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Effectiveness and Efficiency  
Indicators for Texas Public Schools
By Tom Canby, TASBO Director of Research and Technology

M
yths about the public educa-
tion system are real barriers 
to achieving lofty gains in 
academic performance. Texas 

public schools must be viewed in the 
context of complex systems. There were 
questions during the 82nd Legislative 
Session about the lack of data to support 
how students benefited from specific state 
grant funded programs. The successes of 
the Texas public schools are about local 
systems that as a whole serve each student 
from when they leave the front door of 
their home to board the school bus until 
they return home. It’s a complex system to 
which there is no single simplistic strategy 
to significantly increase academic perfor-
mance in all school districts. Simplistic 

solutions to complex problems  
tend to bring to mind the lessons in 

American history curriculum 
about futile attempts 

by past generations  
to establish utopian 

communities.

Many years ago, our legislators expressed 
in the Education Code their intent “to 
eliminate any disparity in performance 
on assessment instruments… or disparity 
in the rates of high school completion 
between students at risk of dropping out 
of school… and all other students….” This 

excerpt from Education Code Section 
42.152, containing funding provisions for 
the Compensatory Education Allotment 
of the Foundation School Program, clearly 
communicates the value the Legislature 
places on increased academic achievement 
and increased high school graduation 
rates. State aid funding provided from 
this allotment is to enrich regular educa-
tion programs, services, and activities that 
benefit students who are at risk of dropping  

out of school.  Educationally 
disadvantaged students 
a l so  bene f i t  f rom 

additional financial resources from state 
and federal grant sources that also supple-
ment regular education programs.

For the sake of this article, I am setting aside 
the arguments at the heart of the developing 
school finance litigation case and am consid-
ering certain value propositions established 
by lawmakers who were voted into office 
by the citizens of Texas. Having said this, 
it’s fair to say that all Texans would benefit 
from a K-12 public education system that 
is supported by adequate and sustainable 
revenue sources that are sufficient to ensure 
that all students graduate from high school 
irrespective of the relative affluence of 
households in students’ local communities. 

How do Large Urban School  
Districts in Texas Compare 
to Other States?
In recent years, we have heard comments 
from certain sources that “The Texas 
public school system has not demonstrated 
results from the increasing investment by 
local taxpayers and the Legislature.” It is 
instructive to review the performance 
of Texas public schools relative to 
the other public schools in the 
United States. 

The successes of the Texas public 

schools are about local systems 

that as a whole serve each student 

from when they leave the front door 

of their home to board the school 

bus until they return home.
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Each year, the Broad Foundation analyzes the academic perfor-
mance of the largest urban school systems throughout the United 
States. To be eligible for the Broad Prize, K-12 school districts must 
meet certain criteria including: at least 37,500 students; at least 40% 
students eligible for free and reduced priced lunches; at least 40% 
students from minority groups; and located in a urban setting. (For 
a list of eligible school districts, visit www.broadprize.org/about/
eligible_school_districts.html.) 

The Foundation awards the annual Broad Prize to “honor urban 
school districts that demonstrate the greatest overall perfor-
mance and improvement in student achievement while reducing 
achievement gaps among low-income and minority students.” 
In 2010, the Broad Foundation published a special report recog-
nizing school districts’ academic performance according to the 
following categories:

•	 Better at Serving Low-Income Students;

•	 Better at Serving Hispanic Students; and

•	 Better at Serving African-American Students.

Better at Serving Low-Income Students

The Broad Foundation recognized 17 large urban school districts 
in the United States that evidenced “a higher percentage of low-
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income students [that] met or exceeded 
state standards in both reading and math-
ematics in 2009 than their respective state 
averages. In addition, a higher percentage 
of low-income students in these districts 
performed at the advanced level in both 
subjects than their respective states.” Six 
large urban school districts in Texas recog-
nized in this Broad Prize category are:

•	 Alief ISD;

•	 Garland ISD;

•	 Mesquite ISD;

•	 Northside ISD;

•	 Socorro ISD; and

•	 Ysleta ISD.

Better at Serving 
Hispanic Students

The Broad Foundation recognized 16 
large urban school districts across the 
U.S. that evidenced “a higher percent-
age of Hispanic students [that] met or 
exceeded state standards in both read-
ing and mathematics in 2009 than their 
respective state averages. In addition, a 
higher percentage of Hispanic students in 
these districts performed at the advanced 
level in both subjects than their respective 
states.” Five large urban school districts 
in Texas recognized in this Broad Prize 
category are:

•	 Killeen ISD;

•	 Mesquite ISD;

•	 Northside ISD;

•	 Socorro ISD; and

•	 Ysleta ISD.

Better at Serving African-
American Students

The Broad Foundation recognized 18 
large urban school districts in the nation 
that evidenced “a higher percentage of 
African-American students [that] met or 
exceeded state standards in both read-
ing and mathematics in 2009 than their 

respective state averages. In addition, a 
higher percentage of African-American 
students in these districts performed at the 
advanced level in both subjects than their 
respective states.” Five large urban school 
districts in Texas recognized in this Broad 
Prize category are:

•	 Corpus Christi ISD;

•	 Garland ISD;

•	 Killeen ISD;

•	 Northside ISD; and

•	 El Paso ISD.

Broad Prize to an Outstanding  
Urban School District 
The Broad Foundation also selects an 
outstanding model of academic perfor-
mance in the United States. In recent years, 
Texas public school districts have been 
standout performers. In 2009, Aldine ISD 
received the annual Broad Prize for Urban 
Education, and Brownsville ISD received 
the award in 2008. In 2010, two Texas school 
districts in the El Paso area—Socorro ISD 
and Ysleta ISD—were finalists, and Ysleta 
ISD was a repeat finalist in 2011. 

The disproportionate performances of the 
Texas public school system did not happen 
by accident. The performances recognized 
by the Foundation are the result of effective 
programs, services, and activities supported 
by the aggregate investment of revenues 
from property taxes and other local sources, 
state aid sources and federal sources. 

Source: eFACTS+ Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) data

Source: eFACTS+ Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) data

Effectiveness and Efficiency, continued from page 11
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Key Characteristics for 
Broad Prize School Districts 
According to PEIMS Data

Let’s review certain characteristics relat-
ing to the large urban school districts 
recognized by the Broad Foundation. The 
review includes data reported through 
the Public Education Information 
Management System (PEIMS) and other 
data sources that are included in reports 
generated by the Texas Education Agency 
Academic Excellence Indicator System, 
in addition to data reported by all states 
to the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES). 

The first scatter graph (page 12) provides 
the teacher turnover rates for all school 
districts that had a student enrollment of 
37,500 or more students and a low-income 
percentage of 40% or more and displays the 
values for the districts recognized by the 
Broad Foundation, as mentioned above. A 
majority of the Broad Prize award school 
districts are associated with relatively low 
levels of teacher turnover, compared to the 
statewide average of 11.8% for all Texas 
public schools for school year 2009-1010. 
The teacher turnover rate ranged from 0 
to 72% for all 1,030 school districts. The 
relatively low teacher turnover rate for a 
majority of the Broad Prize award school 
districts is a positive attribute. 

The second scatter graph (page 12) also 
provides the percentages of teachers with 
Master’s degrees for all school districts that 
had a student enrollment of 37,500 or 
more students and a low-income percent-
age of 40% or more and displays the values 
for the districts recognized by the Broad 
Foundation, as mentioned above. A major-
ity of the Broad Prize award school districts 
are associated with relatively high percent-
ages of teachers who have a Master’s degree, 
compared to the statewide average of 21.3% 
for all Texas public schools for school year 
2009-1010. The percentage of teachers with 
Master’s Degrees ranged from 0 to 65% for 
all 1,030 school districts. Interestingly, the 
only district that reported zero students 
from low-income families also reported 
65% of their teachers have Master’s degree. 
This district has also received exemplary 
academic ratings under the state’s academic 

rating system. The relatively high percent-
ages of teachers who have a master’s degree 
in the Broad Prize award school districts is 
a strong teacher quality attribute. 

More on Effectiveness

Teacher turnover rates and graduate 
level degrees, especially in mathematics, 

are some of the core academic effective-
ness characteristics of high perform-
ing school systems. Additional qualities 
for academic program effectiveness are 
described in a report published in 2008 
by Blackboard, Inc. The report—Teaching 
in the 21st Century—states, “…it’s clear that 

Feature

Current Expenditures per Pupil School for School Year 2007-2008.  
Source: NCES http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_191.asp 

continued on page 14

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_191.asp
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systemic reform initiatives must encom-
pass programs, strategies, 21st century 
learning tools and commitments to create 
supportive, productive environments for 
educators. Said NCTAF’s Thomas Carroll, 
“With NCLB, we have many of the right 
pressure points—most notably account-
ability for each student’s learning and 
knowing how each teacher is performing. 
When many district leaders examined the 
retention issue, they used to think what 
they had was simply a supply problem. 
Now, they’re recognizing that it’s not just 
about retention, it’s retention of effective 
teachers.” According to Carroll, there is 
a new role and new need for tools and 
strategies to help teachers become not 
just qualified, but effective. He stated, “We 
need a continuous process of development 
for teachers in schools so that each teacher 
becomes as effective as possible. There’s a 
more systemic process in schools that 

school leaders can use to empower teach-
ers to manage their teaching.” Carroll also 
noted that this “systemic process, when 
supported by appropriate technology, can 
harness the collective wisdom of teachers, 
adding quality, continuity, and collabora-
tion to the entire approach to teacher 
training, development, and retention.” 

How Do Operating Costs for 
Texas Public School System 
Compare to Other States?
To reiterate, we have heard much discus-
sion in recent years that “The Texas public 
school system has not demonstrated 
results from the increasing investment by 
local taxpayers and the Legislature.” Data 
obtained from the National Center for 
Education Statistics provide insights on 
spending levels in the Texas public school 
system relative to other states in the United 
States. The heat map (page 13) was prepared 
by TASBO staff from NCES data. 

As shown in the heat map, Texas is a low-
spend state relative to other states and the 
District of Columbia. The gap in spending 
compared to a majority of other states is 
significant. The illustration on operating 
costs per student in Texas and the evalu-
ations by the Broad Foundation speak to 
the value the Texas public school system 
provides to all taxpayers. Texas will be 
an even lower spend state with the $5.3 
billion reduction in public funding enacted 
by the 82nd Legislature for the 2012-2013 
biennium. 

Conclusion

A discussion of efficiencies is generally 
out of context when they occur in the 
absence of considerations of effectiveness. 
According to the Broad Foundation, the 
Texas public school system is a standout 
performer relative to large urban schools 
in other states. Academic performance of 
students from lesser affluent communities 

Effectiveness and Efficiency, continued from page 13
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is vitally important for obvious reasons. 
The need for increased results or outcomes 
in academic performance has never been 
greater in light of the significant increase 
in the past decade in the percentage of 
students from low income families that 
are enrolled in the Texas public school 
system. This student demographic repre-
sents the entire increase and more in the 
enrollment increase in the past decade. 
Every dollar invested in the public educa-
tion system will benefit future genera-
tions of Texans through significant cost 
avoidance for the Texas prison system and 
for social services, in addition to the more 
significant public policy goals of support-
ing public school students’ transition to 
employed adults who are contributing to 
Texas’ standing as one of the top 20 larg-
est economies in the world. 

Interested in advertising in TASBO Report, please contact Kathleen Pishotta 
at 888.371.4933 or by email at kathleen@apogeepublications.com

Behind every Merit Roofing Systems project  
is our company’s commitment to quality  

and customer satisfaction.
 n  New Construction & Roof Replacement  n

Our expert staff will work with you to identify a long-lasting, quality  
roof system that will meet your needs and fit your budget.

n   Maintenance  n

A comprehensive roof maintenance program is the best tool you  
have for increasing the longevity of your investment. The key is  
addressing  the minor problems before they develop into major  

(and potentially costly) ones.

n   Emergency Response & Disaster Recovery  n

When unexpected problems arise, rapid response is crucial in  
limiting the extent of damage to your building and minimizing  

potential damage to its contents. We offer 24/7 emergency  
response to help you manage critical situations.
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On the way to work this morning, 
you stopped at Starbucks for a tasty 
treat and as you returned to your 

car you were so distracted by the savory 
smell of your Grande Venti Chocolato Mocha 
that you tripped and fell and broke your 
arm. Off to the hospital for you! 

As the ambulance takes you to the hospital, 
let’s imagine what awaits you. The hospital 
you’re headed to might look something 
like this from an organizational chart 
perspective:

Why do you care about the hospital’s 
organizational chart while dealing with 
the pain of a broken arm? You care because 
how this hospital is organized will foretell 
some important information about what 
you’re about to experience. Look at those 
departments in the orange blocks: admis-
sions; emergency department; intensive 
care; surgery; x-ray; labs; pharmacy; 
housekeeping; billing. How many of these 
departments will you interact with while 
you’re at the hospital? Well, you’ll definitely 
interact with admissions. You’ll certainly 
interact with the emergency department. 
Hopefully you don’t interact with inten-
sive care, but if you do you would want 
them prepared! Similarly, you may not 
have to interact with surgery although 

that’s a possibility depending on whether 
you performed a double pirouette during 
your fall. You’ll absolutely interact with 
x-ray, labs, pharmacy, and housekeeping 
(although you may not see your interac-
tion with them). Oh, and it is a guarantee 
that you’ll interact with billing!

Now imagine that you have to spend seven 
hours at the hospital and you are in agoniz-
ing pain for two hours while you wait, 
getting angrier and more frustrated by the 
minute. While you endure this, a nurse 

comes up to you and says, “I’m terribly sorry 
for your long wait and agonizing pain but for 
the sake of clarity, I want you to understand that 
it is all because of those guys up in x-ray. If they 
could just get their act together we’d be able to do 
our jobs.” Does this make you feel better? 
Probably not. In fact, more than likely, that 
situation makes you feel worse. Angrier. 
More frustrated.

White space. White space is the gap between 
one department and the next. White space 
is the gap between one function and the 
next. White space is the loss of valu-
able time, money and effectiveness.

Since the dawn of time (or at least since 
the dawn of the industrial age), humans 

have sorted work activities in organiza-
tions by function, by department. Look at 
the organizational chart for that hospital 
again. It could have been drawn by Henry 
Ford when he was making Model T auto-
mobiles more than 100 years ago. Each of 
those orange boxes, each of those depart-
ments, has a mission statement—goals, 
objectives, maybe even departmentally 
aligned compensation plans. This is all 
well and good from a vertical perspec-
tive. But work doesn’t happen vertically. 
Work happens horizontally. Think about 
your path through the hospital with 
your broken arm: admissions, emergency 
department, labs, x-ray, etc. Horizontal. 
Not vertical. As the customer, you are 
part of a process pathway. Your specific 
path will be unique to your situation but 
every patient that comes through that 
hospital will be part of a process that is 
represented by the yellow horizontal bars 
in this graphic. 

How that hospital manages your process 
pathway will determine how long you 
are there and how happy you are with 
the services you receive. The white space 
between the x-ray department and the 
emergency department in the scenario 
above is a problem—a big problem for 
you. But the individuals in the x-ray 
department might not even see the prob-
lem. They receive a case from downstairs; 
they run the films; and they return the 
results. If they are trapped within their 
functional or departmental silo, they may 
be blind to the issue. Who manages the 
handoff of the upstream process to them? 
Who manages the handoff back to the 
emergency department? If everyone is 
stuck in his or her own silo, who owns 
the process that you are a part of? All too 
often, nobody owns that process, and that 
is what creates white space. As a patient 

White Space
By Fred A. Bentsen, Executive Director, The American Productivity and Quality Center

White space: (hwit spas) n.  
1. The gaps between functional 
departments in an organization 

such as a business, school  
district, or hospital.
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in that hospital you don’t care about 
that organizational chart. You care about 
getting your arm fixed and going home; 
none of their problems or excuses are part 
of your concern.

Now think about your school district. 
Does it look anything like this?

It probably does. The students and parents 
in your system don’t care about this chart 
one bit. They care about the same things 
you cared about when you were in school: 
grades, homework, college, a job—hori-
zontal process pathways. But you should 
care about that chart. Are you and your 
people locked in functional silos? 

White Spaces Wastes Time

A parent waits in line on registration day 
at a campus. The four people who handle 
the initial part of registration are work-
ing as hard as they can, but the line is out 
the door. Nobody else is trained to pitch 
in and help them during that rush. White 
space. A teacher starts the school year 
without the correct number of textbooks 
because the three people who process 
incoming textbooks are waiting on the 
warehouse department. Nobody owns the 
entire process. White space. 

White Space Wastes Money

A principal needs a new copier for her 
campus and fills out the paperwork; it 
requires 17 signatures before it can be 
approved (true story). The process crosses 

so many departments that, in the mean-
time, central office orders one, too. White 
space. A teacher needs a substitute for the 
afternoon but the process is so fragmented 
that the substitute ends up coming in the 
morning. White space. 

White Space Diminishes 
Effectiveness

A wonderful instructional technique is 
tried on one campus, and it works. But the 
technique never gets transferred to other 
similar campuses in your district because 
there are no processes for that. White space. 
Title I and Curriculum are both trying 

to help a campus that is struggling with 
student achievement but they never talk 
and individually give the principal conflict-
ing directives because they function as two 
ships passing in the night. White space. 

White Space By Tearing 
Down Those Walls

In addition to costing you time, money 
and effectiveness, white space demoral-
izes good employees. It literally takes the 
wind out of their sails. So what do you do 
about it? Here are some specific, action-
able ideas: 

Continued on page 22
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•	 Tear down the walls between departments;

•	 Tear down the walls between 
“central office” and campuses; 

•	 Tear down the walls between classrooms;

•	 Tear down the walls between campuses; 

•	 Cross-train employees to 
perform multiple functions;

•	 Aggressively create cross-
departmental dialogues; 

•	 Eliminate unnecessary signature loops;

•	 Proactively strip-out bureaucracy; 

•	 Train your staff on how to identify, 
capture and transfer best practices;

•	 Map and document your key processes;

•	 Assign process owners for your 
most important processes;

•	 Align your measurement systems to  
process measures, not just outcome  
measures.

Learn to look at your work—all work in 
the district—at the process level (horizon-
tally). How does your work impact the 
people downstream from you? How does 
the work of the people upstream from 
you impact your work (processes)? Learn 
the art of managing work through process 

management, process improvement, process 
design and process redesign and you will be 
delighted with the results that you achieve!

Here are some free resources to help you 
on your journey:

www.apqceducation.org/PDF/ 
what-lies-beneath.pdf

www.apqceducation.org/knowledge-base/ 
download-documents/doc_download/ 
21-excerpts-from-beyond-engineering-by 
-michael-hammer.html

www.apqceducation.org/
PDF/achilles-heel.pdf

Fred A. Bentsen, Executive Director, Education, 
The American Productivity and Quality Center, 
is committed to enhancing the U.S. education 
system by identifying improvement opportuni-
ties within districts’ routine processes. By saving 
time and money, school districts can redirect 
money to school instruction. APQC Education 
works closely with superintendents, central office 
personnel, and principals to help districts work 
more efficiently and effectively and provides 
process and performance management for K12 
nationwide. Fred has over 20 years’ experience 
in K12 curriculum, assessment and operations.

White Space, continued from page 21

In addition to costing you time, 

money and effectiveness, white space 

demoralizes good employees.  It 

literally takes the wind out of their 

sails. So what do you do about it?




