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★ 
PUBLIC EDUCATION

Widespread access to quality public education is a key 
building block for a strong economy and crucial to a pros-
perous future for our state. In Texas, steady defunding of 
public education has put that future in jeopardy. Texas al-
ready ranks last or near last on education indicators like 
graduation rates and SAT scores, and recent budget cuts 
are sure to exacerbate the problem. Education legal and 
policy expert Holly McIntush gives the landscape of public 
education in Texas and makes the case for why increased 
spending translates into better results. 
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TEXAS PUBLIC EDUCATION AND SCHOOL FINANCE POLICY

 — Holly McIntush, Associate, Thompson & Horton LLP

Texas has set an ambitious and vital goal for its public schools: to en-
sure that every Texas student finishes high school and graduates pre-

pared to enter college or start a career. Everyone agrees that Texas’ future 
depends on our schools meeting this goal. According to the U.S. De-
partment of Education, ninety percent of twenty-first century jobs will 
require some level of post-secondary education. For twenty plus years, 
sociologist and demographer Steve Murdock has warned us that Texas 
must increase the education and income levels of our growing minority 
population or we will face a dire economic and political future. Recogniz-
ing this, the Texas Legislature has mandated that schools offer a more 
demanding curriculum, that students pass a rigorous set of tests in order 
to advance to the next grade level or be promoted, and that teachers close 
the achievement gap separating low-income and minority students from 
their white, middle-class peers. In other words, Texas schools, students, 
and teachers are being graded on whether they are meeting this ambitious 
goal. The problem is this: the Legislature has not given Texas schools, 
students, or teachers the resources necessary to do so. 

For twenty plus years, sociologist and demographer 

Steve Murdock has warned us that Texas must 

increase the education and income levels of our 

growing minority population or we will face a dire 

economic and political future. 

The Curriculum 

To help prepare students to be college or career ready by the time they 
graduate, Texas public schools are required to teach an increasingly broad 
and demanding curriculum. The Texas Education Agency (TEA) and the 
Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board worked together to devel-
op “College and Career Readiness Standards,” which the State Board 
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of Education then rolled into the mandated curriculum. The curriculum 
from pre-kindergarten all the way through grade twelve was strength-
ened and realigned to build toward these standards. Since the 2007-2008 
school year, high school students have been automatically enrolled in the 
recommended or distinguished high school program, rather than the 
minimum high school program — which means they have to take more 
and tougher classes to graduate. This more advanced track includes the 
“4x4” requirement: students must take four years each of mathematics, 
science, social studies and English language arts. Since the 2008-2009 
school year, all school districts have been required to offer a minimum of 
12 semester credit hours of college credit through dual credit, Advanced 
Placement, or International Baccalaureate courses.

The Testing Requirements

Beginning this school year, students will be tested using the State of Texas 
Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR). STAAR includes annual ex-
ams in grades three through eight, plus a series of “end-of-course” exams 
that high school students must pass in order to graduate. The new ex-
ams are aligned to the more rigorous curriculum designed by TEA and 
the Coordinating Board. As a result, the STAAR exam is significantly 
more difficult than Texas’ previous standardized test. Not only are the 
questions themselves more difficult, the total number of questions has 
increased and, for the first time, the exam includes a time-limit. Also for 
the first time, the Legislature is requiring schools to factor the results 
from the exam into the student’s final classroom grade.11 Beginning next 
school year, Texas public schools will also be graded on how well students 
do on the new exam, including whether student performance is steadily 
improving, how many of their students are ready to enter college without 
the need for remedial classes, and whether they are making progress on 
closing the achievement gap.

The Achievement Gap

Even as the performance of Texas school children on the old test (the 
Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills — TAKS) steadily improved, 
there remained a troubling and persistent achievement gap. For exam-
ple, at the eighth grade level, while 88% of white students passed the 
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math TAKS on its first administration, only 76% of Hispanics and 69% of 
African-American students did so. Only 73% of eighth graders identified 
as socioeconomically disadvantaged and only 55% of English language 
learners passed the same test on the first go around. A similar gap exists 
for every grade level and in every subject. If you look at the numbers 
for the higher “college ready” performance level, which is closer to the 
levels students will be expected to perform to on the STAAR, the prob-
lem is even more daunting. In 2010, 70% of white students met the col-
lege ready level on the English language arts TAKS, compared to 52% of 
Hispanics, 51% of African-Americans, 49% of economically disadvantaged 
students, and 10% of English language learners. When you consider that 
the higher drop-out rate among poor and minority students means fewer 
of them even take the exit-level test, you begin to see the extent of the 
challenge facing Texas public schools and teachers. 

Because the very populations that are being left behind are those that are 
growing the most rapidly, what Steve Murdock said in 2003 is still true 
today: if we don’t take positive steps to close the achievement gap, Texas 
will “have a population that not only will be poorer, less well educated, 
and more in need of numerous forms of state services…, but also less able 
to support such services.”12 In other words, “the future of Texas is tied 
to the future of its non-Anglo populations, and how well they do is how 
well Texas will do.”13

The Funding Deficit

At the same time Texas schools and students are being held to a much 
higher standard, their funding has been cut. Funding for Texas schools 
was cut by $5.4 billion during the 2011 legislative session. Approximately 
$4 billion of this cut came from the basic per student formulas. The re-
sults of these cuts are already being felt in Texas schools. Thousands of 
teachers have been laid off, causing class sizes to increase. TEA has since 
received a record number of requests to exceed the state-mandated class 
size of limit of 22 students. Furthermore, everyone expects the cuts to 
have an even bigger impact in the second year of the biennium. 
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At the same time Texas schools and students  

are being held to a much higher standard,  

their funding has been cut.

Perhaps most disturbingly, much of the other $1.4 billion in cuts came 
from special programs aimed at helping to close the achievement gap. 
Grants for full day pre-kindergarten — which is vital to ensuring that 
poor and minority students start kindergarten ready to learn — were 
eliminated. Funding was reduced significantly for tutoring, credit recov-
ery, and drop-out prevention programs. 

The funding cuts have also caused the system  

to become inequitable and inefficient.

The funding cuts have also caused the system to become inequitable and 
inefficient. The Legislature has established two distinct funding mecha-
nisms: (1) the “target-revenue” system, which is arbitrarily tied to the 
funding levels of 2006-2007; and (2) a formula-based system that has 
not been updated in decades and does not reflect the actual differences in 
education costs across districts and student populations. Together, these 
two mechanisms have created unjustifiable funding differences among 
school districts. Furthermore, even before last session’s funding cuts, nei-
ther mechanism was tied to the actual cost of meeting the accountability 
standards or helping students become college and career ready. Because 
both mechanisms are underfunded, the Legislature cannot simply redis-
tribute the money that is currently in the system and “level-down” on a 
“funds available” basis.
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★

THE WAY FORWARD

We’ve long recognized that the ability of Texas public schools to 
do their job — to, in the words of our Texas Constitution, en-

sure a “general diffusion of knowledge” — is vital to the functioning of 
our state. With the growing and changing economy, the Legislature has 
rightly determined that a general diffusion of knowledge requires Texas 
students to graduate from high school prepared to enter college or the 
work force. And so, the Legislature has built a rigorous accountability 
system designed to measure their progress towards meeting this goal. But 
our Constitution also says it is the Legislature’s duty to “make suitable 
provision for the support and maintenance” of an “efficient system” so 
that schools have the ability to achieve a general diffusion of knowledge. 
In other words, the Legislature must equitably fund districts at a level 
high enough to allow all Texas public schools to provide a quality educa-
tion to all students. 

The Legislature must provide our schools with 

equitable, adequate, and suitable funding so that 

they can continue moving forward toward the goal of 

preparing every student for college or a career. 

By cutting funds to public schools at the same time it is increasing ac-
countability standards, the Legislature has failed in its duty. The Legis-
lature must provide our schools with equitable, adequate, and suitable 
funding so that they can continue moving forward toward the goal of 
preparing every student for college or a career. 

★
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HOW TEXAS RANKS

Pupil-teacher ratio in public elementary and  
secondary schools in 2009: 

23rd… at 14.514

Estimated average salary of public school teachers in 2011: 
33rd… at $48,26115

Average teacher’s salary as a percent of  
average annual pay in 2009:

48th… at 104.4%16

Percent of population 25 or older  
with a high school diploma in 2009:

50th… at 79.9%17

Public education expenditures per student in 2008-09:
44th… at $8,61018

Public education expenditures per student as a percent  
of the national average in 2008-09:

 44th… at 83.5%19

Percent	of	public	school	fourth	graders	proficient	 
or better in reading in 2011:

 38th… at 28%20

Percent	of	public	school	eighth	graders	proficient	 
or better in reading in 2011:

39th… at 27%21

Percent	of	public	school	fourth	graders	proficient	 
or better in math in 2011:

28th… at 39%22

Percent	of	public	school	eighth	graders	proficient	 
or better in math in 2009:

12th… at 40%23

PUBLIC EDUCATION FACTS AND FIGURES
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DETAILS

 ■ The 2012-13 budget cuts public education funding by $5.4 
billion, including a $4 billion cut to the Foundation School 
Program.24

 ■ The	2012-13	budget	is	the	first	time	in	modern	history	of	
funding public schools that the state did not fund student 
population growth. 25

 ■ Due to budget cuts, three times as many elementary 
classrooms have been allowed to exceed the state’s class-
size limit in 2011 compared to 2010. 26

 ■ A statewide survey of school districts suggests that 32,000 
staff positions have been eliminated due to the 2011 
budget cuts, and most districts anticipate additional staff 
losses next year.27

 ■ 64.4% of Texas fourth graders are eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunches, compared to the national average of 
52%.28




