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Educational achievement gaps refer to the differences in outcomes we see between different 
demographic groups in our community.  Some student groups in Central Texas – typically our 

poorest students or those with limited English skills – are achieving at levels 40 percentage points 
or lower than the average of all students. You may be here because your child or others that you 

know are struggling.  But whether or not you see this personally, achievement gaps impact us 
all. Noted Texas economist Ray Perryman has estimated that if we don’t close the gaps between 

different groups in getting to college, by 2030 it will cost Central Texans $40 Billion. 

The problem that no one can ignore.

What are the Educational Achievement Gaps?

This Discussion Guide provides an outline for Central Texas communities to come together to 
discuss educational achievement gaps and different approaches we can take to address the 

needs of all of our students.  It allows us to examine the beliefs and consequences of different 
approaches, then come together to create an action plan for our schools and our communities.
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Why Hold Forums?

The Achievement Gaps Dialogues have been designed to create broad and deep community engagement 
around change. But fi rst we need to develop common understanding around questions such as:

• How do these gaps really impact me, 
 my future, and my community?

• If my child is doing OK, do I really need to care  
 about a child in a different community?

• Are we just talking about giving more   
 money/time/resources to schools and   
 kids who are challenged? 

• How can we concentrate on closing  
 these gaps and benefi ting all students?

• If we continue as we have been what   
 will the future look like? Is that the   
 future we want?

         quality education is often the pathway to the American Dream. But too many students in Central Texas 
are not doing well in school. Here is what some people think are the reasons why:

This discussion guide will help you think about 
ways we can work together to help all of our 
children get the education they need to be 

successful in life.   To reach this goal, we will 
need to understand:

 • why some children struggle in school, 

 • what impact different actions have, 

 • how this issue impacts other people   
  in our community. 

A
 • There is not enough money.

 • We don’t have the same high    
  expectations for all students.

 • We don’t have enough teachers.

 • Teacher training doesn’t match our needs.

 • We have large social problems that   
  we cannot expect our schools to fi x.

 • Some parents are more involved   
  than others.

Different views about the reason for the problem 
lead people to see different possible solutions:

 • More accountability for students and teachers.

 • Higher expectations.

 • More resources where they are needed most.

 • Schools, parents and students working   
  together for student success.

4
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How Will This Work?

People in communities across 
Central Texas will meet in small 
groups and will have a trained 
moderator team to help keep the 
dialogue on track. This guide will 
help stimulate your dialogue and 
provide you with a place to take 
notes during your meetings.

As you talk with others in your 
group, think about the beliefs, 
consequences, and costs of 
different actions you might take. 
If we listen to each other and work 
together, we will have a better 
chance of fi nding solutions to 
help young people do their best in 
school.

The fi rst part of this guide will 
provide you with some background 
information about education and 
the achievement gaps in Central 
Texas. After you share your concerns 
and interest in this issue, you will 
discuss three possible approaches 
with your team members. 

Where Will This Lead?

At the end of your forums, your group will identify strategies for 
moving forward.  On the morning of November 15, 2007, delegates 
from each of the communities will meet at the LBJ Presidential 
Library to create action plans for the region. 

The recommended action plans will be shared with schools, colleges, 
youth services groups and the business community. Community 
leaders and policy makers will use the plans to develop a Blueprint 
for Change in Education in Central Texas.

We may not always agree on the causes or the solutions. However, 
we know that when schools and students are successful, the whole 
community does well. Finding solutions to the achievement gaps will 
not be easy. It will take many different efforts, and many different 
groups working together. 

Parents, students, and adults from all walks of life will 
need to be involved. As one member of the organizing 
team in Bastrop noted,

 “I don’t know if any one person has the answer. 
Different people experience things in different ways. 

But we have to do something because we only get 
one chance at these students.”

We are holding community dialogues on the Achievement Gaps in Central Texas 
because we believe:

• People care about their communities.  They want to  
 make things better.

• No one person has the answer and no one person  
 can solve the problem alone.

• When people talk with each other face-to-face, they  
 get to know each other and trust each other. New   
 ideas and plans are born.

• When people consider different points of view on
 a complex issue, they fi nd common ground and    
 better solutions.

• Our policy makers will listen when we come together with action plans for change.

• Community change is stronger, deeper, and more likely to be successful when people work together.
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Recommended Discussion Schedule
(We recommend that each section last two hours. If using an alternate schedule, plan on at least 45 

minutes to discuss each Approach, and plenty of time to refl ect and come together on an action plan.)

Session 1
Getting Started: Guidelines, Overview of the Issue, and Personal Stake
Approach 1: Raise Expectations and Demand Accountability

Session 2
Approach 2: Close the Resource Gap
Approach 3: Address Root Causes

Session 3
Bringing it Together: Refl ections, and Common Ground
Going Forward  From Ideas to Action: Commitments and Next Steps

Getting Started

The goal of this fi rst session is to get to know each other, to share some of our hopes and concerns, to 
develop some guidelines for our dialogue, and to learn some background information about the achievement 
gaps in Central Texas before we launch into approach one. 

   

Overview of the Process

Based on national research, we have outlined three 
approaches to guide our planning discussion:

 • Raise Expectations and Demand Accountability
 • Close the Resource Gap
 • Address Root Causes 

These are broad perspectives of the achievement gaps in 
our community and the Central Texas region, and actions we 
could take to close these gaps. No one approach is “right” 
or “wrong.” We won’t vote on a single approach - we can 
take the best of each plus our own ideas. We will consider 
the benefi ts and consequences of each so that we can make 
recommendations and take actions that will be effective. 

We may also discover new ideas for the group to consider. Our 
goal is to think about and deliberate different perspectives 
and actions - much like a jury does in making a decision. We 
want to make sure that the benefi ts from actions we propose 
don’t lead to negative consequences we hadn’t considered. 

On our fi nal meeting together, we will draw from the best of each 
approach, plus our own creative ideas to craft recommended 
action plans.

This discussion guide suggests questions 
to consider for each approach. To 

encourage deeper dialogue about the 
approach, the moderator may ask follow-up 

questions like:

• If we follow this course of action, what  
 would be the effects on your life?

• For those who hold that position, what  
 do they care deeply about?  What is most  
 valuable to them?

• How would someone make a case against  
 what you just said?

• What are some negative aspects of the  
 approach you favor?

• What would be the consequences of this  
 approach?

• What perspective have we not considered?
 What “voice” have we not heard?
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Personal Introductions

Our own life stories shape our ideas and beliefs. We will use our introductions to share parts of our 
life stories.

Think back. What was school like for you? What did you like and dislike? 
(For students, talk about what school is like for you today. What do you like and dislike?)

How might your personal experiences in school affect your perceptions? 
What do you think are the biggest problems facing the schools in our community?

Why are some students succeeding and not others?

Name:  ___________________________________________________________________ 
Group            _________________________________  ____________________________

Members:    _________________________________  ____________________________

                          _________________________________  ____________________________

                         _________________________________  ____________________________

                          _________________________________  ____________________________

                         _________________________________  ____________________________

Notes
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Guidelines
We need to agree on the rules about how to talk with and listen to 
each other. 

Suggested guidelines that will help us in this work:

 • The moderator is neutral and objective, but will   
  encourage participants to consider the impact of   
  their ideas - both positive and negative.

 • Listen to each other and work hard to understand different  
  perspectives. 

 • Respect differences and consider the value of all ideas. 

 • Ask for clarifi cation if you don’t understand. 

 • Each person gets a chance to talk. No one takes over   
  the conversation.

Are there any other guidelines we should consider?

Overview of Possible Approaches

Approach 1: Raise Expectations and Demand 
Accountability
If we are to close the achievement gaps, we must 
push for increased academic performance of all 
students and make educators accountable for 
the results. We can not assume that some kids 
“just aren’t college material” or will inevitably fall 
behind.

Approach 2: Close the Resource Gaps
Schools in low-income neighborhoods often lack 
the resources and teachers they need to succeed. 
We cannot realistically expect more of students 
in these schools until these resource and funding 
inequities are addressed.

Approach 3: Address Root Causes
Problems that show up as poor academic 
performance begin long before children come to 
school. And they cannot be remedied unless we 
address underlying causes, such as unresolved 
health problems, poor nutrition, stressful living 
conditions, and lack of parental support, which are 
the sources of these defi cits.

So let’s get started with personal introductions and a look at some 
background information about the Achievement Gaps in Central Texas. 

 We call this the Snapshot!



Snapshot of the Achievement Gaps in Central Texas

A quality education is often the pathway to the American Dream. A good education means that people are better 
able to take care of their families fi nancially, to own homes, to enjoy a higher quality of life, to have access to 
good health care, and to contribute to their community. Many students in Central Texas excel and continue 
their education through and beyond high school. But far too many students are not doing well. The differences 
between successful students and those who struggle are called “achievement gaps.”

Some of the ways that we measure achievement are high school and college graduation rates, the types of 
courses students take and standardized assessment scores also known as the Texas Assessment of Knowledge 
and Skills, or TAKS. 
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Different demographic groups including racial and ethnic, gender, socioeconomic and Limited English 
Profi cient learner groups score lower on these achievement measurements than other groups.

 • African American and Hispanic students lag
    behind in achievement areas such as   
   graduation rates (from both high school and  
  college) and TAKS scores, and are less likely to  
  take hard college courses.

 • White students are more likely to take college  
   entrance exams and their scores are   
   signifi cantly higher than African-American and  
   Hispanic students.

 • In almost every district in the Central Texas  
   region, girls graduate high school at a higher  
   rate than boys. In some cases 20% higher!

 • The Limited English Profi cient (LEP)    
  population is the fastest growing student   
  population in the Central Texas region. While   
  LEP achievement gaps have narrowed slightly,   
  LEP students are the lowest performing group   
  on almost every measure, and gaps get wider   
  in the upper grades.

 • Economically-disadvantaged students are   
  consistently at the low end of achievement 
  gaps. In eight Central Texas districts, over   
  60% of the student population is economically   
  disadvantaged.

An Ever-Growing Challenge

Texas has the fastest growing child 
population in the nation, a trend that 
is projected to continue. The greatest 
increase is in the Hispanic population, 
which will grow from about 26% to 35% of 
the Central Texas population over the next 
few years. The total population in the region 
will double by the year 2040, and a rapidly 
growing proportion of future students will 
be economically disadvantaged and Limited 
English Profi cient. 

These changing demographics have created 
new issues for districts across the state, 
not just urban districts. Because the fastest 
growing populations are those who have 
traditionally had the lowest educational 
attainment, the potential impact on 
communities is huge.

Central Texas Student Enrollment Growth
2001-02 to

 
2005-06

39.2%

29.2%

19.8%

14.9%

2.3%

41.4%LEP

Economically Disadvantaged

Hispanic

African-American

All Students

White

Disproportionate Growth Among 
Student Populations

Source: TEA, 2001-2002 and 2005-2006 AEIS Reports Copyright ©. Texas Education Agency.  All Rights Reserved



The Hispanic population is the 
fastest growing  demographic in the 
nation, and Central Texas is at the 
forefront. This trend represents a huge 
opportunity, if we can successfully 
capitalize on the strengths of our 
Hispanic population - or a huge risk if 
we don’t.  We are improving in many 
areas, but large gaps between those 
who are succeeding and those who 
are not remain. 

10

Percent Passing All TAKS for 2006
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Limited English Proficient
Students Struggle More

Every one of us cares about the success of our own children and grandchildren.  But our economic future depends 
not just on our children, or our neighborhood’s children.  Today’s economy requires a higher level of education.  
The U.S. census tells us that 90% of the fastest growing jobs will require some post secondary education, and two-
thirds of jobs created over the next decade will require at least a bachelor’s degree. As our “blue collar” jobs move 
offshore and more and more jobs require higher skills, we need many more students from every economic and 
ethnic group to succeed in order to have strong communities and a sustainable economy.

Consider these statistics:

While over 90% of Central Texas students pass the 5th grade TAKS reading test and the 5th grade TAKS math test, 
by 8th grade, only 85% pass the reading TAKS, and just about 70% pass the math TAKS.  And the achievement gaps 
between groups tend to get larger at higher grades: by 8th grade, the gap between the best and worst performing 
groups on the 8th grade TAKS is over 45% percentage points!

More and more of the career-track jobs we are attracting require core math skills.  Yet those students who drop out 
for academic reasons cite math as the subject they struggled with the most. 

By 2015, we need 40,000 additional Central Texas students in college pursuing Associate or Bachelor’s degrees 
to meet our Closing the Gaps goals. 

We need 8,000 additional nurses in our region by 2012 to meet the needs of our hospitals and medical offi ces.

Overall, too few students ...

 • Graduate high school 

 • Go to college, and 

 • Get a post-secondary degree 

… to meet our regional economic needs and create 
a globally competitive future for Central Texas
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Closing the Gaps to College
The Hispanic college-going rate is 

lagging significantly and must ramp up!
Closing the Gaps Participation Goals
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Source: THECB Closing the Gaps by 2015: 2007 
Progress Report, July 2007

The Economic Impact

Students who do not complete high school earn signifi cantly less per year than students who complete college 
- $28,500 versus almost $70,000. Here’s another way to think about the difference in earnings power. Over 
his/her lifetime, a high school graduate will earn over $1 million more than a student who drops out. A college 
graduate will earn an additional $2 million!

But there is also a heavy cost to the community when our students do not get the kind of education we need for 
a healthy economy. 

Experts say that the economic consequences of not educating all of our children will be enormous. The United 
States is falling behind in global competitiveness, quickly losing ground to countries like China and India in 
preparing students for good, high-paying jobs in technology industries. U.S. students do poorly on international 
tests for mathematics and problem solving, while Asian countries excel. 

Consider these sobering statistics:
 

If we do not increase the number of students in college 
to reach our “closing the Gaps” goals by 2030: 

• We stand to lose over 85,000 jobs in Central Texas.
• Total expenditures in the region will decline by over  
 $40 billion.

But if we close the education gaps and help all 
students succeed, we could increase employment 

opportunities in Central Texas by more than 
100,000 jobs and yield the state an additional 

$1.9 trillion by 2030! 

Get High School Diploma = 
Earn an additional $1,000,000

in your lifetime

Get College Degree = 
Earn an additional $2,000,000

in your lifetime

Speak two languages = 
Better Employment Opportunities
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Achievement gaps between different groups are not just a public education problem! We see different rates of 
achievement before school starts, in K-12, and in college.

Of course, while success rates are often tracked by 
ethnicity, the underlying causes are more complex: 
poverty, neighborhood and community infl uences, 
parents’ education rates, family support, etc.

Central Texas Graduation
Rates by Ethnicity 
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*Due to smaller population sizes, the data for Asian American Students rely on State averages

Copyright ©. Texas Education Agency.  All Rights ReservedSource: TEA AEIS reports, THECB Aggregate Data Request

2005 High School Graduation and 6-Year College 
Graduation Rate ending in 2005

What can we do?

This guide will walk you through three different 
approaches. Think of these as starting points. We 
will not vote on one approach, but will take the 
best of each approach along with new ideas that 
come up during our sessions. We will consider 
the benefi ts and drawbacks of each approach so 
that we can make recommendations and take 
actions that will be wise and likely to lead to 
success. Our goal is to think about and deliberate 
different perspectives – much like a jury does in 
making a decision. 

The three approaches we will consider are:
 

 • Raise Expectations and Demand    
  Accountability

 • Close the Resource Gaps

 • Address Root Causes

But before you start talking about the approaches, think 
about why it is important to you to close the achievement 
gap. We call this step, Our Personal Stake.
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Our Personal Stake

We are using the term “gaps” 
because there are many different 
gaps in student achievement. 
You have just learned about the 
demographics of students who 
are struggling, and the economic 
impact of the achievement gaps 
on our community. But behind the 
numbers and data are real people 
and real stories. You are here 
because you care and have a stake 
in the outcomes of these forums. 
You have a story to share. 

Think about these questions and share your responses with the members of your dialogue group.

Questions to consider…

Why do you think this is an important issue?

What is your greatest concern when you think about the achievement gaps?  Do you have a story that illustrates 
why that concern is importatnt to you?

Which gap has had the biggest impact on you and your school?

What voices or perspectives are represented in our group? What voices are missing that we should 
consider as we move forward?

We will consider three possible approaches for addressing gaps we see in our communities. Remember, 
these are not the only options. We can even take bits and pieces of each approach, plus new ideas to 

create our own action plan. These approaches are our starting point to make sure that we think deeply 
about different ideas and what they might mean to our schools and students.
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APPROACH 1: Raise Expectations and Demand Accountability

“If we are to close the achievement gap, we must push for increased academic performance of all 
students and make educators accountable for the results.”

Many school administrators, teachers, and even 
parents lower their expectations for economically 
disadvantaged and racial minority students. When 
we have low expectations for students, it becomes a 
self-fulfi lling prophecy, and the cycle continues. 

Approach one advocates say that if all students are 
pushed to succeed and expected to perform at high 
levels, most under-achieving students will rise to 
meet the challenge.

This is happening at Gonzalo Garza Independent High 
School in Austin, where over 98% of the students 
are identifi ed by the state as “high risk,” and yet the 
school boasts a high rate of student success. The 
key, say the principal and staff, is to believe in the 
ability of all students to learn and earn a diploma. 
Garza is a year-round high school that offers a self-
paced, academically rigorous program. Students who 
have not succeeded in other school settings do well 
because of the respect and confi dence they receive 
from the staff at Garza. 

Another example of the impact of high expectations 
is the Positive Behavior Support program, where 
rules, manners and positive behavior models are 
emphasized to elementary students. This program has 
had great success. For instance, Pickle Elementary 
School sent more students to the district’s alternative 
center for disciplinary problems than any other school 
in 2003-04. They adopted this program and didn’t 
send a single child to the alternative center in 2006.

What is the key to success in these programs?  They 
set high expectations for every student.  
  

Tim still remembers his fi fth-grade teacher outlining on the 
chalk board the educational tracks  that would determine 
their future. High track students would grow up to be 
doctors and lawyers. Middle track were destined to become 
secretaries and nurses, and the lower track students would 
probably be garbage men or unemployed. She then publicly 
sorted the kids into the tracks that supposedly could predict 
their fate. Some students were elated. Many more were 
devastated. Not surprisingly, there was a close correlation 
of track placement with family income and skin color. 

A wise youth, Tim knew that something wasn’t right about 
his placement – middle track, low expectations. Fortunately, 
Tim’s parents defi ed his teacher’s expectations and 
encouraged him to succeed. Now Tim shares that message 
with other young people as the Lead Community Organizer 
for Austin Voices for Education and Youth, a career path his 
teacher never considered!

“It’s just necessary that people instill 
in children the will to succeed. You can 

achieve a lot if you just believe in yourself. 
And you just keep working at it. You have to 
have tenacity. There’s a lot of people who 
are going to say you’re not going to make 

it, but you can’t believe them.”
- Hispanic mother of two 

& successful entrepeneur 
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Accountability

Around the country, people often refer to “the Texas 
Miracle” in education. Texas was one of the earliest 
states to adopt statewide testing systems to measure 
the success of their students and their schools. The idea 
was that we would never improve until we measured our 
results. Texas also built an accountability tracking system 
that separates results. That means that the poor results 
of a few groups can’t be hidden in the average.  Once 
performance was tracked publicly, parents and leaders 
could ask more of their schools, and outcomes improved 
across the state.

In 2001, Congress passed The No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) Act, which requires school systems to report 
annually on the state test results achieved by all students 
as well as their school attendance, special education 
placement, and other factors associated with student 
performance.  The goal of NCLB was to make sure schools 
would do whatever it takes to help every child succeed. 

The goal of accountability is to increase educational 
output. Supporters of this approach, say that 

educators will try harder, schools will adopt more 
effective methods and students will learn more.

Teachers and Schools 

According to Christopher Jencks and 
Meredith Phillips, co-editors of the book 
The Black-White Test Score Gap, teachers’ 
competence shows a stronger association 
with how students learn than any other 
widely used measure. But the teachers who 
fail competency tests are concentrated in 
black and poor schools.  Furthermore, 
they cite broad research that shows that 
“teachers do have lower expectations for 
blacks than for whites.”  One superintendent 
in Central Texas refl ected, “all our teachers 
were taught that there is a natural bell 
curve, and so some students would fail no 
matter what.  It’s hard to overcome decades 
of cultural bias to set the expectation that 
every student can succeed.”

Many parents, politicians, and citizens 
think that some educators take the “easy 
road” and focus on the easiest students, 
letting the challenged ones get “lost” in 
the system.  Until we hold all students and 
teachers to a high expectation, academic 
achievement gaps will remain wide.

Tracking student performance has made aparent the 
academic divide between white and Asian-American 
students on the one hand and African-American, 
Native-American, and Hispanic students on the other. 
Under this spotlight, school systems can no longer 
ignore these achievement gaps between different 
groups.  

Under NCLB, schools that don’t meet their state’s 
academic requirements two years in a row are 
identifi ed as under-performing schools. Students 
must be given a chance to move out of these schools 
to another school in the district. If the schools don’t 
meet state standards for three years, students must 
be offered free tutoring or other academic services.   
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On the Other Hand…

Accountability and high expectations only go so far, critics say. the gaps can not be closed If schools don’t have 
good teachers and principals, and their facilities and materials are inadequate. Some schools are trying to 
educate students who come to school hungry or with other basic needs that affect learning. 

Critics of accountability also say that high-stakes testing increases the incentives for schools to “game” the 
system, does not fairly refl ect the student’s learning, and actually hurts the students it was intended to help. 
According to the Texas Center for Education Research Policy, standardized testing in Texas has reduced the 
quality and quantity of courses in subjects not included in the tests. This “narrowing of the curriculum” is one 
unintended consequence of standardized testing. 

As one Central Texas teacher said, “We’ve lost all kinds of focus 
about a normal education. We teach to the test so things that a 
third-grader used to know or used to be exposed to – we don’t 

have time to do that because they consider that “fl uff”. You never 
get to talk about anything important because it has to be so tied to 
the TAKS test and if it’s not on there, it’s not important! Everything 
I used to teach, I haven’t taught in years and years, because I’m 

afraid I’ll get in trouble.”

Setting high expectations is not just about testing.  Texas recently adopted a “4x4” curriculum, where every 
high school student is expected to take four years of math and four years of science, in addition to English and 
other subjects.  This curriculum will better prepare students for college, but some fear that it’s too high of an 
expectation for some students. They worry that some student will drop out rather than facing more math and 
science than they are able to master. 

Still other critics of approach one think that parents need to be more accountable. Often, educators blame 
parents for students’ academic problems as much as parents blame educators. But “blame” doesn’t fi x the 
problem. Approach one can only go so far, given the inequities of U.S. school systems where many children 
attend poor schools that lack essential equipment and employ the least-qualifi ed teachers. 
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Questions to consider:

• Are we holding our schools and all of our students to high standards in this community?

• If we raised our expectations for student performance, what impact would that have?

• What do we mean when we use the term accountable?  Is accountability the same as testing? 

• What measurements are most important to us?

• How do we defi ne “success” in our education system? 

Moving Toward Action:

• What are ideas we like and want to keep from this approach?

• What are concerns or things we want to avoid that may happen from taking this approach?

• Describe ways that raising expectations and holding ourselves accountable for reaching those expectations  
 can help to close the achievement gaps in Central Texas.
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APPROACH 2: Close the Resource Gaps

Schools in low-income neighborhoods often lack the resources they need to succeed. We 
cannot realistically expect more of students in these schools until these resource and funding 

inequities are addressed.

The primary sources of funding for schools are state and 
local tax dollars. Wealthy communities with expensive 
homes and a strong business presence collect far more 
money for schools than poor communities. In 1993, 
the State Legislature adopted a plan to redistribute 
local tax revenues from wealthier districts to poorer 
districts to make education spending more equitable. 
Tax distributions were adjusted in 2006, but even with 
these plans in place, rich districts get more money 
from legislative appropriations, local bond monies, 
and foundation/school based funds.

When discussing the resource gaps in public education, 
it is useful to think of both equity and adequacy. Equity 
means distributing resources fairly. Adequacy means 
having enough resources to meet our educational 
goals. In both areas, Central Texas schools face a 
number of resource gaps, say supporters of this 
approach.

Given the diversity of the Central Texas student 
population and the changing demographics of the area, 
there are no easy answers to the issues of equity, or 
adequacy. However, approach two supporters believe 
that alternative funding and more resources must be 
the focus of any plan for closing student achievement 
gaps. They say that those who need help the most 
should not be the ones who get the least.

When Ann’s daughter was at Martin Middle School, 
she joined the other parents, teachers and staff 
working overtime to make the school outstanding. 
Their efforts paid off with a Blue Ribbon Schools 
Award that honors elementary, middle, and high 
schools that are models of academic success. 
Unfortunately, the following year, a number of 
excellent teachers left for teaching positions in the 
suburbs, where they were closer to their homes and 
teaching was less demanding. “We were just victims 
of our own success, I guess,” noted Ann. “I can’t 
really blame them for wanting to save the commute 
time, especially with gas prices. In today’s terms a 
thirty-minute commute is $50 a week. It’s just hard 
to keep good teachers in poorer communities.”

“Our families were decent and cheered for 
everybody’s kids.  We were happy when their 

kids did well, but they totally snubbed our 
kids for not having fancy uniforms.”

-Mother  in low income neighborhood



Calling all Teachers

Central Texas schools face a number of resource shortages, but one that will 
become increasingly important to address is the lack of teachers. Of particular 
concern is the need for educators in high demand areas such as math and 
science, and bilingual educators to support a growing limited English-speaking 
student population. The Limited English Profi cient (LEP) student population is 
the fastest growing population in Central Texas, but there are too few qualifi ed 
bilingual counselors and teachers able to help them learn English and succeed 
in school. 

For example, in San Marcos one counselor in each grade at the high school 
serves approximately 750 students. Many of these are LEP students who do 
not have role models or family members who have gone to college. They need 
extra support and trusting relationships to gain confi dence in their ability 
to succeed academically and to see possibilities for their lives through and 
beyond high school.  

Sometimes, communities rich in resources are able to attract teachers through 
incentives well beyond what the state or federal government pays. For example, this year the Eanes Education 
Foundation is granting $925,000 for 17+ teacher positions and helping 10 teachers get their master’s degrees 
by providing tuition assistance and holding classes at the district offi ce. 

But poorer communities may have very limited access to resources to attract, support, and retain their teachers. 
The result is that lower performing students remain at a disadvantage, and are often in courses taught by the 
least qualifi ed, least experienced teachers. 
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Gaps Exist From School to School

In Telling Truths and Dispelling Myths About 
Race and Education in America, researchers 
from the Education Trust found poor children 
and children of color get less of everything 
that makes a difference in high-level student 
performance. Their teachers, principals, and 
other administrators tend to be less qualifi ed, 
less experienced, and more likely to be teaching 
out of their fi elds. 

According to the Texas State Comptroller, 
students taught by fully certifi ed and experienced 
teachers can overcome signifi cant economic 
and environmental challenges. In one study, low-
achieving students placed with the most effective 
teachers gained 50 points on standardized 
exams. 



20

On the Other Hand…

Critics of this approach point out that the public has been pouring money and other resources into the public 
schools for years with little change. Although reading scores on the National Assessment of Education Progress 

have shown limited improvement in lower grades, there has been no 
improvement in upper grades across the country in the last 20 years. 
Further, they cite high-achieving, high-poverty schools nationwide that 
are showing how it can be done without spending a lot of money. These 
schools focus on student and family habits and attitudes, set high 
expectations, involve parents and communities, and create an improved 
school environment. 

According to a former elementary school principal, resources may be 
available, but inaccessible or under-utilized because of economic and 
cultural barriers. For example, students with computers in the home 
are more likely to use computers at school than kids who do not have 
access to computers outside of the school. They also use them for 
more sophisticated applications. The gap is not in the availability of the 
resources, but in how they are used. Another administrator noted that 
tutoring services are available at most schools, but often go unused. 
Students and parents are not taking advantage of these free resources.

Still other critics maintain that the problem lies not in the schools or in 
current funding practices, but in the larger society. Cultural norms and 
home life may be the root of the achievement gap problems. Poverty, 

poor housing, and inadequate health care are obstacles to learning that many children can’t overcome. They say 
that the public must look at the underlying causes of students’ failure to learn. 

But in Central Texas, the opposite is happening:

• Schools with the most number of economically
  disadvantaged students have the highest 
 percentage of teachers teaching math and 
 science without a certifi cation in that fi eld or  
 teaching outside their subject area. The   
 NCLB states that any teacher hired after the 
 fi rst day of the 2005 school year to teach in a
  Title 1 program must be “highly qualifi ed.”   
 

• Less-experienced teachers are more likely to   
 work in schools with poorer, non-white students 
 and teacher and principal turnover is higher in   
 these schools than elsewhere. 

• Getting the highest-qualifi ed teachers into 
 low-income, minority schools is no easy task. 
 Many teachers and principals just don’t want to be
 there because they can fare better in less
 challenging environments and more affl uent schools.

Teachers Teaching 
Out of Field in 
Central Texas 

Schools with 0-25%
of Students 

Economically 
Disadvantaged

Schools with 75-100%
of Students 

Economically 
Disadvantaged

Math          5.50%         32.30%

Science           20.30%             46.60%

Qualifi ed teachers Not at Schools with 
Highest Needs as of 2005



Questions to consider…

• How do you defi ne “fairness” or “equity” in school funding? Is it the same amount of money for every   
 student? 

• Should some schools receive additional money to provide support for low-performing students?

• How does funding affect the schools, teachers, and students in our community? Are there ideas for how  
 we might use our resources better?

• Which problems in our schools do you think might be solved with additional resources and which would  
 not?

• What assets or resources do we have in our community that we are not using effectively? What   
 additional resources do we need to support our teachers and students?
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Moving Toward Action

• What are the ideas we like and want to keep from this approach?

• What are some concerns or things we want to avoid that may happen if we take this approach?

• What are some ways that we can get enough resources where they are needed most to help close the  
 achievement gaps in Central Texas? 
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APPROACH 3: Address the Root Causes
Problems that show up as poor academic performance begin long before children come to school. 

We have to address underlying causes, such as unresolved health problems, poor nutrition, 
stressful living conditions, and lack of parental support.

Approach three supporters say that we can’t shrink the achievement gaps and boost academic performance until 
we tackle the larger social issues. Children cannot learn at their potential when they are in crisis or face signifi cant 
emotional and physical needs. Most students who drop out of school are dealing with multiple problems that 
present barriers to their education - poverty, unattended health needs, hunger, an unemployed or incarcerated 
parent, and domestic violence.

A child in a high-risk environment can already be two years behind developmentally by the age of fi ve. They start 
school at a disadvantage, continue to struggle with an unstable home life and experience repeated failure at 
school. We cannot continue to lay these problems at the schoolhouse door. 

Maria and her sister grew up in an East Austin home 
with an absentee father and a mother constantly 
strung out on drugs who regularly brought other users 
and dealers home with her.  When they were removed 
from the home by social services, the sisters went to 
live with their grandparents.  But when Maria had a 
baby at 17, her grandmother said there just wasn’t 
enough room for all of them in the small house, and 
she had to fi nd a new place to live.  After dropping out 
of school and bouncing around on friends’ couches, 
she literally ended up living under a bridge with her 
two-month old little girl.  A juvenile court advocate 
sent her to the American YouthWorks dropout 
recovery charter school, where she was able to fi nd 
child care, a nurturing education and job-training 
environment, and transitional housing.  Maria recently 
graduated – the fi rst in her family to get a high school 
diploma - but every day is still a struggle as she tries 
to raise a daughter and hold down her fi rst real job.

Ready for School 

National studies confi rm that African-American, Hispanic, and Native American children are not as ready for 
kindergarten or fi rst grade as white and Asian-American children. According to a Carnegie study of kindergarten 
teachers, fully 35% of students start their education not properly prepared to learn or without foundational tools.  
These numbers increase dramatically for students in at-risk situations such as in single-parent homes, limited English 
profi cient families, and poverty. “The fi rst fi ve years of life are a period of extraordinary cognitive and behavioral 
development,” researcher George Farkas says, “and it is not surprising that family structure and parental education, 
occupation, and income should affect this process.”  

Experts say making sure poor kids are ready for school requires work on several fronts. When young children are 
read to, they learn to read and comprehend better than children who do not have that experience. This is the 
foundation for success in schools.  But African-American and Hispanic children are read to considerably less than 
white children. Children in poverty are read to less than children who are not impoverished.   



Take a look at the numbers. They are staggering.

Poverty  In 2006, 25.2% of Texas children under the age   
 of fi ve were living in poverty. The poverty rate for   
 children under 18 is only slightly better at 22%.   
 Think about it this way. One out of every four   
 children lives in poverty. 

Food  In the fi ve counties that make up the Central Texas
and region, the percentages of school children receiving
Nutrition Free or Reduced Price Lunch varies from a high of
 64.1% in Caldwell to a low of 29.5% in Williamson.  
 As one teacher stated, “These kids are coming to us 
 with such needs we’ve never, ever faced before. First  
 of all, they’re starving! Literally, they are starving. 
 Every meal they get, I think they get from us.”

Health  For the past several years, Texas has also had the
 most number of children without health insurance in  
 the nation.  (An estimated 1.3 million children, birth  
 to age 18 were uninsured in 2005).
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County

% of Children 
Receiving Free or 

Reduced Price Lunch 
in 2006

Bastrop

Caldwell

Hays

Travis

Williamson

TEXAS (State)

58.2%

64.1%

49.3%

58.6%

29.5%

59.1%

We’re All in This Together 

Communities In Schools tackles the dropout problem through 
a network of volunteers, on-campus social services, and 
community resources that work together to help the most 
challenged students succeed. The organization focuses on 
campus-based social counseling and projects that encourage 
greater community involvement.  

For example, Communities in Schools–Central Texas Inc. currently 
oversees a program called the XY-Zone, which provides support 
and guidance to teenage males  who are at risk of dropping out of 
school. Data from an evaluation initiated in 2004 concludes that 
89% of the young men in the program have made improvements 
in academics, behavior or school attendance and that XY-Zone 
participants are less likely to engage in risky behaviors such as 
drug and alcohol use. 

Yet the many community-based efforts are not enough to fully address the growing social ills that Central Texas 
children face. For example, Communities in Schools estimates that there are 104,000 young people who could 
benefi t from their services and yet, they are only able to provide extensive services for 5,000.

There are a number of service agencies in the Austin Metropolitan area that focus on early literacy and preparing 
economically disadvantaged children for school. Various organizations are focusing on different issues including 
health, nutrition, safety, early childhood education, parent training and improved child care facilities. Since 
2004, the United Way Capital Area has facilitated the Success by 6 Program. This program is a collaboration 
of over 30 non-profi t organizations, community leaders, and local businesses focusing on a healthy, happy and 
smart early childhood.  
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On the Other Hand…

Critics of this approach point to two big problems. First, requiring public funds to address daunting issues, such 
as health and housing needs, is a very costly strategy and out of reach for the communities that have the greatest 
need.   

Second, there is no guarantee that tackling these problems will do anything to improve performance or close the 
achievement gap. With all the outside resources we have today, poor and minority kids consistently under-perform 
their white and more affl uent peers. As Professor John Ogbu has noted, middle-class students can perform poorly 
as well. These students have the means to meet these needs on their own. Why are they still struggling? 
Some opponents of this approach say that it involves unnecessary government intervention. Parents should be 
encouraged to provide for their children through programs that help put them to work and get access to better jobs. 
In fact many free tutoring opportunities for students are never used despite school districts’ aggressive efforts to 
promote these services. Some feel that the government should provide a leg up, not a handout. 

Finally, some critics maintain that this approach does not go far enough. Only simultaneous interventions by families, 
schools, and the larger society will lead to sustained academic improvement for low-income and minority children.

Research has shown that the mother’s education 
level is the most important factor in whether or not 
a student will go to college.  Students whose parents 
are not educated need additional support. Without 
role models and support beyond academics, too few 
of these students successfully go on to college. 

Supporters of Approach Three would say that the 
widening achievement gap is due to all forms of social 
inequality, and no amount of school reform is going to 
fi x that. They recognize that focusing on such a broad 
range of issues is costly but it can reap enormous 
benefi ts. The achievement gap will close only if society 
as a whole embraces schooling and support systems 
for parents and students that will foster learning. 
Community partners and service agencies, they say, 

Educators, public offi cials, parents, business leaders, and citizens in other Central Texas 
communities are also doing things to tackle the root causes. For example: 

• The Round Rock Families in Transition Program  
 helps support homeless students. The program  
 may provide transportation for the student to stay  
 in their home school, funding for students to visit 
 college campuses, and even musical   
 instruments or equipment so they can participate  
 in extracurricular activities.

• The Bastrop Education Foundation raises money
 to help students take SAT preparatory classes,  
 supports innovative teaching grants to teachers  
 and encourages the community to become  
 engaged in supporting schools. 

• The Housing Authority of the City of Austin (HACA)
 Drop Out Prevention program sponsors after- 
 school tutoring programs at HACA communities,  
 case management services, incentive programs, 
 a higher education scholarship program, and Boy  
 and Girl Scout clubs at some HACA communities. 

• Project Mustang in Manor provides a safe place 
 for kids to be after school to explore their   
 interests and further academic achievement in  
 an environment where they gain real world  
 experiences.

should provide a rich mix of support for children and 
families in need, helping to solve the social problems 
that prevent so many children from learning. 

Solving social problems like poverty or racial inequality 
will not be an easy task, but this strategy is more likely 
to be successful than focusing on just schools and 
educators.

“I left home when I was 16. My mom didn’t 
make enough money to support me and I 

couldn’t deal with my dad. I just bounced around 
for two years living wherever I could. But I paid 

rent and I stayed in school. It was hard.”
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Questions to consider…

• What are some “root cause” problems that affect student performance in our community?

• What factors will likely pose the greatest challenge to us in addressing root cause problems? 

• Is it realistic to put our emphasis on this long-term strategy when we have children who are falling   
 behind now?

• What should the role of parents be and how should they be held accountable?

Moving to Action

• What are the ideas we like and want to keep from this approach?

• What are some concerns or things we want to avoid that may happen if we take this approach?

• What are some ways we can help to close the achievement gaps in Central Texas by addressing root   
 causes? 
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Going Forward: From Ideas to Action 

Talk is just talk, and ideas are just ideas unless we do something with them.

In this session we will begin to construct action steps. But fi rst lets imagine a community where all students 
succeed.

Picture a Community Where All Students Can Do Their Best…

We want our schools and our communities to help all of our 
students do their best. Let’s picture what that would look like. 
Later we will identify action steps that will help us to make 
these visions happen. As we talk today, review your notes and 
the ideas and concerns your team discussed in prior meetings. 
Imagine that you have addressed all of the concerns about the 
achievement gap that you discussed. What does your school 
look like? What does your community look like? What are 
teachers, students, parents and community residents doing?

Develop Action Steps

Now that we have a picture of a community where all of our students can succeed, let’s talk about specifi c 
action ideas to bring that vision to life. We also need to decide which of these ideas are most important. We 
can divide these actions according to the primary actor responsible for carrying out the action steps. There are 
things that:

 • our community can do   • our schools can do
 • we can do on our own   • we can do together

Make a list of action ideas that these actors can do. Think about action ideas that you believe would work for 
your community. Talk about ideas you discussed in your earlier sessions and invent new ideas. 

Based on your ideas, identify tangible, measurable action steps that you can take in your community.   

Sample Action Steps:

 • Set measurable goals for closing the achievement gap and include them in the district  
   strategic plan. For example, set goals for closing the gap in third grade reading passing  
  rates, college readiness and high school graduation rates. Publish the results in the area  
  newspaper.

 • To ensure greater access to higher education for all students, hold a referendum to include  
  all of our community in the Austin Community College service/taxing district.

 • Compare programs and curriculum for our limited English profi cient students with others  
  around the region to make sure we are taking advantage of best practices for this group.

 • Create a mechanism to fund Community in Schools in all of our area high schools.

 • Create a task force to study funding and teacher allocation in our community/region.  
  Are our resources equitable and adequate?
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Commitments and Next Steps
Get back together with the other discussion groups in your community and compare your best ideas for action.

• What common themes and ideas emerge?

Consider:

• Which of these actions are specifi c to your own community, and which could be leveraged across the   
 Central Texas region?

• Which are actions that your community members can undertake?  Which require actions from school  
 districts or colleges?  Which require partnerships of multiple groups?

• Which actions are tactical – those that you could undertake within the next year?  Which are more   
 strategic and require additional time and investment?

• Most importantly: Which actions have the best chance of closing achievement gaps for our students?
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As a community, develop your “Top 10” list of actions to include in your Community Action Plan. Make sure that 
they include local and regional activities that are both tactical and strategic, some of which might be addressed 

by community groups, or schools, or both.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.




