to society that exceed the resources invested in program 

delivery.”26

The National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) publishes an annual report on the 

status of states’ preschool programs. Their 2011 report bemoans the decrease of almost $60 million 

in 2010-2011 for pre-k programs across the country, despite the use of $127 million in funds from 

the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA).27  This was the second consecutive year of 

decreased funding, ending a decade of expansion of these important programs.

The NIEER study ranked the states (11 states had no ranking since they do not have state 

preschool programs) on five indicators of quality:

•	 Texas ranked #8 among the states in “access for 4-year-olds.”

•	 Texas ranked #12 in “access for 3-year-olds.”

•	 In “resource rank based on state spending,” Texas ranked only #22.

•	 In “resource rank based on all reported spending,” Texas ranked #27 among the 39 states 

with programs.

•	 Texas achieved only 4 of the Quality Standards (maximum score is 10).28

Of concern is that although Texas provided in 2010-11 a competitive access (in comparison to 

other states) to pre-k programs, especially for 4-year-olds, it is also clear that the Texas program 

lacks a great deal in quality. There are ten research-based Quality Standards for state preschool 

programs that have been established by NIEER. These ten indicators are highly likely to predict 

successful programs in terms of improving student learning and school readiness. Georgia is the 

only state, thus far, to achieve all ten. Texas has met the following four:  

•	 Comprehensive early learning standards
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•	 Teacher has a B.A. degree

•	 Teacher has specialized training in pre-k

•	 Teacher is engaged in at least 15 hours yearly in inservice31

Yet to be addressed in Texas are the following:

•	 Assistant teacher has Child Development Associate degree or equivalent

•	 Class size at 20 or lower

•	 Staff-child ratio at 1:10 or better

•	 Vision, hearing, health, and one support service

•	 At least one meal

•	 Site visits to demonstrate ongoing adherence to state program standards32 

The Texas preschool programs began in 1985 as part of a massive school reform and school 

finance initiative with bipartisan support. Basic funding was provided, not for universal access, 

but for certain eligible children:  qualifying for free or reduced price lunch, limited English 

proficiency, homelessness or unstable housing, participation in foster care, or a child with a 

parent on active military duty or who has been injured or killed on duty.35  Districts may allow 

other children to attend if they pay tuition. Four-year-olds have to be served, and three-year-olds 

may be served.

The establishment of the competitive Prekindergarten Expansion Grant Program made it possible 

to expand the program to full day and to serve additional students. The purpose of the grants 

was to prepare students “to enter kindergarten at or above grade level” and they prioritized 

districts with low third-grade reading scores.36

Early childhood educators in Texas for years have been concerned that the 1:22 class size 

expectation for grades K-4 did not apply to prekindergarten, a policy that makes no sense, 

especially if one has ever cared for young children, much less tried to teach them. But even 22 

four-year-old children are too many for one teacher, especially if there is not another adult in the 

room.

NIEER also provides information on state spending for prekindergarten programs. Texas 

ranked 22 (in the bottom half ) among the 39 states with programs with an expenditure in 2010-
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2011 of only $3,761 per child, $138 per child less than in 2009-2010.33  The numbers will be even 

more depressing in the 2012 and 2013 reports, given the recent budget cuts specifically to these 

programs.

To meet all ten of the NIEER Quality Standards, Texas would need to spend $7,047 per child 

rather than the $3,761 per child spent in 2010-2011 or about $3,286 additional for each child.34

An analysis of 2011 TAKS data from the Texas Education Agency by the office of Representative 

Mike Villarreal indicates that children who attended prekindergarten passed the grade 3 TAKS 

reading and mathematics test in greater percentages than children who did not.37   Villarreal’s 

press release on the study included the following:

While 17 percent of low-income kids without pre-K failed the reading half of the TAKS, the 

failure rate for those with pre-K was 12 percent—pulling them closer, at least, to the five 

percent failure rate for kids from higher-income families. We now have timely evidence that 

pre-K narrows the achievement gap in Texas and that the legislature was foolish to eliminate 

the pre-K expansion grants.38

In another study conducted by a Texas group, Children At Risk, preliminary results indicate the 

following:  “In total, school districts cut 1,132 pre-kindergarten teaching positions by limiting 

student enrollment, moving from full to half-day curriculum, and/or increasing class size.”39  

They also reported that in El Paso, a property-poor district with high percentages of low-

income families, the prekindergarten teaching staff was cut 93 percent. The Children At Risk 

spokesperson said, “One thing that we’ll see in terms of education is that the research is very 

clear on pre-K, so when you see a place like El Paso eliminate all those pre-K positions, they’re 

going to see some long-term repercussions there.”40

Heinauer reported central Texas cuts to prekindergarten programs for 2011-2012, and quoted 

Laura Koenig, the director of school readiness for E3 Alliance, an organization that supports 

improved education in Central Texas. Their study of the 10 school districts that make up the 

Austin Community College service area found “when the readiness of children from low-income 

families who attended a pre-K program was compared with the readiness of kids not from low-

income families who didn’t attend pre-K, the groups were statistically similar.”41
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Austin ISD’s study of third-graders “found that those who attended pre-K did better on state 

tests than those who were eligible but did not attend. District researchers also saw greater gains,” 

reports Heinauer, “in preliteracy for kids in full-day compared with half-day programs.”42

Texas is a state where 60 percent of its children are eligible for free/reduced meals, so one would 

think, given the very strong research consensus, that a high priority would be adequate and 

equitable funding for preschool education, an initiative that could save us billions of dollars over 

time if we do it right. But our state’s leaders in their eagerness to cut billions from the education 

budget in 2011 for the 2011-13 biennium made the decision to eliminate the funding for full-day 

prekindergarten. Local districts had to make even more cuts to the program to balance their 

budgets.

Money still matters if we are to do what is right for the youngest and most vulnerable Texans.  A 

“good” and “great” Texas would fully fund prekindergarten for all eligible three- and four-year-

olds, and we would fund a high-quality program to ensure the maximum benefits to the children 

ensued. Prekindergarten is a powerful intervention to ensure academic success and social 

mobility and to build a stronger Texas—and it is an investment with proven economic returns to 

the economy.
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Interventions for 
Struggling Students Matter

How money is spent matters greatly as to whether students are successful academically, 

especially for students who struggle to learn. Without the necessary resources, the state’s most 

vulnerable children lack the opportunity to fulfill their potential. An adequate and equitable 

school finance system for Texas would eliminate the funding disparities between and among 

districts, and it would also narrow or eliminate the opportunity-to-learn gaps and facilitate social 

mobility for Texas children, a large majority of whom are currently economically disadvantaged. 

Opportunity-to-Learn (OTL) Standards and
Response-to-Intervention (RTI)
Educators first began to talk about “opportunity to learn” in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, and 

the conversation became national when President George H. W. Bush proposed the Goals 2000:  

Educate America Act. The statute draft defined opportunity-to-learn standards as

. . .the criteria for, and the basis of, assessing the sufficiency or quality of the resources, 

practices, and conditions necessary at each level of the education system . . . to provide all 

students with the opportunity to learn the materials in voluntary national content standards 

or State content standards.1

The prescient among educators and policymakers knew student performance and curriculum content 

standards, along with assessments and formal accountability systems, were necessary, but insufficient, 

to ensure American students make the dramatic gains that the knowledge-based global economy and 

citizenship in a technologically advanced age require. What was needed 
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were assurances of financial support so that each child could be educated well. Opportunity-to-learn 

(OTL) standards were generally defined as

. . . a set of conditions that schools, districts, and states must meet in order to assure that 

students are being offered an equal opportunity to meet the expectations embodied in 

performance standards.2   

In other words, adequate learning resources and safety nets for students were absolute 

requirements for success in closing the achievement gap and in ensuring a world-class education 

for all. Opportunity-to-learn standards were the accountability system plan for policymakers.

In fact, as the definition for OTL has evolved, the opportunity to learn includes precisely the same 

research-based areas as we do in this publication:  quality teachers, small class sizes, preschool 

education, interventions for struggling learners, and challenging curriculum and resources. 

These five areas also show up as among the most important in survey research among educators 

on the most desired working conditions. Educators simply cannot be accountable for the results 

policymakers specify unless those policymakers are also held accountable for provision of 

equitable and adequate funding for full implementation of the necessary opportunities to learn.

A section of the most recent reauthorization of the Individuals with Disability Education Act 

(IDEA)3  provides us with one vital step toward OTL standards, albeit only a requirement, not 

the resources for implementation. One section establishes what is called Response to Intervention 

(RTI), a new method of determining the eligibility of children for special education. Schools must 

identify at the earliest possible time when a child is falling behind and then provide appropriate 

interventions and ongoing assessments to measure progress at three or more levels of intensity to 

correct the learning problem.

Only if all these interventions fail may a child be referred to special education services. Educators 

generally believe RTI is exactly what a school should do. Implementing it with integrity, however, 

would cost even a small elementary school significantly more money than is currently in the system for 

planning, professional development, purchase or development of formative assessments, meeting time 

to analyze data, time for parent involvement, salaries and benefits for intervention teachers, purchase 

or development of appropriate interventions, materials, technology, and meeting times to identify 

children and make assignments. The federal government did not appropriate one additional dollar for 
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all these new tasks, so RTI, where implemented, is rarely done well, but it could be a powerful solution to 

the poor performance of literally millions of Texas children.4

While additional funds are needed for implementation, the long-range savings to taxpayers are 

potentially enormous. The children served in an RTI implementation are precisely those who 

are currently failing state assessments, retained-in-grade, labeled as “at-risk” or for “special 

education,” and then eventually dropping out of school—with all the incumbent costs to society 

in their lost wages and paying only few or no taxes, plus their health costs, criminal justice, 

incarceration, and on and on.

Texas should use its best minds to create our own version of RTI. We could take the following 

steps and more to make the program cost-effective and highly successful in preventing academic 

failure:

•	 Understand that almost all children needing RTI services are either children who are 

economically disadvantaged, who are not yet proficient in English, and/or who have 

some kind of learning disability. The interventions that are effective for these populations 

are developmentally basically the same; it is just a difference in emphasis of the strategies 

to meet individual needs. Therefore, the monies currently fragmented into different 

programs for them from federal, state, and local sources could be consolidated and used 

more efficiently.

•	 A high priority would be providing all teachers with high-quality professional 

development in what is now known from neuroscience, cognitive psychology, and 

education5 about how we learn and how we remember. These three disciplines are 

coming together to inform education practice in powerful ways, yet few teachers have 

access to the information or the materials required.

•	 We should shift our focus (and huge expenditures) from summative, high-stakes 

assessments which rarely benefit any student, if at all, to a focus on formative assessment, 

or continuous progress monitoring, where data are used to drive instructional decisions 

for each child on an everyday basis.6  Teachers will require training in how to develop, 

administer, and use the data, and they will need good technology to access it quickly in 

meaningful formats.

•	 We should look to our Finnish cousins for their concept of RTI. They recognized that retention-

in-grade was one of the biggest costs to education—and it is rarely, if ever, effective in 

improving student learning. So, they eliminated it from their schools and implemented instead 
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a system they call special education, but its description sounds more like a well-implemented 

RTI. Sahlberg (2011) says that “Personalized learning and differentiation became basic 

principles in organizing schooling for students across society.”  He said educators made “the 

assumption that all students can achieve common educational goals if learning is organized 

according to each student’s characteristics and needs.”7

•	 Shalberg also notes that “minimizing grade repetition has been possible primarily 

because special education has become an integral part of each and every school in 

Finland. Every child has the right to get personalized support provided early on by 

trained professionals as part of normal schooling.”8   He explains that the emphasis on 

prevention of failure, rather than “repair” of failures, results in about one-third to one-

half of Finnish children receiving some form of special education during their school 

years, but most for only short periods of time.9

•	 A major cost of American special education is compliance, and, indeed, the program is 

compliance-driven, not instructionally driven. A far less formal system of RTI without the 

mountains of paperwork in current special education could save billions of dollars—and 

billions and billions more since the “least restrictive environment”10 would be the regular 

classroom for almost all but the most severely disabled.

•	 RTI could more than pay for itself through combining all the special programs for 

categories of children who struggle to learn, including universal preschool (beginning at 

age 3), test-preparation and remediation courses, summer programs, retention-in-grade, 

tutoring, supplemental services under NCLB, etc. and through the avoidance of formal 

special education placement for all except the most disabled. Sahlberg notes that in 

Finland the percentage of students needing special education under their system drops 

off dramatically as students progress through the system, while in countries such as the 

United States special education and other remedial interventions increase as the students 

move up, even as huge percentages give up and drop out.11

There is now a formal organization, National Opportunity to Learn Campaign, which is funded 

by the Schott Foundation for Public Education.12  This organization published a report card in 

2010 on how each state provides students adequate and equitable access to opportunities to learn. 

Texas policies earned a rating of 43rd among the states. They noted that unless Texas takes quick 

and effective steps to close achievement gaps, it would take more than 30 years to close the gaps 

in grade 4 reading and more than 50 years to do so in grade 4 mathematics. The eighth grade 

report was even worse. They predicted, given current improvement rates, it would take 80 years 

to close achievement gaps in reading and more than 30 in mathematics.
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Neuroscience, Cognitive Science, and Education Research

We are seeing the birth of a new discipline in recent years as neuroscientists, cognitive 

psychologists, and educators collaborate in research studies on how the brain learns and 

remembers—and how poverty affects the development of children’s brains. While there is much 

that we still don’t know, what is now known is very exciting and promising—especially in the 

area of preventing academic failure by providing appropriate interventions for students who 

struggle to learn. Some students have learning disabilities; some are not yet proficient in English; 

and the vast majority are economically disadvantaged. Some students may be all three.

This new knowledge is driving the development now of both teacher-designed and commercial 

interventions for struggling learners that, if implemented appropriately, can greatly accelerate 

learning of those who are behind and make it possible for them to function successfully in the 

regular classroom. Jensen’s review of the research literature leads him to recommend that school 

interventions focus on one or more of the neurocognitive abilities, including the following:

•	 the ability and motivation to defer gratification and make a sustained effort to meet long-

term goals;

•	 auditory, visual, and tactile processing skills (to develop fluency, as well as higher-order 

thinking skills);

•	 attentional skills that enable the student to engage, focus, and disengage as needed;

•	 short-term and working memory capacity;

•	 sequencing skills (knowing the order of a process); and

•	 a champion’s mind-set and confidence.13

These are the core or foundational skills that, too frequently, schools assume are inherent or that 

children come to school with, and they are rarely overtly taught either in the classroom or in 

remedial tutoring programs, except to some extent in special education classrooms. They are the 

true  

prerequisites for learning, so if their absence is ignored, the school’s re-teaching, test preparation, and  

remedial programs are failures. Jensen notes that

These skills form the foundation for school success and can give students the capacity to override 

the adverse risk factors of poverty. These are not simple study skills; they enable students to 
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focus on, capture, process, evaluate, prioritize, manipulate, and apply or present information in a 

meaningful way.14

These same strategies can help develop the brain of an economically disadvantaged child, a 

child learning to master English at the same time he or she is learning content, and a child with 

learning disabilities. They strengthen the neural pathways in the brain, making learning and 

recall possible and more efficient. The sooner they are provided, the better. Therefore, preschool 

programs starting at the earliest possible date in a child’s life are imperative first interventions. 

There may need to be subsequent interventions as students hit the wall due to not having 

developed prerequisite knowledge and skill. For example, we now know students fail algebra 

in large part due to a lack of understanding of fraction concepts and to a lack of fact fluency. 

Students who do not know fractions typically never learned the concept of long-division, 

although they may have memorized the algorithm.15  If algebra remediation includes just 

repeating what is taught in algebra, the student is not likely to benefit. The intervention must 

go back to fractions—or perhaps to long division, before the student can move forward. 

Development of fact fluency in both speed and accuracy of recall is critical for success in all 

higher-level mathematics. Similarly, students do not learn to read without phonemic awareness 

or without fluency (accuracy and speed) in decoding. Lessons focused on comprehension also 

miss the point. Without phonemic awareness, children cannot decode, and without fluency, they 

use all their working memory trying to decode, leaving nothing available for comprehension. 

Vocabulary is also prerequisite knowledge for comprehension.

Money matters in implementing such interventions since few teachers will have the knowledge 

and skills to develop and/or implement them without professional development and the 

necessary time, materials, technology, and other resources required for success. One of the 

many tragedies of the 2011-2013 budget cuts to education on top of an already inadequate and 

inequitable finance system was that many, many schools had to eliminate their interventions for 

struggling students. They had the expertise, the programs, the materials, and the technology, but 

they could not afford the teachers.

Accelerating Student Learning
Since so many children are far behind their peers developmentally, even at age 3, educators must 

identify and employ strategies that accelerate learning. Otherwise, struggling learners can never 

catch up enough to become competitive, and the achievement gaps will never close. Students 

who struggle to learn typically gain no more than half a year in a year of instruction since they 
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lack the prerequisite knowledge and skills to learn much of what they are exposed to. Without 

intervention, then, the child who is two years behind at age 3 may be five years behind by the end 

of grade 5. Research-based interventions can turn that around. There is ample evidence that given 

the right conditions, struggling learners can gain two or more years in one year of instruction. 

That is how achievement gaps are narrowed and how real opportunities to learn are realized.

Figure 6 illustrates what happens when a child is one year behind his or her peers at age 3 and 

who receives no interventions to address his or her needs. By the beginning of grade 5 that 

child is performing at about the kindergarten level, still unable to read fluently or to do simple 

arithmetic.

Even though it is not uncommon for an intervention to accelerate learning by two or more years in 

one year, let’s assume the child portrayed in Figure 6 started a prekindergarten program at age 3 

(performing like a two-year-old) and gained one and one-half years per year in that program until 

reaching grade-level performance. At the beginning of prekindergarten (age 4), the child would 

perform at age 3.5. He is still lagging behind an average peer since average performance would be 

4.0. However, by the beginning of kindergarten, the struggling learner would be at grade level and 

the achievement gap should be closed. The intervention brings the struggling learner to grade-level 

performance in only two years.

Each year intervention is delayed, the longer it takes to bring a child to grade-level performance. It is 

not uncommon, for example, for a child to enter kindergarten performing like a three-year-old. Figure 7 

tracks the struggling learner’s performance age over time without an intervention (gaining only half a 
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year in one year), compared to the trajectory of an average student who enters kindergarten performing 

like a five-year-old, and with an accelerated learning student receiving an intervention that will produce 

one and one-half year of growth in one year.

If we wait to begin an intervention in kindergarten, with the student’s performance age being 

two years behind, it will take four years to bring him or her to grade level, and the child will have 

likely failed the grade 3 assessments.

Failure to provide an appropriate kindergarten intervention for the struggling learner means by 

the beginning of grade 4, that student will be performing like a beginning kindergarten student. 

When he or she takes the third-grade assessments, the performance age will be only mid-year 

pre-kindergarten—so why students fail is clear. A student who began kindergarten two years 

behind peers is by the beginning of fourth grade four years behind peers. This child will likely 

never pass an assessment and is on track full-speed to becoming a dropout.

The power of accelerating interventions is also evident in Figure 7. The student who is two years 

behind peers in kindergarten is on grade-level by the beginning of grade 4. This student may 

have failed the grade 3 assessments, but he or she should be able to perform well on the grade 4 

assessments. This graph also explains why schools with high percentages of struggling learners 

cannot be expected to produce high scores quickly—especially for older students. It takes time for 

struggling learners to catch up.
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Due to inadequate and inequitable funding, some schools can provide no specific interventions until 

after children fail the grade 3 assessments. Figure 8 (on page 72) shows what happens to each of 

the three kinds of students—the struggler, the average student, and the student in an accelerated 

intervention. At the beginning of grade 4, the struggling learner and the student just beginning an 

accelerated intervention are performing like beginning kindergarten students academically.  They have 

been gaining only one-half year for each year of instruction since they entered school at kindergarten.

Even growing one and one-half years for every year of instruction, the student in the accelerated 

program will require nine years to be at grade-level (at the beginning of grade 12). The student 

will have failed the assessments every year, most likely, and may or may not be prepared to pass 

the exit-level assessment—and certainly not the end-of-course assessments now required with 

STAARs. It is highly unlikely he or she will have remained in school during all those years of 

repeated failure, probable retentions in grade, and the humiliation that accompanies failing at 

school.

Figure 8 also indicates the escalating expense of remediation when it is delayed. It costs more than 

twice as much than beginning at school entry in kindergarten and more than four times as much 

beginning at prekindergarten—age 3, and its likelihood of success is much lower since it takes so much 

time. Also, because it is difficult for students to endure that many years of remediation, he or she is likely 

to give up and just drop out.

The struggling student who started kindergarten two years behind his or her peers in 

performance is performing like a second-grader by the beginning of grade 9, if there has been 

no meaningful intervention. We hear all the time about freshmen in high school who read at the 

second-grade level, and this situation is what causes that problem. Many times the struggling 

student is referred to special education somewhere along the way, which is dramatically more 

expensive than a regular education intervention. Frequently, that struggling student is left to 

fend for him- or herself and simply drops out of school or makes up his or her mind to drop out 

as soon as possible. Appropriate interventions must start early, certainly no later than age 3, if 

struggling learners are to have a chance for academic success, in almost all cases.

Money matters. Policy matters. Expertise in delivering effective interventions matters. Yet state 

leaders in making their budget cuts for 2011-2013 eliminated extremely valuable prekindergarten 

programs and made it almost impossible for schools to deliver appropriate and adequate 

interventions for students due to diminished numbers of teachers. Preschool and in-school 

interventions are two of the several strategies that Rothstein found were essential in closing the 
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gap since most of that gap occurs before children start school, during out-of-school hours, and 

during summers (see Chapter II:  Why Money Still Matters).

Features of Effective Interventions
Schools now have access to evidence-based information on what constitutes an effective 

intervention for their struggling learners. A wealth of new research studies find that effective 

interventions include the following features, all of which contribute to acceleration of learning:

•	 focus on critical content, including vocabulary development across the curriculum16

•	 individualization/personalization of curriculum17

•	 use of multi-sensory processing strategies18

•	 incorporation of direct instruction techniques19

•	 control of distractions20

•	 varied and adequate practice/repetition to ensure mastery21

•	 fluency development (in both speed and accuracy)22 

•	 use of immediate corrective feedback23

•	 additional time on task (intensity)24

•	 continuous progress monitoring to inform instructional decisions25
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•	 elimination of fear and stress in the school environment,26 and

•	 well-trained and caring teachers27

Schools that develop their own interventions or purchase commercially developed programs 

can use these research-based findings as criteria in selecting programs for implementation that 

are sound and will produce positive results for struggling learners. It is prudent to remember 

the huge importance of teachers’ expertise and the quality of their relationships with students in 

planning interventions. Teacher aides cannot do these difficult, complex jobs well.

Interventions include, but are not limited to, the special programs most schools have for 

economically disadvantaged children, English-language learners, and special education programs 

for children with learning disabilities. Texas also mandates, but does not fund, literacy programs 

for children identified for dyslexia, not understanding, apparently, that dyslexia also impacts 

mathematics achievement. Another problem is no identification of children with dyscalculia 

(mathematics disabilities) or dysgraphia (handwriting disabilities) is required currently, except in 

special education placements.

Good interventions pay for themselves over time by preventing assessment failure, retention-

in-grade, and dropouts. The national average expenditure for a student in a year is $11,655. If 

a school’s use of interventions prevented the failure of even five students per grade level, the 

savings would be $58,275—enough to pay for a full-time teacher, plus instructional materials 

for many students. Prevention of failure is always less expensive than remedial or recovery 

programs—and much, much less expensive than prisons.

Lowest Revenue and Highest Percentages of Struggling Learners
Figure 9 (on page 74) displays the percentage of struggling learners in the 100 districts with the lowest 

revenue per WADA in contrast to the 100 districts with the highest revenue per WADA in 2010-2011. 

For each group of students, the lowest-funded districts have higher percentages of students who are 

expensive to educate than the highest-funded districts—making the case again for a more equitable 

and adequate school finance system.

So money still matters. Districts with the highest percentages of student need should receive the 

funds they need to educate them. Instead, the 100 districts with the lowest revenue per WADA 

receive an average of $5,210, which is $3,082 less per WADA than the highest revenue districts 

that receive $8,292.
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Dropouts
Lack of appropriate interventions at the earliest signal that a child is falling behind is highly 

likely to cause students to drop out, not because of something inherent in the students. Almost 

all children are eager to start school. Almost all children love to learn. It is only when we send 

the message to children that they are failures at this thing called school that they begin to 

disengage—and then resolve to leave at the first possible opportunity. In the meantime, many 

begin to say they hate school, the classes are irrelevant, the teachers don’t care about them, 

they are bored, and all they want is to learn how to get a job. They get involved in high-risk 

behaviors—perhaps, in part, as a call for help.

According to the 2011 issue of Diplomas Count by Education Week, the nation has turned a corner 

and graduation rates are on the rebound. In fact, they state, “The nation’s graduation rate has 

reached its highest point in two decades.”28  Texas is among the states with improvements, from 

a rate of 60.2 percent graduating in 1998 to 66.6 percent in 2008—a growth of 6.4 percentage 

points.29  A graduation rate that does not approach 100 percent, however, is a problem for the 

children involved, their families, and the society at large.

Yet, according to the Diplomas Count study in 2011, Texas is apparently one of the states with the 

most comprehensive policies relating to dropout prevention. We received check marks for all but 
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one of the categories for “defining readiness.”  We received checks on all the items under “high 

school completion credentials.”  We got four out of five check marks for policies on “high school 

exit exams.”30

What we did not have in 2011 was an equitable and adequate funding system to prevent 

dropouts. The High School Allotment the legislature passed into law gave the same amount of 

money per student (not per WADA) to districts with few or no dropouts as they did to districts 

such as San Antonio ISD with an exceedingly high number of students who are economically 

disadvantaged or to a district such as Brownsville ISD, which has high rates of economically 

disadvantaged students and high numbers of English-language learners.

Also, Texas schools do not have the resources they need to intervene at the earliest possible 

time when a child needs an intervention. Very few three-year-olds have been involved in 

prekindergarten programs, relative to the need, and even fewer have access as of the 2011-2013 

budget cuts. Children needing accelerated instruction are not receiving it in many cases, or are 

receiving it too late to make a difference. Dropout prevention is not exclusively the job of high 

schools. It is in very large part the job of preschool, and it continues to be a major emphasis for 

elementary and middle schools. As we have seen, if interventions are not in place years before 

grade 4, there is not much a high school can do to keep a ninth grader reading at grade 2 level to 

stay in school, even with the best possible interventions available at that juncture.

TEA’s latest complete report on dropouts and high school completion is for school year 2009-

2010. According to that report, the annual dropout rate was 2.4 percent, down from 3.7 percent in 

2005-2006. The statistics for economically disadvantaged children show even better news:  their 

annual dropout rate in 2009-2010 was 2.1 percent, down from 4.2 percent in 2005-2006.31  Dropout 

rates for limited-English proficient children in 2009-2010 was at 4.7 percent and for special 

education students at 3.2 percent.32

In analyzing other data from the TEA report, a case can be made for the benefits of English-as-

a-second-language and bilingual programs in Texas as successful interventions. The annual 

dropout rate for all former LEP (limited-English proficient) students was 1.4 percent.33  These are 

students who successfully exited the interventions for LEP students (typically bilingual education 

at the elementary level and ESL at the secondary level). As a group, these students were more 

likely to graduate than “all students.”
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TEA published the 2010-2011 state-level report in August 2012.34  This class was the first to have 

graduated under the “four-by-four” graduation requirements for the Recommended Graduation 

Program (RGP) or the Distinguished Achievement Program (DAP), and their graduation rate “is an 

all-time high, reaching 85.6 percent,” and 92 percent either graduated in four years or continued high 

school for a fifth year, according to the TEA press release.35

The graduation rate of 86 percent for all students was only two percentage points higher than the 

rate for economically disadvantaged students in 2010-2011. The state did not provide the data 

that would indicate the graduation rate for students who are not economically disadvantaged. 

The gap, therefore, between those who are economically disadvantaged and those who are not is 

more than the two percentage points since all the economically disadvantaged students are in the 

state average. We just don’t know how much more.

The state’s annual dropout rate was 2.4 percent. The rate for economically disadvantaged 

students was 2.7 percent; for special education students, 3.2 percent; and for limited-English 

proficient students, 4.6 percent.36  Again, the gap cannot be determined since the state does not 

provide the data on percentages not economically disadvantaged, not identified for special 

education, and not limited-English proficient. The largest gap that can be identified is between 

the state average and the dropout rate for limited-English proficient students -- 2.2 percentage 

points.

As in the previous year, the very highest dropout rate is for students who are identified as 

limited-English proficient during high school years (4.6 annual rate and 24 percent longitudinal 

rate). It takes 7-10 years to become proficient in a second language, so an English-language 

learner coming into high school does not have 7-10 years, and it is virtually impossible for him/

her to become proficient in English and earn 26 academic credits and pass 15 end-of-course 

examinations in four years or less. The student fails repeatedly, and soon he/she gives up and 

drops out. Texas needs to revise its policies relating to the expectation that schools are somehow 

failing if these students do not graduate in four years. They need additional time and/or 

alternative routes, plus more intense programming (more time-on-task) in order to be successful.

Reports from individual districts are being published for the 2011-2012 school year. According 

to a recent article in the Texas Tribune, graduation rates have increased 14 percentage points 

since 2007 in Dallas ISD. Austin ISD reports a six-point improvement since 2008, and Houston 

ISD posts a 12-point gain. Duncanville ISD, however, reports declines. The article points out, 

rightly, that the celebration should not be planned just yet.37  Texas had significant declines in 
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its graduation rates for a number of years, as reported in a major research study by scholars at 

Harvard University, the University of Texas at Austin, and Rice University, after implementing 

new assessments.38  No one knows what the implications of the new end-of-course assessments 

that are a part of STAARs will be, but the projected low passing rates do not bode well. Texas now 

has a growing mass of children living in economically disadvantaged homes. Furthermore, state 

leaders impoverished their schools even more than they already were with the $5.4 billion cut in 

the current biennium, including elimination of many preschool programs and other grants.39

The Costs of Dropouts
In 2009 the Alliance for Excellent Education studied the economic benefits of reducing dropout 

rates. They published data specific to the nation’s largest metropolitan areas, including the 

five largest areas in Texas (Austin, Dallas/Fort Worth, El Paso, Houston, and San Antonio). 

We summarized their findings in Money Does Matter:  Investing in Texas Children and Our Future 

(2010).40  There were approximately 77,600 dropouts in 2007-2008 in these five cities. If the number 

of dropouts could be reduced to half, said the Alliance, we would see the following economic 

benefits:

•	 $484 million more dollars in increased earnings,

•	 $351 million more dollars in increased spending,

•	 $127 million more in increased investments,

•	 $733 million more in increased home sales,

•	 $39 million more in increased automobile sales,

•	 3,950 more jobs created,

•	 $46 million more in taxes paid,

•	 More than 60 percent increase in students going to college.41

The report of the Alliance in 2011 looked at the whole state, rather than just the largest 

metropolitan areas. About 135,100 students dropped out of the class of 2010 in Texas, they found. 

If the dropout rate were reduced in half, they estimated the following benefits to the state:

•	 $859 million in increased earnings,

•	 $641 million in increased spending,
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•	 $218 million in increased investments,

•	 $1.3 billion in increased home sales,

•	 $73 million in increased automobile sales,

•	 5,900 new jobs

•	 $1 billion in economic growth,

•	 $61 million in increased tax revenue, and

•	 If 60% completed postsecondary programs, Texas would increase their graduates of those 

programs from 18,300 to 40,500.42

In other words, cutting the dropout rate in half could result in an enormous economic stimulus, 

which would be exactly what every Texan would like to see right now. In the short term, 

graduating more students will require investments in more and higher-quality teachers, smaller 

class sizes, expansions of prekindergarten programs, interventions for all levels of schools, 

challenging curriculum, and adequate and appropriate learning resources and technology. 

Economists in general strongly agree there are huge returns on investment to be realized if we 

have more successful schools.43  The Alliance report makes this comment:

States must view education reform as a key strategy for strengthening the economy. 

Improving educational outcomes creates a wave of economic benefits that include boosting 

individual earnings, home and auto sales, jobs and economic growth, spending and 

investment, and tax revenue in the state. Investing in turning dropouts into graduates will 

benefit all citizens, including bankers, auto dealers, realtors, and storeowners, not simply 

students or parents with children in school.44

Given the evidence of the power of interventions to create real and meaningful opportunities to 

learn, to prevent failure and dropouts, to prevent identification for special education, and to put 

all children on the pathway to career- and workforce-readiness, it is difficult to understand why 

any policymaker at any level would deny schools the resources they need for student success. If 

we all addressed the needs of children as if they were our own children, these disparities would 

not occur. We Texans need to do what is right, what is responsible, what is visionary. 
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High Expectations & 
Challenging Curriculum 
Matter

What citizens, parents, and educators expect of children (and which is then codified in courses of 

study) is called “curriculum,” and, according to experience, intuition, and scientific research, high 

expectations and challenging curriculum matter.

One of the first studies on the power of teacher expectations, Pygmalion in the Classroom, was 

completed in 1968 by Rosenthal and Jacobsen. They argued that teachers’ expectations were 

powerful influencers on the success of student learning.1  In the late 1970’s educators learned 

about the importance of high expectations for all students through the research of Ron Edmonds. 

“High expectations” was the first correlate listed in the body of recommended strategies he 

verified as important in improving student performance in what came to be known as Effective 

Schools Research.2   Robert Marzano and other researchers took that work forward. He wrote 

“high expectations for students, particularly those from low socioeconomic backgrounds, are 

a cornerstone of the school effectiveness research.”3  Hattie’s (2009) meta-analysis of available 

studies on expectations concluded as follows:  “…teachers using particular teaching methods, 

teachers with high expectations for all students, and teachers who have positive student-teacher 

relationships . . . are more likely to have above average effects on student achievement.4  “Warm 

demanders,” writes Delpit (2012) “expect a great deal of their students, convince them of 

their own brilliance, and help them to reach their potential in a disciplined and structured 

environment.”5

High expectations for students’ mastery of challenging content is, therefore, a time-honored 

value unto itself. Learning at high levels and learning to think deeply and critically about content 

across many disciplines are highly desired by all those who value education. America’s founders 
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saw education as a necessary component of sustaining a democratic form of 

government, so part of our culture is an understanding that citizenship—and 

parenting—require us to be learners.

In recent decades we have seen two additional powerful reasons to have high 

expectations for our children and to teach them well:  (1) the advancements 

of technology that have shoved the industrial society aside in favor of a 

knowledge society and (2) the emergence of a global economy (also possible 

because of technology) that forces a child in Waco, Texas, to compete with a 

child not only in Central Texas, or in the State of Texas, or in the Southwest, 

or in America, but with a child in India or China or Germany or South 

Africa—or Finland. The importance of high expectations has become even 

more evident and critically relevant in the 21st century.

In Darling-Hammond’s (2010) book, The Flat World and Education:  How 

America’s Commitment to Equity Will Determine Our Future (2010), examines 

the demands of the global economy and knowledge-based society and calls 

on Americans to provide more adequate and equitable funding for schools 

so that all of us now and in the future can compete successfully. In the first 

chapter she writes:

In the last decade, mountains of reports have been written in countries 

around the world about the need for more powerful learning focused 

on the demands of work and citizenship in the 21st century. The process 

of managing decisions and solving social and scientific problems in 

contemporary democracies is growing more complex. At least 70% of 

U.S. jobs now require specialized knowledge and skills, as compared 

to only 5% at the dawn of the last century, when our current system of 

schooling was established. The new skills include the capacity to:

•	 Design, evaluate, and manage one’s own work so that it continually 

improves

•	 Frame, investigate, and solve problems using a wide range of tools 

and resources

•	 Collaborate strategically with others

“The new mission of schools  

is to prepare students to 

work at jobs that do not yet  

exist, creating ideas and 

solutions for products and 

problems that have not yet 

been identified, using  

technologies that have not 

yet been invented.”
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•	 Communicate effectively in many forms

•	 Find, analyze, and use information for many purposes

•	 Develop new products and ideas.6

She reminds us, “the new mission of schools is to prepare students to work at jobs that do not yet 

exist, creating ideas and solutions for products and problems that have not yet been identified, 

using technologies that have not yet been invented.”7

Then she asks these compelling questions:  

Is our society ready to take on this challenge?  Are we able to provide education that 

will develop these more complex skills—not just for a small slice of students who have 

traditionally been selected for the kind of ambitious learning represented in elite schools and 

advanced programs, but for the vast majority of children in communities across the country?  

Or will we be waylaid by our long-standing tradition of unequal education coupled with our 

inability, thus far, to move from a factory model approach to education designed at the end of 

the 19th century to one that is pointed clearly and unambiguously at the demands of the 21st?8

Her book makes a powerful argument:

. . . the United States needs to move much more decisively than it has in the last quarter 

century to establish a purposeful, equitable education system that will prepare all our 

children for success in a knowledge-based society. This means moving beyond a collection 

of disparate and shifting reform initiatives, only occasionally related to what we know about 

teaching and learning, to a thoughtful, well-organized, and well-supported set of policies that 

will enable students to learn how to learn, create, and invent the new world they are entering. 

It also means making good on the unmet American promise that education will be made 

available to all on equal terms, so that every member of this society can realize a productive 

life and contribute to the greater welfare.9

She adds:

As Americans seek to deal with the effects of the monetary meltdown that became an 

economic tsunami . . ., it is critical to realize that financial responses alone won’t ultimately 

safeguard our economic and social well-being, and that substantial, strategic investments in 
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education are essential to our long-term prosperity and to our success as a democracy. We 

cannot just bail ourselves out of this crisis. We must teach our way out.10

Texans are not unaware of the challenges before us. Several steps have been taken to raise 

expectations for students. We have:

•	 developed comprehensive curriculum standards that are frequently updated;

•	 increased numbers of credits required for graduation and increased content of those 

courses;

•	 encouraged schools to offer Advanced Placement and other advanced courses;

•	 adopted policies relating to developing career- and workforce readiness for all Texas 

graduates;

•	 adopted policies to encourage lower dropout rates; and

•	 changed assessment requirements to make them more rigorous.

In addition, with the passage of No Child Left Behind, the federal government set an 

unprecedented expectation that every single student in America, including those who just 

entered the country, those who have learning disabilities, and those who have suffered the effects 

of economic disadvantage, would perform at or above the proficient level on state assessments 

by 2014. At both the state and federal levels, policies require the same student performance of 

struggling learners as they do of more advantaged students.

Many of us would argue these policy changes are insufficient and even inappropriate, but they 

have been enacted, and they cost a great deal of money to implement. They require increasingly 

more sophisticated instructional materials, more teachers, interventions to reduce dropout rates 

as well as to improve academic performance, more career and technical education courses, more 

quality teachers to teach advanced mathematics and science courses, more science labs, more 

counselors to guide students, and on and on.

Importantly, policymakers need to realize goal-setting and mandates alone are not what make 

students better educated upon graduation. Education starts at birth, and if we do it right, then 

students will graduate from high school, and they will be well-educated. Doing it right means 

that we put into place as soon after birth as necessary the opportunities to learn that are needed 
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for each student to achieve the expectations set forth in policy, not just to punish them and their 

schools if they do not achieve them on their own.

Yet, the budget cuts for 2011-2013 resulted in severe reductions in curriculum/ instruction 

budgets across the state, already stretched in most districts due to inadequate and inequitable 

funding. School year 2011-12 found Texas schools with fewer teachers, larger classes, fewer 

children in preschool programs, fewer interventions for struggling students, fewer dropout 

prevention programs, and less money for technology, as well as reduced funds for instructional 

materials. The effects were even more devastating for districts with significantly lower revenues 

per WADA and with higher percentages of children who are more expensive to educate than the 

wealthier districts. Under these circumstances policies to enhance curriculum requirements and 

to pay for more assessments are just plain meaningless.

Almost everyone now talks about the importance of high expectations and challenging 

curriculum; we just don’t always act on that knowledge—especially when it comes to schools 

with high percentages of children who are economically disadvantaged, who are English-

language learners, and/or who are in special education, and, in Texas, when it comes to funding 

those schools equitably and adequately.

Figures 10 and 11 provide data on the percentages of students who are economically 

disadvantaged and who are limited-English proficient for the three lowest levels of property 

wealth (less than $185,513 per student) and for the three highest levels of property wealth 
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($516,185 and over, per student). (The state’s report divides districts into 20 levels of property 

wealth, so each level includes approximately 5 percent of the districts.)  The percentages of 

students identified for special education are about the same (8-9 percent), regardless of the wealth 

level of districts.

In each case, we see the districts with the highest percentages of struggling learners have to 

do the best they can with significantly less revenue than districts with significantly lower 

percentages of struggling learners, yet higher revenue per student.

Texas Children’s Academic Achievement
There are many ways to evaluate whether a school has high expectations and a challenging 

curriculum in place for all students. Texas has chosen multiple choice assessments, for the most 

part, of all children in grades 3-12, currently known as the STAARs (State of Texas Assessment 

of Academic Readiness), including multiple end-of-course (EOC) tests for high school students. 

Beginning with the class that entered the ninth grade in 2011-12, students must pass 15 EOC 

tests in order to graduate under the Recommended High School Program or the Distinguished 

Achievement Program. Students electing the Minimum Graduation Plan must pass 11.

Unfortunately, only the state-level high school scores were available at publication, so little 

meaningful analysis is possible. The Texas Education Agency, in releasing these scores, explained 

that the passing requirements for STAARs will be phased in over time. Reports, therefore, 

include the percentage of students who passed using the “Phase-in Standard,” as well as the 
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“Recommended Standard,” which will go into effect in 2016. In the meantime the passing 

standard will gradually increase until it reaches the final passing standards.11

Figure 12 shows the percentages of “all students” in grade 9 passing (according to the “Phase-

In Standard”), as well as the percentages of the three large groups of struggling learners—

economically disadvantaged, limited-English proficient, and special education.  

Gaps are larger than they appear since the three groups of struggling learners are also included in 

the “all students” scores. TEA’s reports did not include scores for students who are not limited-

English proficient, not economically disadvantaged, and/or not identified for special education.

Figure 13 provides the data on the percentage of students who scored at the Advanced Academic 

Performance Level, which means, according to TEA, these students “are well prepared for the 

next course.”12  Very few students scored at the advanced level in 2011-12, even using the “Phase-

in Standards.”  Again, the scores of struggling learners who scored at this highest level are 

included in the “all student” report, so the gaps are larger than they appear.

Figures 12-13 paint a dismal picture for Texas, even in using the “Phase-in Standards” to define 

a passing grade. Assuming the validity of the “Recommended Standards” that will be phased in, 
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however, the scores tell us that fewer than half of students who took STAARs are even passing. 

Fewer than one-third of economically disadvantaged students are passing.

Unless schools can produce higher scores quickly, it is likely that STAARs will increase the 

dropout rate, so again, a policy in itself does not produce high achievement—unless schools have 

the resources to provide adequate and equitable opportunities to learn. Texans need to think long 

and hard about what test scores mean—and what they do not mean. Far too much importance has 

been attached to the state assessments over the past four decades, and children, their teachers, 

and their schools have suffered the consequences.

Had educators or researchers been consulted, most, if not all, would have advised the state that 

it is not good policy to enact a much more rigorous set of expectations for students (that result in 

significantly fewer resources in all the areas that matter) in the same year they made the largest 

cuts in history to the education budget. Educators and researchers would have also questioned 

the wisdom of spending hundreds of millions of dollars in the biennium on assessments that, 

just as they have not for more than 30 years, will not produce any new information to anyone 

that will result in better academic achievement. Our obsession with standards/assessments/

accountability is difficult for educators and parents to understand, when most understand these 

policies cause far more harm than good, and they are costing hundreds of millions of dollars 

annually.
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In the meantime, if high test scores are to be the goal, will equitable and adequate funding 

improve scores?  We already have the data that would strongly suggest it would. When we look 

at the districts with the highest TAKS scores, we find higher levels of funding; and when we look 

at the districts with the lowest TAKS scores, we find significantly lower levels of funding. 

Figure 14 looks at the average percentage of students passing all TAKS taken in 2010-2011 by the 

three lowest and three highest levels of property wealth. (The Snapshot reports from the Texas 

Education Agency divide districts into 20 levels of property wealth, so each level includes about 

five percent of the districts.) As we have seen repeatedly, the level of funding in a school district 

is highly predictive of the academic performance of the students in that district. Students in the 

three lowest-wealth levels of districts consistently score below the students in the three highest-

wealth levels of districts. The highest score among the lowest-wealth districts (74 percent passing 

all TAKS taken) is 5 percentage points below the lowest score among the highest-wealth districts. 

The gap between the lowest-wealth districts (68 percent) and the highest-wealth districts (85 

percent) is 17 percentage points.

Lest anyone think these gaps are inevitable, new research finds that gaps based on gender and 

racial-ethnic characteristics, when controlled for poverty, are not nearly as large as those based on 

socioeconomic status.13  Examining those data, Reardon (2011) finds that,

An ironic consequence of the regularity of this pattern is that we tend to think of the 

relationship between socioeconomic status and children’s academic achievement as a 
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sociological necessity, rather than as a product of a set of social conditions, policy choices, 

and educational practices.14  

It is evident policy choices relating to school funding is a major factor in the achievement gaps we 

commonly see.

Reardon then asks the question:  “As the income gap between high- and low-income families 

has widened, has the achievement gap between children in high- and low-income families also 

widened?”  His answer follows.

The answer, in brief is yes. The achievement gap between children from high- and low-

income families is roughly 30 to 40 percent larger among children born in 2001 than among 

those born twenty-five years earlier. In fact, it appears that the income achievement gap has 

been growing steadily for at least fifty years, though the data are less certain for cohorts of 

children born before 1970.15

The major reasons for the growth of the gap is, according to Reardon, that the rich are richer than 

they were 25 years ago and therefore have more time and money to spend on their children, and 

“increasing income segregation has led to greater differentiation in school quality and schooling 

opportunities between the rich and the poor.”16  In other words, segregation by class leads to 

inequitable and inadequate funding systems like that in Texas.

According to Education Week’s Quality Counts report card for states in Standards, Assessments, 

and Accountability, Texas earned a grade of A- and ranked 14th among the states.17  Clearly, then, 

a state can enact policies and procedures that establish high expectations and a challenging 

curriculum (with challenging assessments), but the policy does not necessarily result in high 

performance for all students. Without the resources to purchase the things that matter, without 

quality teachers to make critical decisions about curriculum pacing and the appropriate 

instructional strategies, without students having authentic and meaningful opportunities to learn, 

without appropriate and timely interventions, the rigor of policy means nothing.

Another way to determine whether schools are challenging students in meaningful ways is to ask 

the students. Teachers and parents will not be surprised with these findings, for they know that 

a curriculum focused on TAKS objectives is not intellectually engaging, especially when so much 

time is spent on test preparation—over and over again. Boser and Rosenthal (2012, July 10) issued 

a report using National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) data from the United States 
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Department of Education to analyze the responses to survey questions administered to students 

who take the NAEP. They studied student responses on these issues:

Given the recent debates over academic standards, . . . we looked closely at issues of rigor 

and student expectations. Do students think that they are being challenged enough?  Do 

teachers engage students in deep learning opportunities?  We were also interested in issues 

of access since students provide an important, classroom-eye view of the resources that are 

available to them. Are all students being given access to the types of learning opportunities 

that they need to be prepared for college and the modern workplace?  Are those resources 

distributed fairly among different types of students and schools?18

Their findings follow:

•	 Many schools are not challenging students and large percentages of students report that 

their school work is “too easy.”  

•	 Many students are not engaged in rigorous learning activities.

•	 Students don’t have access to key science and technology learning opportunities.

•	 Too many students don’t understand their teacher’s questions and report that they are 

not learning during class. 

•	 Students from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to have access to more rigorous 

learning opportunities.19  

Teachers have warned policymakers for years that the almost total focus on test scores is 

significantly narrowing the curriculum, making it less engaging and meaningful, lessening 

opportunities for higher-order thinking and creativity, and taking the joy out of both teaching and 

learning.20  These survey results have to be interpreted, at least in part, in that context.

Darling-Hammond (2010) provides evidence that too much focus on test preparation actually 

decreases student achievement:

. . . the NCLB approach has not raised performance on international assessments such as 

PISA that measure higher-order thinking skills and the ability to apply knowledge to novel 

problems. Over the years during which NCLB has been in force, U. S. scores and rankings 

declined on international assessments. . . . Meanwhile, annual gains on the U.S. National 
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Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) slowed considerably after the implementation of 

NCLB, crawling nearly to a halt in 8th-grade reading.21

She explains why this unanticipated result of policy occurred:

. . . attaching high stakes to tests often causes schools to focus on the tested material and 

formats in ways that narrow the curriculum and do not generalize to other situations or 

kinds of knowledge. Second, the international PISA assessments differ significantly from 

the NAEP and most state tests in their focus on analyzing and applying knowledge to new 

situations, rather than just recalling or recognizing discrete pieces of knowledge. This kind of 

analysis is closer to the ways in which knowledge and skills are used in the world outside of 

school. Finally, the kind of knowledge than transfers from one situation to another is based 

on students’ abilities to understand central principles, see connections and make distinctions, 

and be strategic in attacking problems and analyzing information. This is precisely the kind 

of learning that is less prominent in schools where multiple-choice tests of basic skills drive 

the curriculum. Thus, the harder we try to raise scores on the narrow instruments currently 

used in the United States, the more likely we are to fall behind on the more sophisticated 

measures that are increasingly used to evaluate education around the world.22

Education is complex, so those who seek easy, simple solutions such as putting into place 

standards, assessments, and accountability and then thinking learning will happen are sadly 

misinformed—or there is another agenda at work. Texas can have meaningful curriculum 

standards. We can implement formative assessments that do result in improved performance. 

We can be accountable without filling school environments with fear, stress, despair, and 

hopelessness. What we have to add to the solution are personalized, meaningful opportunities to 

learn. This requires money, time, resources—and a commitment to the children—from all of us.

Texas Diploma Programs
Another way high expectations are communicated is in graduation requirements—another 

policy decision. Texas has very challenging requirements—for some students, beginning with the 

class starting grade 9 in 2006-2007. According to Education Week, Texas requires more credits for 

graduation (26) than any other state in America.23  Students may choose among three diploma 

plans:  Minimum, Recommended High School Program (RHSP), or Distinguished Achievement 

Program (DAP). A student is not allowed to choose the “Minimum” plan “unless the student, the 

student’s parent, and a school counselor or administrator agreed to allow the student” to do so.24

H IGH  EXPECTAT IONS  &  CHALLENG ING  CURR ICULUM  MATTER



94

Of the 2009-2010 graduates, 14.6 percent were allowed to choose the “Minimum” plan for 

graduation. Another 72.6 percent chose the Recommended High School Program, and 12.8 

percent chose the Distinguished Achievement Program.25   Figure 15 shows the percentages of 

graduates who were and were not economically disadvantaged in each of the plans, along with 

the state average. It is clear students who are economically disadvantaged are over-represented 

among those pursuing the Minimum plan and under-represented among those pursuing the 

Distinguished Achievement Program.

Since only about 9-10 percent of students are identified for special education, and certainly 

not all of them have learning disabilities, it is difficult to understand why 17 percent of 

economically disadvantaged children should be allowed to pursue a “Minimum” plan. Some 

may be students who are identified as limited-English proficient, but most high schools 

have very small percentages of students who are not English-proficient. The seven-point gap 

between economically disadvantaged students and their more advantaged peers pursuing the 

Distinguished Academic Program is also troublesome. 

In the 2010-2011 report TEA did not provide statistics on those who are not economically 

disadvantaged. The gaps between those who are economically disadvantaged and the state 

average are, therefore, less than they would be had the data been provided since the scores of the 

economically disadvantaged are included in the state average. Figure 16 provides the information 

on diploma programs of the 2010-2011 graduates.
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The class of 2010-2011 was the first class to graduate with the “four-by-four” requirements for 

the RHSP and the DAP. One result of the enhanced requirements was the percentage of students 

graduating under the “Minimum” plan increased from 15 percent in 2009-2010 to 18 percent in 

2010-2011. For those who were economically disadvantaged, the percentage increased from 17 

percent to 22 percent.

In 2009-2010 the state percentage of students graduating under the RHSP was 73 percent, and that 

number declined to 69 percent in 2010-2011. Seventy-four percent of economically disadvantaged 

students completed the RHSP in 2009-2010, but only 70 percent did so in 2010-2011. The 

percentage of students graduating under the DAP in 2010-2011 was 13 percent, exactly the same 

as for 2009-2010. The percent of economically disadvantaged students remained at 9 percent.

The overall result of the new and more rigorous requirements, therefore, at least in the first year 

for graduates, was more students opted for the “Minimum” plan, and fewer pursued the RHSP. 

More than one in five economically disadvantaged students is taking the “Minimum” route.

However, again, putting the quality teachers, small classes, preschool programs, interventions, 

and challenging expectations and curriculum in place to take every student to his or her potential 

is the key—not just writing a policy or passing a law. Small high schools, for example, find it 

difficult to afford all the advanced courses that are more easily accessible in large schools. They 

also have difficulties staffing these courses since they need many teachers with certification 
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in two or more areas. Large schools have such high concentrations of children from low-

income homes, along with inadequate resources, that they cannot provide all the necessary 

supports. Interventions are clearly needed to move students out of the “Minimum” plan—and 

to move more students to the DAP. Too, just as with dropout prevention, the pathway to the 

Distinguished Academic Plan begins when the child starts to school, preferably at age 3. Large 

numbers of children coming into high school unprepared for challenging curriculum and/or 

who are limited-English proficient cannot suddenly become proficient in English and, at the 

same time, be equipped to take 26 rigorous courses and pass the requisite 15 STARRs end-of-

course examinations in four years. Blaming high schools for their inability to do that is totally 

inappropriate. Branding them as “dropout factories” is totally unacceptable. We can only examine 

our policies and our funding priorities for the solutions.

Instructional Materials and Technology
The importance of high-quality and differentiated instructional materials is usually included in 

studies of the importance of high expectations and challenging curriculum. Also important is 

that one of the preferred working conditions for teachers is the availability and access to quality 

curriculum materials and technology.26   Ninety-two percent of Texas teachers say such access is 

either absolutely essential or very important to teacher retention, according to a state-by-state 

survey conducted by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation in 2010.27  No matter how fine a 

curriculum may be, teachers cannot deliver it with fidelity without the necessary instructional 

materials and technology. Here again is an area where money makes a huge difference in student 

learning.

Another area where budget cuts were made in 2011-2013 was in technology. According to Moak 

and Casey (2012, January), $271 million in the technology allotment was eliminated.28  Stutz 

reported the following:

School districts have sharply scaled back their spending on technology in large part because 

of big funding cuts imposed by the Legislature, financial reports from the Texas Education 

Agency show. Expenditures on laptops, desktops, portable computers and related hardware 

have been reduced to about a tenth of what was spent last year, and school districts have 

used only 4 percent of their state aid for instructional materials on technology this year.29

Researchers generally find positive effects for the use of technology in instruction as having the 

potential to transform instruction so that it is not only more effective, but also so that learning is 

extended beyond the school day. Studies show that technology can
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•	 Make true individualization possible at least part of the school day,

•	 Facilitate acceleration of learning,

•	 Change the role of teachers to learning coaches,

•	 Make rich diagnostic assessments accessible, and

•	 Be a source for innovations needed to create 21st century schools.30

Technology implementation requires significant investments in hardware, software, 

infrastructure, professional development, maintenance, Internet access, and support services. It is 

important, therefore, for stakeholders to know how effective it is in improving student learning. 

Among the findings are the following:

•	 Computer-assisted instruction is most effective and yields the greatest outcomes when 

the school provides sufficient technical support, when the software is properly integrated 

into the curriculum, and when the software is implemented in a high-use pattern.31

•	 A review of studies from 1993-2000 on the effectiveness of computer-assisted instruction 

found evidence of a positive association between use of technology and student 

achievement in reading and mathematics, especially in the early and middle grades and 

for those with disabilities.32

•	 A 2000 study found significant gains in achievement across the curriculum when students 

from preschool through high school were taught in a technology-rich environment.33

•	 Using computers to solve simulations significantly improved math scores.34

•	 Computer technology improves the development of higher-order skills of critical 

thinking, analysis, and scientific inquiry.35

•	 Computer technology is a powerful tool for teaching limited-English proficient 

students.36

•	 Teachers’ use of data in making instructional decisions improve student learning. 

Technology plays a vital role in enabling data-driven decision-making.37

•	 So-called “blended instruction,” a combination of face-to-face and online instruction, 

produces greater learning than face-to-face only or online only.38

•	 More time-on-task in online courses produces the most positive outcomes.39
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•	 Teachers who are effective in improving the achievement of disadvantaged children 

tend to use technology to target instruction more effectively; to incorporate a variety 

of strategies; to support teacher-guided instruction; to facilitate remediation and 

reinforcement; to promote advanced thinking strategies; to increase access to resources; 

to motivate students; and to meet the needs of the whole child.40

For those who see technology as a way to eliminate teachers and, therefore, radically reduce the 

cost of education, the research results are clear:  do not go there. First, the research on teacher 

effectiveness is substantial, and it is conclusive about how important the teacher is in promoting 

student achievement, especially for students who are economically disadvantaged (see Chapter 

III:  Quality Teachers Matter). There is no doubt that every child deserves and needs the best 

possible teacher every day.

Second, research is building that “blended learning” has larger effect sizes than teacher-only or 

technology-only approaches. When students have access to both in a meaningful program, then 

they have the best of both worlds, plus the benefits of synergy.

Third, there is mounting evidence that distance learning is not an effective approach for 

educating the vast majority of American children. In Hattie’s reports on meta-analyses of 

studies relating to student achievement, he found “the use of resources, such as adjunct aids and 

computers, can add value to learning.”  However, the findings, he says, are persuasive:  “It is the 

differences in the teachers that make the difference in student learning. . . , and the use, or not, 

of technologies (such as distance learning) does not show major effects on learning if there is no 

teacher involvement.”41

A new study was published by the National Education Policy Center in July 2012 on the 

achievement of children enrolled in the nation’s largest virtual school program, K12 Inc. The 

findings are clear, according to Miron, the lead author:

Children who enroll in a K12 Inc. cyberschool, who receive full-time instruction in front of a 

computer instead of in a classroom with a live teacher and other students, are more likely to 

fall behind in reading and math. These children are also more likely to move between schools 

or leave school altogether—and the cyberschool is less likely to meet federal education 

standards.42

Progress Texas issued a report in May 2012 exposing the low achievement of Texas students 

in the state-funded virtual schools, including outsourcing to K12 Inc. Currently, with funding 
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continuing since 2007, there are more than 8,000 students enrolled. In the same bill that cut $5.4 

billion from public schools across the state, the Texas Virtual Academy got more money—now 

the same amount per student as those in regular schools. Also of interest is the lobby that urged 

passage of the bill creating the Texas Virtual Academy and argued they could educate children 

for half the cost of a bricks and mortar school, and state leaders approved the bill, ignoring all 

the research that predicted lower academic outcomes for students in such settings, especially 

for disadvantaged students. Today, the virtual school not only produces an Unacceptable 

accreditation rating for two consecutive years, but it also costs just as much per student or more 

than a typical school costs.43

One of the models for incorporating “blended learning” into a school’s program is a set of 

principles called Universal Design for Learning (UDL). The original concept came from special 

education, but educators in general now see the advantages of such materials with all kinds 

of students. UDL’s purpose is to design both lesson presentations and instructional materials 

flexibly so that they accommodate all the different ways that students learn and make content 

more accessible and comprehensible. The three design principles are as follows:

•	 Provide multiple, flexible methods of presentation that give students various ways to 

acquire information.

•	 Provide multiple, flexible methods of expression that offer students alternatives for 

demonstrating what they know.

•	 Provide multiple, flexible options for engagement to help students get interested, be 

challenged, and stay motivated.44

UDL is included in the most recent reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA) and in the draft proposals for the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA), or what we now know as NCLB. As these principles are more widely 

adopted, funding will be required for the development of both low-tech and high-tech materials, 

for teachers’ professional development in their use, for purchase and maintenance, and for 

evaluation of their effectiveness.

Setting high expectations and creating challenging curriculum require more than policies or laws. 

They require resources for all the opportunities to learn that may be required for Texas’s 5,000,000 

children—all of them—to meet those expectations by mastery of the curriculum. Graduating a 

student with college- or workforce-readiness45 begins when the child is born. The longer we wait 

to ensure a child is on a positive developmental track, the less chance we have to prevent failure. 
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In the words of John Dewey, “What the best and wisest parent wants for his own child, that 

must the community want for all of its children. Any other ideal for our schools is narrow and 

unlovely; acted upon, it destroys our democracy.”46  
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Yes, Money Still Matters

There is no lack of evidence that money matters, and we know that opportunities to learn 

are where it matters the most. Research confirms quality teachers, small classes, preschool, 

interventions for struggling learners, high expectations, and challenging curriculum, along with 

adequate instructional materials and technology do, indeed, improve student learning and adult 

success. Economists verify improved learning results in very large returns on investment. 

There is no lack of evidence Texas faces some major challenges. With 60 percent of its students 

eligible for the free/reduced meal program, there is clearly a need to provide the best education 

possible in order to assure improved academic achievement and opportunities for social 

mobility—and to ensure a bright and prosperous future for all Texans.

Sadly, there is also no lack of evidence Texas has a broken school funding system and low 

funding is strongly related to low achievement outcomes. The system for funding schools is 

inadequate. It is inequitable. It is outdated. We can fix that quickly if we will unite behind doing 

what is best for the children. We cannot provide the resources that the children need without an 

improved system. We cannot improve student learning without an improved system. We cannot 

reduce the costs of social programs in our state without more educated citizens. We cannot recruit 

high-paying businesses to our state without an educated workforce. We will not appreciably 

increase tax revenues without more people making more money. There is something in this plan 

for everyone. We just need to do the right thing.

Diane Ravitch, a former Texan, is a distinguished education scholar, and she served with 

Secretary Lamar Alexander in the Department of Education during President George H. W. 

Bush’s administration. In recent years she has become one of the most vocal, visual, and positive 

advocates for public education. She has written a best-selling book, she Tweets every day, she is 

a speaker at just about every education conference that matters, and she is fearless. Her words 

cannot be improved upon as a conclusion to Money Still Matters—for Our Children and for the 

Future of the Great State of Texas:
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Our schools cannot be improved by those who say that money doesn’t matter. Resources 

matter, and it matters whether they are spent wisely. The best-informed and most affluent 

parents make sure to enroll their children in schools that have small classes, a broad 

curriculum in the liberal arts and sciences, well-educated teachers, and well-maintained 

facilities. Ample resources do not guarantee success, but it is certainly more difficult 

for schools to succeed without them. If we are serious about narrowing and closing the 

achievement gap, then we will make sure that the schools attended by our neediest students 

have well-educated teachers, small classes, beautiful facilities, and a curriculum rich in the 

arts and sciences.

Our schools cannot be improved if we ignore the disadvantages associated with poverty 

that affect children’s ability to learn. Children who have grown up in poverty need extra 

resources, including preschool and medical care. They need small classes, where they will get 

extra teacher time, and they need extra learning time. . . .

Our schools cannot be improved if we use them as society’s all-purpose punching bag, 

blaming them for the ills of the economy, the burdens imposed on children by poverty, the 

dysfunction of families, and the erosion of civility. Schools must work with other institutions 

and cannot replace them.1

All that is needed at this juncture in Texas history is for those who lead to do what is right. Martin 

Luther King, Jr. provides the inspiration:

On some positions, Cowardice asks the question, “Is it safe?”  Expediency asks the question, 

“Is it politic?”  And Vanity comes along and asks the question, “Is it popular?”  But 

Conscience asks the question, “Is it right?”  And there comes a time when one must take a 

position that is neither safe, nor politic, nor popular, but he must do it because Conscience 

tells him it is right.2

That time is now!

ENDNOTES

1.	 Ravitch, D. (2010). The death and life of the great American school system:  How testing and choice are undermining education. New York City, NY:  Basic Books.
2.	 King, M. L. (1968). Remaining Awake Through a Great Revolution. Speech. Retrieved July 25, 2012, from http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Martin_Luther_King,_Jr. 

YES ,  MONEY ST I LL MATTERS





1220 Colorado Street, Suite 300
Austin, TX 78701

512.478.7313 (phone)
512.478.6433 (fax)
info@equitycenter.org

www.EquityCenter.org


