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LATINO STUDENT IMPROVEMENTS ON THE TAAS EXAM

The passrates for Latino students in Texas on the TAAS exam have lagged behind those
for Anglo students. Recent trends in Latino test scores are encouraging, however. From 1991 to
1997, the statewide pass rate for Latino students on the TAAS has improved from 41.5% to
61.9%, compared to arate of change for non-minority students of 68.9% to 84.9%. This
improvement in Latino pass rates is notable, but much more progress is needed. One of the mgjor
godls of the Texas Educational Excellence Project is identifying those school districts that have
made significant strides in improving the performance of Latino students on the TAAS exam. By
identifying exemplary districts, we hope to provide the public and policy makers with information
that will inform future policy making efforts aimed at improving Latino education in Texas.

The approach of the Texas Educational Excellence Project isto use a statistical technique,
multiple regression analysis, as atool for identifying the top school districtsin Texas for Latino
students. Multiple regression analysis makes it possible to develop generalizations about the
overall performance of Texas school districts in educating Latino students, while also providing
information that can be used to make comparisons across individua school districts. Our moddl is
based on an education “ production function” where student performance (defined as L atino pass
rates on the TAAS) is afunction of inputs into the educational process, such as operating
expenditures, student-teacher ratios, and various educationa policies. Estimation of this
production function results in predictions about how well districts are expected to do, given the
level of inputs available to them. Based on the results of the production function model, we
compare how well districts actually perform to how well the statistical model predicts they should
perform based on their inputs. The difference, if any, between the actual results and the
predictions indicates how well districts are doing in educating Latino students.

Our units of analysis are 350 Texas school districts with at least 1000 students. To make
sure that the districts are performing relatively similar functions, we further limit the analysis to
districts with some but no more than 90 percent Anglo students and at least 10 percent Latino
students, that is, multiethnic districts. This reduces our total number of districtsto 262. Our data
come from two basic sources. The Texas Educational Agency and the U. S. Bureau of the
Census, School District DataFile.

Dependent Variable: Student Performance

The state of Texas requires students in certain grades to take standardized TAAS tests
every year. The percentage of Latino students in each district who pass these tests is the
dependent variable in our analysis. We do not claim that results on TAAS exams account for the
overall learning experience of Latino students. Student performance is a multi-dimensional



concept that can be measured in variety of different ways. However, pass rates on TAAS exams
do measure whether students are picking up basic academic skills from grade to grade. Our
dependent variable, therefore, focuses primarily on how well districts perform in teaching Latino
students basic skills, and should not be construed as an overall measure of Latino student learning.

Independent Variables

A variety of factors known to influence education performance are included in our
production function. All the independent variables are culled from the education literature and are
frequently used in education production functions. Essentially, we use two sets of independent
variablesin our analysis. Thefirst set of variables includes resource input and educational policy
variables. The second set of variables includes measures that control for differencesin
environmental characteristics across school districts.

Resour ce and Policy Variables

1. Expenditures. The relationship between expenditures and educational outcomes is one of the
most contested relationships in educational policy. Examining awealth of studies, Hanushek
(1986; 1989; 1996) contends that there is no consistent relationship between money and student
outcomes. Although this finding has been challenged by others (Hedges and Greenwald 1996), it
remains the conventional wisdom. In recent longitudinal studies, however, Murray (1995), Evans,
Murray and Schwab (1997), and Murray, Evans and Schwab (1995) found that districts that
increased expenditures had improved performance afterward.

Our expenditure variables include per pupil operating expenditures, teacher salaries, and
the percentage of district money from state funds. Per pupil operating expenditures are used in
preference to total per pupil spending because many Texas districts spend lavishly on non-
operating activities. Education is personnel intensive, and most spending pays saaries of teachers
and other staff. Higher salaries are perceived in economic theory as away to attract better
qualified persons to a profession (Hanushek and Pace 1995). Finaly, state aid can be used to
compensate for inequitiesin local tax bases. Although Texasis not known for redistributive
educational policies and has along history in court on this issue (San Antonio Independent School
District v. Rodriquez, 1973; Edgewood Independent School District v. Kirby, 1987; See also
Texas Research League 1986; Accountable Cost Advisory Committee 1986; Welher 1988),
greater funds from state governments can compensate for a meager local tax base. The
rel ationships between these expenditure variables and district Latino pass rates should be positive
- i.e., more financial resources should lead to better performance on TAAS exams.

2. Teacher Attributes. Teachersare acrucia force in shaping student performance. Asa
profession based on life-long learning, there should be some advantage in having teachers with



adequate experience, especialy in multiracia districts. The presence of more experienced teachers
should have a positive effect on student performance. In this sense, teacher experience can be
viewed as an important resource variable. Our first variable is a measure of average teacher
experience (in years) for each district. To further tap into the concept of experience, we also
include the percentage of non-certified teachersin each district. Our expectation is that this
relationship should be negative.

3. Policy Variables. Education policies are adopted to influence student performance. Two such
policies deal with student learning environment--class size and gifted classes. Although many
studies indicate that only major changes in class size are effective, schools with smaller class sizes
should have an advantage at the margins (see Pate-Bain et al. 1992; Nye et a. 1992; Hedges and
Greenwald 1996; Hanushek 1996, 54). Our first policy variable is the student-teacher ratio in each
district. Gifted classes are generaly viewed as venues for providing the best education that a
school system can offer (See DeHaan 1963). The number of students enrolled in gifted classes
varies greatly across school districtsin Texas (0 to 31%). Greater access to gifted classes should
result in better student performance. To summarize, class size should have a negative relationship
to exam performance, while the availability of gifted classes should be positively related to exam
performance.

Control Variables

School districts vary widely in terms of environmental or background characteristics. To
ensure that we are comparing apples to applies, controls must be included for various district
background characteristics. Controlling for district background characteristicsis also a crucia
step that facilitates comparisons of findings across different school districts.

Our first control variable measures district poverty. In the context of educational policy,
poverty is a serious constraint on student performance. Poverty not only means students lack
access to learning tools in the home (computers, educational toys, etc.) but is also correlated with
aless stable and less supportive home environment (e.g., single parent households, high rates of
teen pregnancy, and low educational expectations; Necochea and Cune 1996; Fuller et. al. 1996).
Our first measure of poverty isthe percent of studentsin each district that qualify for free or
reduced-price meals in school lunch programs. As the percentage of students in poverty rises,
district pass rates on TAAS exams should decline. Our second poverty measure was the
percentage of Hispanic familiesin the school district with incomes below the poverty level.

The home educational background of Latino studentsis the third control variable used in
the analysis. We use the percentage of Latino adults, age 25 and older with at least a high school
education. Generaly, minority students who come from districts in which there are large numbers
of adult Latinos with strong educational backgrounds tend to perform at higher levels than
students who come from districts where there are lesser numbers of educated Latinos (Meier and



Stewart 1991). The relationship between percentage of high school educated Latinos and Latino
pass rates should be positive.

The fourth control variable is the percentage foreign-born residents per district. Our
concern here is the performance of Latino students, and one means of controlling for recent
immigration isto use the percentage foreign born citizensin each district. Our expectation is that
there should be a negative relationship between percent foreign-born citizens and Latino pass
rates.

Our final control variable is student attendance, measured as percentage average daily
attendance. Crucial to learning is the idea that students attend class. Our expectation is that the
relationship between attendance and student performance should be positive.

Findings

Our production function is based on a pooled-time series analysis of educationa inputs
and average Latino pass rates using data from the years 1991 through 1997. As any time series
tends toward serial correlation, we include a series of dummy variablesto control for any serial
correlation.

The basic production function isfound in Table 1. The results show that al variables,
with the exception of class size, are significant predictors of average district Latino pass rates.
However, the percentage of foreign born residents variable is not in the expected direction. Our
expectation was that this variable would be negatively related to Latino student performance.
However, the variable is strongly and positively related to Latino student performance. That is,
when one controls for poverty, the family educational background of Latinos and various other
controls, percentage foreign born has a positive influence on Latino student performance. This
finding comports with other research which suggests that first generation immigrant students tend
to be [relatively] high achieving (Oropesa and Landa e 1997).

Our other variables perform about as expected. Student attendance is strongly related to
high performance as are teacher experience, teacher salaries and state aid. Pass rates tend to be
depressed in districts with high numbers of uncertified teachers, high district poverty levels, and
high percentages of students from low income families. Essentially, these results are very similar
to previous research on minority student achievement (see Meier and Stewart, 1991; Polinard,
Wrinkle, and Meier, 1995).

As noted above both Anglo and Latino pass rates have improved statewide. For al of the
school districts in the model, there was an average improvement of 21.3% in the pass rate for
Latino students over the seven year period. This rate of improvement resulted in an average 1997



Latino pass rate of 63.0% for the districts in the model. Over this time period, the Anglo pass
rate improved 17.0% for an average pass rate of 83.0%. The average gap between Anglo and
Latino pass rates for the multiethnic districts in the study is now 20%.

Results from this education production function make it possible to identify Texas school
districts that excel in teaching basic reading and mathematics skills to Latino students. For
example, our model predicts that the Mission Consolidated School District should have an
average Latino student pass rate of 45.3% from 1991 to 1997. Mission’s actual pass rate of
56.8% represents an 11.5% improvement over this standard. The same logic is used in evaluating
the entire sample of Texas school districts. The top school district for Latino studentsin Texasis
the South Texas district, with arating of +22.6%, followed by Mission with arating of +11.6%
and Merkel with arating of +11.3%.

The South Texas school district is somewhat unique and may not be comparable to other
districts. The South Texas district isadistrict that overlays several other school districts and
operates magnet schools. As aresult, its student body is different from that of most other
districts. This qualification should not be taken to imply that South Texas is not an exceptional
school district. South Texas produces excellent results for both Anglos and Latinos and has done
so for an extended period of time.

The top 25 districts for Latino students are shown in table 2. The first column of that
table is the numerical score on which the districts are ranked. The second column is the average
pass rate for Latino students from 1991 to 1997 in the district, and the third column is the Latino
student pass rate for 1997.

Our numerical score ranking is based on the average scores for 1991 through 1997.
Consequently, it may not recognize districts where dramatic improvements have been made
recently. For example, the Point Isabel district did not make the list of the top twenty-five Latino
districts. However, Point Isabel has improved its Latino pass rate by 26 points from 1995 to 1997
and gained close to 20 points on our rating measurement. Schools that have made large
improvements during this time period are quite likely to appear in our ratings in future years.

Table 3 isthe adphabetical listing of all of the districtsin the study. For each district we
report these same scores as noted above as well as its rank among the 262 districts in the study.

Given the rate of improvement in Latino TAAS scores over the past seven years and the
leadership provided by the high performing Latino districts, we expect that, over the course of the
next seven years, these multiethnic districts will have an additional average improvement of more
than twenty percent in the Latino TAAS pass rate.



Conclusion

TAAS scores for Latino studentsin Texas lag behind those for Anglo students. Although
Latino students have closed this gap somewhat over the past seven years, the difference remains
substantial. This study identified school districtsin Texas who have done a good job of educating
Latino students after adjusting for resources, backgrounds and the type of students. The districts
that we identify are those that are performing well above expectations. These are the districts that
educators should look to for successful programs.

Our interaction with various school districts convinces us that there are no miraclesin
education, for Latino students or any other types of students. Only well designed programs that
are consistently applied over long periods of time produce payoffs. If the top 25 districts have
anything in common, it is that, hard work over along period of time.



The Texas Educational Excellence Project

The Texas Educational Excellence Project (TEEP) isajoint program of the political
science departments at Texas A&M University and the University of Texas-Pan American. TEEP
seeks to apply scholarly research to educational policy issues in order to make recommendations
for greater quality and equity in Texas school systems.
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TABLE 1: LATI NO EDUCATI ONAL PRODUCTI ON FUNCTI ON
Vari abl e Coefficient St andard Error
Low | ncone -.131 . 014
Gfted . 156 . 052
At t endance 1.95 . 211
Teacher Sal ary . 0004 . 0001
Cl ass size -.126 . 182"
Teacher
Certification -.237 . 056
Teacher
Experi ence . 344 . 144
State Ad . 063 . 010
Hi gh School
Educati on 12. 26 2.42
%Poverty
Backgr ound - 10. 346 2.10
%-or ei gn
Bor n 20. 430 3. 27
Per Pupi |
Oper ati ng . 002 . 0004
| nt er cept - 165. 933 21. 497
R (adj)= .71
F= 272.89
significance of F < .000
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“Not significant
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Table 2. The Top 25 Texas School Districts for Latino Students

Rank District Scor e Aver age TAAS 1997 TAAS
1 Sout h Texas 22.6 85.3 92.4
2 Mssion Consolidated 11.5 56. 8 76.0
3 Merkel 11.3 55.5 73.3
4 Los Fresnos Consolid 10.2 54.5 82.2
5 Col eman 10.0 55.6 76. 4
6 Bal |l i nger 9.8 55.9 64. 6
7 Ferris 9.8 51.2 75.9
8 Al di ne 9.7 53.8 76.0
9 Childress 9.3 50. 3 72.1
10 Mount Pl easant 9.1 49. 8 59.7
11 San Benito Consoli da 8.2 49. 8 73.0
12 Freer 8.1 54.0 67.1
13 Brazosport 7.7 56. 2 81.8
14 Troy 7.6 56.5 74.7
15 Col unbi a-Brazori a 7.3 55.1 78. 4
16 Texas City 7.3 53. 4 75.4
17 La Feria 7.2 51.6 76.5
18 Ji m Hogg County 7.1 53.8 72.3
19 Garl and 6.9 55.5 66. 6
20 Cal all en 6.8 56.5 76. 4
21 Kauf nan 6.7 47.7 67.5
22 McAl | en 6.7 54.6 69. 6
23 Tul oso- M dway 6. 6 50.6 73.9
24 Ver non 6.4 49. 0 63.1
25 La Grange 6.4 50.5 64.7
Aver age for 262
Districts in Study 0.0 44.7 62. 8
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Table 3. Scores for all Texas School Districts
Rank District Scor e Aver age TAAS 1997 TAAS
107 Abil ene 1.0 47.5 62.6
243 Al anpb Hei ghts -7.1 50.1 62.1
8 Al di ne 9.7 53.8 76.0
42 Alice 4.5 46. 7 62. 4
229 Alief -6.0 46. 8 62. 6
96 Al pi ne 1.6 49. 2 65.9
86 Alvin 2.3 48. 1 66. 4
71 Amarillo 2.9 46. 1 64.5
41 Anahuac 4.7 48.0 71.1
72 Andrews 2.9 51.0 69. 4
46 Angl et on 4.3 53.3 78.9
70 Aransas County 2.9 44. 8 71.3
141 Aransas Pass -0.8 40. 0 55.9
234 Austin -6.2 38.5 51.1
6 Bal |l i nger 9.8 55.9 64. 6
245 Bander a -7.1 37.9 68.0
200 Bastrop -3.4 39.9 56. 2
43 Bay City 4.5 44. 7 65. 3
37 Beeville 51 45. 6 61. 4
131 Bel ton -0.2 44,9 64. 9
27 Big Spring 6.1 47.5 64. 6
53 Bi shop Consol i dat ed 4.0 49. 7 68. 6
211 Boerne -4.0 43. 7 66.0
30 Borger 5.7 51.6 71.0
103 Brady 1.3 46. 6 67.3
13 Brazosport 7.7 56. 2 81.8
93 Breckenridge 1.8 43. 6 64.9
105 Bri dgeport 1.1 46. 5 66. 2
151 Brooks -1.1 39.7 52.0
208 Brownfield -3.9 36.8 56.9
188 Brownsville -2.8 41. 4 59.5
119 Br ownwood 0.3 44, 3 62.3
242 Bryan -6.9 37.6 59.1
193 Burnet Consol i dat ed -3.0 41. 2 58.0
20 Cal all en 6.8 56.5 76. 4
95 Cal dwel | 1.6 46. 9 68.5
203 Cal houn County -3.5 39.8 62. 4
102 Camreron 1.4 44. 1 64.5
260 Canutillo -11.6 36.3 50. 6
91 Carrizo Springs Cons 1.9 41.1 55.7
121 Carrollton Farnmers Br 0.2 51.1 65.7
98 Castl eberry 1.5 46. 3 61.1
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56
139
55
85
78
34
176
94
133
233
231
153
191
185
114
92
168
209
97
210
73
180
11
155
256
57
261
202
226
225
212
162
156
166
68

New Br aunfel s

Newt on

Nort h East
Nor t hsi de [ Bexar]
Odem Edr oy

Orange G ove

Pal aci os

Pal esti ne

Panmpa

Pasadena

Pear | and
Pecos- Bar st ow Toyah
Perryton
Pflugerville

Pharr- San Juan- Al ano
Pl ai nvi ew

Pl easant on

Poi nt | sabel

Post

Pot eet

Presidi o
Raynondvi l | e

Reagan County

Ri ce Consol i dat ed
R o Hondo

Robst own

Rockdal e

Roosevel t

Round Rock

Royal

Royse City

San Mar cos

San Benito Consolida
San Di ego

San Antoni o

San Felipe-Del Ro C
San Elizario

San Angel o

Sant a Rosa
Schertz-C bol o-U. G
Seal y

Seqgui n

Sem nol e
Shal | owat er

Sharyl and

1
1 H 1
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44.
45.
52.
50.
50.
46.
49.
37.
50.
41.
56.
43.
49.
S57.
46.
49.
39.
44.
43.
34.
34.
41.
48.
39.
44.
39.
41.
41.
55.
34.
50.
41.
49.
38.
35.
47.
23.
42.
38.
42.
43.
42.
46.
43.
50.
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64.
68.
70.
66.
70.
60.
68.
53.
74.
61.
80.
68.
66.
72.
63.
69.
58.
71.
70.
52.
45.
58.
69.
61.
65.
62.
58.
68.
69.
50.
74.
62.
73.
46.
48.
64.
36.
62.
52.
59.
67.
55.
67.
57.
70.
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115
159
181
259

36

75
230
198
195

257
246
241
220
207
83
215
182
216
16
14
29
23
161
62
239
112
24
89
167
236
99
31
213
179
101
26
240
69
157

Shel don

Si nt on

Sl at on
Smthville
Snyder
Socorro

Soner set
Sonor a

Sout h San Antoni o
Sout h Texas
Sout hsi de
Sout hwest
Spring

Spring Branch
Staf ford MSD
Sweeny

Taf t

Tayl or

Tenpl e

Texas City

Tr oy

Tulia

Tul oso- M dway
Tyl er

Uni t ed

Uval de Consol i dat ed
Van VI eck

Ver non
Victoria

WACO

val | er
Waxahachi e
Wesl aco

West Gso
Whar t on
Wchita Falls
W | ner - Hut chi ns
Yoakum

Ysl et a

Zapat a

1 H N 1

H 1 1
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19

47.
42.
40.
33.
49.
49.
32.
47.
42.
85.
29.
33.
47.
44.
45.
52.
35.
42.
42.
53.
56.
49.
50.
41.
46.
34.
48.
49.
43.
36.
34.
46.
48.
37.
40.
47.
45.
39.
49.
39.
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62.
61.
57.
50.
63.
65.
54.
53.
62.
92.
42.
53.
67.
59.
62.
71.
56.
62.
55.
75.
74.
65.
73.
56.
62.
54.
70.
63.
63.
51.
51.
67.
74.
58.
64.
68.
63.
53.
71.
66.
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