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families, the time young people spent in 
the classroom was a luxury they could 
not afford, as they needed their children 
to help in the fields or pastures. Further, 
these professions required less formal 
education in early Texas. Today, fewer 
Texans live on the farm, and the new 
economy demands more education 
than ever. Government is under greater 
pressure to provide graduates who 
are ready to tackle college or technical 
fields that are increasingly demanding. 
However, the fact that there is a need for 
a change does not ensure that change 
will occur rapidly.

The Goals of a  
Public School Education

The educational reforms passed in 2013 
went beyond reducing the number of 
standardized tests and altered the basic curriculum required of students beginning in 
the 2014–2015 school year. This law, frequently referred to simply as House Bill (HB) 5, 
addressed the fundamental issue of the goals of a public school education. Previously, 
all Texas high school students had to complete four years each of science, English, social 
studies, and math. Beginning in the fall of 2014, high school students began to take a 
foundation curriculum that includes four English credits; three credits each in science, 
social studies, and math; two foreign language credits; one fine arts credit; and one P.E. 
credit. Students add a fourth science and math credit when they select one of five diploma 
“endorsements” in areas including STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math); 
business and industry; public services; arts and the humanities; and multidisciplinary 
studies. For example, the public services endorsement includes courses directly related 
to health occupations, law enforcement, culinary arts, and hospitality. The business and 
industry endorsement includes courses that support construction, welding, automotive 
technology, and information technology. Advocates of the change say it will keep more 
students interested and in school and ready to enter the workforce with useful skills. 
Critics worry that students who fail to pursue endorsements that do not prepare them for 
college will find themselves locked out of a college education.

The debate over HB 5 often turned on what Texans wanted for their children. 
While some wanted to ensure that every student was encouraged to prepare for college, 
others wanted to facilitate moves into careers that might not require a college degree.

In many ways, the struggles of Texas public schools dramatically reflect the 
basic dilemmas of public policy. Citizens want as much efficiency as possible, and in 
response legislators create systems of accountability. However, accountability testing is 
costly and generates unintended consequences, such as cheating, which then leads to 
more oversight, more bureaucracy, and more expense. Despite the challenges of public 
education, the demands for a better-educated workforce keep the state focused on 
continued improvement of public schools.

Students in a Texas classroom take a test. The state embraced tough curriculum 
standards and standardized testing ahead of the national government, although not 
without concern from educators and parents.
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