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more funding for poor school districts 
that lacked resources because of the 
reliance on local property taxes to fund 
schools. Some of these reforms proved 
unpopular, as “no pass” sometimes 
meant “no play” for high school football 
players.

While these reforms eventually 
helped cost Mark White, the governor 
at the time, his reelection bid, some 
of the reforms White signed into 
law endured and became part of a 
movement toward accountability that 
has now become nationwide. Part of 
the Education Reform Act required 
students in odd-numbered grades to 
take tests in language arts and math. 
It also required students to pass an 
exam before they could receive their 
diploma. While these tests have occasionally changed names and subject matter, they 
have become a central part of the state’s education policy.

Ironically, while the reform bill he signed helped end the political career of 
Governor White, George W. Bush continued to press for more standardized testing, 
and his rise to the presidency was based partly on his promise to do for the nation’s 
schools what he had done for schools in Texas.

States, and increasingly the national government, have been demanding more 
accountability from local school districts, making Texas a focal point in this debate 
because of the state’s early embrace of standardized testing. In 1990, the Texas 
Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) was implemented and used to create higher 
standards for state assessment before being replaced in 2003 by the Texas Assessment 
of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). In the spring of 2012, the State of Texas Assessments 
of Academic Readiness (STAAR) replaced the TAKS, and Texas high school students 
are now required to take separate end-of-course exams at the end of each school year 
in the four core subject areas: English, math, science, and social studies. Students have 
to score an average of 70 on the tests in each subject in order to graduate; the tests must 
count for 15 percent of a student’s final grade in the class. For grades 3 through 8, the 
STAAR program assesses the same subjects as the TAKS did. Texas has created (and re-
created) these tests to create a standard by which student progress can be tracked and 
schools evaluated based on that progress. The idea is that these standards create guides 
that citizens can use to evaluate their schools and hold them responsible.

In 2013 the legislature responded to the concerns of parents and many educators 
and reduced the number of state-mandated tests required to graduate from high school 
from fifteen to five in the core areas of Biology, U.S. History, Algebra I, and English I and 
II. Many parents felt that the number of high-stakes exams required to graduate was 
placing too much pressure on students. And for many critics of testing, the reforms passed 
in 2013 did little to deal with the heavy emphasis on test preparation over instruction. 
A February 2014 UT/Texas Tribune poll found that 64 percent of respondents thought 

Judge John Dietz, after refusing to recuse himself from the case, ruled the Texas 
school finance system unconstitutional in 2013. Here he questions a witness during a 
school finance trial.
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