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Are ALL children receiving a  
high-quality education in El Paso?

Does anyone really know?

The El Paso Independent School District (ISD) is at a crossroads. The former superintendent 

was convicted of defrauding the Texas Education Agency and the U.S. Department of Education 

to secure performance bonuses and federal funding. He has been sentenced to 3.5 years in 

prison. In an effort to appear to be improving school and district performance ratings, hundreds 

of students were pushed out of schools to prevent them from taking state tests. 

The consequences of these actions have been catastrophic. Students in previously low-rated 

schools have lost access to school choice and after-school tutoring. Hundreds of students, 

particularly sophomores, have been pushed to transfer to charter schools and schools in 

Mexico or to drop out of school and pursue GEDs, rather than attend El Paso public schools1.

After several years of cheating and fraud, masking the true performance of students in El 

Paso, it is difficult to know how well students are doing. Parents and students have been 

thrown aside in order to preserve the interests of the “system.” It is time for that to change, 

for parents to be able to direct their child’s education, and for El Paso to put the interests of 

children first.

El Paso ISD at a Glance (2009–2010)2

Number of students 63,378

Number of schools 95

Percentage of Free or reduced lunch 68.6%

Percentage of Hispanic 81.3%

Percentage of White 12%

Percentage of Black 4.9%

Percentage of Asian/Pacific Islander 1.4%

Graduation rate 78%

Has the state received a No Child Left Behind waiver? Application submitted

Race to the Top grant recipient NO
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How is the El Paso ISD failing 
its students and Texas?

Texas needs more educated workers to 
fill high-skill jobs.

•	By	2020,	60%	of	jobs	in	Texas	will	require	a	
certificate	or	college	degree,	but	only	31%	of	
Texas adults have those qualifications.3

•	Only	25%	of	Texas	students	enrolled	in	a	four-year	
public college full time will graduate on time.4

•	 In	Texas,	51%	of	students	entering	two-year	
colleges	and	22.5%	of	students	entering	four-year	
colleges are enrolled in remediation.5

•	One	cohort	of	high	school	dropouts	costs	the	
state more than $5.4 billion in economic losses.6

While most El Paso ISD students 
graduate on time, most El Paso ISD 
students do not meet college-ready 
expectations for proficiency in reading 
and math.

•	Most	El	Paso	students	do	not	achieve	at	the	
“commended” level on the Texas Assessment 
of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), a standard that 
is widely considered to be closer to college 
ready than simply passing the state standard. In 
addition, there are significant achievement gaps. 7 

•	 In	the	class	of	2010,	78%	of	El	Paso	ISD	students	
graduated	on	time,	compared	with	83%	of	all	
students in the state.8 

•	About	60%	of	students	in	the	El	Paso	area	attend	
college directly after high school.9 

•	As	a	result	of	inflated	test	scores,	no	El	Paso	
school is currently considered to be “academically 
unacceptable.” 

El Paso ISD Students Scoring at the 
‘Commended’ Level on 2011 TAKS

Source: http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/perfreport/aeis/2011/district.srch.html
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What is Texas doing to improve 
schools and prepare students 
to meet college- and career-
ready standards?

State standards and assessments 
aligned to college- and career-ready 
standards

Texas is one of four states that did not adopt the 
Common Core State Standards (CCSS). Instead, the 
state developed its own standards that are intended 
to set high expectations for college and career 
readiness—the College- and Career-Readiness 
Standards (CCRS).

The	passage	of	Texas	House	Bill	3	in	2009	established	
postsecondary readiness as the organizing principle 
of the state’s public education accountability system. 
The Legislature determined then that high-quality 
assessments and aligned college- and career-ready 
standards were essential to significantly increase the 
number of students graduating ready for college. 10

According to one review of the new Texas English 
Language Standards, “Texas’s ELA standards are 
more clearly written, better presented, and logically 
organized than the Common Core standards.” 
However, the math standards have been more 
controversial, with the adoption of revised standards 
in	spring	2012.11 

House	Bill	3	created	a	new,	more	rigorous	system	of	
assessments called the State of Texas Assessments 
of Academic Readiness (STAAR). STAAR is a series of 
assessments	in	grades	3–8,	and	12,	and	include	end	
of course exams administered at the conclusion of 
the relevant courses in high school (or, in some cases, 
middle school).12 The new assessment program will 
raise the bar from a goal of basic proficiency to one 
of postsecondary readiness for all Texas students. 
Results from STAAR will be used to calculate annual 
school and district performance ratings beginning in 
summer	2013.	House	Bill	3	also	stipulated	that	end	of	
course	exams	count	for	15%	of	a	student’s	grade.	13

3 College- and career-ready standards. Texas 
has not adopted CCSS in reading and math. 
However, the state has taken steps to adopt 
college- and career-ready standards in reading 
and math that are considered to be challenging 
and comparable to the CCSS.

3 State is implementing assessments aligned 
to college- and career-ready standards. The 
state is in the process of implementing STAAR in 
grades	3–8	and	high	school.

What to Watch: 

•	Implementing	assessments	aligned	to	new	
standards. House	Bill	3	created	the	framework	
for the test, but now the difficult task of setting 
performance expectations is under way. Will the 
state continue to support, or back away from, a 
commitment to set high expectations to ensure 
that students achieve a meaningful college- and 
career-ready standard?

•	Making	results	count	for	accountability	
purposes. House	Bill	3	specifies	that	end	
of	course	exam	scores	will	count	as	15%	of	
students’ course grade, but it doesn’t spell out 
how this will work in practice. Resistance to the 
15%	requirement	appears	to	make	it	unlikely	
that it will play a significant statewide role in the 
accountability system. 
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Holding all schools accountable for 
meeting state standards

The	2011	school	and	district	ratings	are	in	the	last	
year under Texas’ current academic accountability 
system. A new accountability system based on STAAR 
grades	3–8	and	STAAR	end	of	course	assessments	
are	being	developed	and	implemented	in	2013.	Three	
major	components	of	the	integrated	accountability	
system will use STAAR assessment results to evaluate 
schools and school districts: state accountability 
ratings, the federal Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) status, and a performance-based monitoring 
analysis system. State accountability ratings and the 
federal AYP status identify schools and districts for 
interventions, sanctions, or rewards. 

Based	on	state	legislation,	the	following	key	components	
will be part of the new accountability system:

3 Accountability for all students. The new 
accountability system must include evaluation 
of student groups based on race/ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status.

3 Increasing expectations. Focus of district 
and campus performance changes from 
minimum standards to standards based 
on postsecondary readiness. The rigor of 
college-readiness standards are expected to 
continue to increase and thereby ensure that 
Texas performs among the top ten states in 
postsecondary	readiness	by	2020.

What to Watch: 

•	Will	Texas	have	high	achievement	goals	for	
districts and campuses? Since performance 
benchmarks for STAAR have not been set, and 
the accountability system is under development, 
significant questions remain as to regarding 
meaningful accountability and high expectations.

•	Will	there	be	consequences	for	low-
performing schools? What interventions will 
be in place for low-performing campuses?

Improving teacher effectiveness

The El Paso ISD and Texas have taken a few limited 
steps to improve teacher effectiveness, but have not 
taken steps to link STAAR assessment to a teacher 
evaluation system based on student growth.

3 Texas supports compensation for teachers 
who teach in high-need schools or in 
shortage-area subjects. Teachers certified in 
Master Reading, Master Mathematics, Master 
Science, or Master Technology who mentor other 
teachers in addition to their own classroom 
responsibilities and teach at high-needs 
campuses are eligible for an annual stipend of 
$5,000.14

3 El Paso provides some pay for performance 
opportunities. Teachers are eligible for incentive 
payments for “demonstrating success in improving 
student	achievement	using	objective,	quantifiable	
measures, such as local benchmarking 
systems, portfolio assessments, end-of-course 
assessments, and value-added assessments.” 
Teachers must also collaborate with other faculty 
to improve overall student achievement. Incentive 
awards	start	at	$3,000.15

6 Teachers are not evaluated based on student 
results.16

6 Personnel decisions in the district are not 
required to be tied to teacher performance.17 

What to Watch: 

•	El	Paso	Collaborative	teacher	professional	
development projects. The El Paso 
Collaborative for Academic Excellence has 
several	projects	focused	on	improving	teacher	
effectiveness in El Paso, including content 
institutes, coaches in the classroom, and a 
program to improve STEM teaching by helping 
teachers obtain master’s degree at the University 
of Texas–El Paso.  

•	Use	of	STAAR	to	measure	individual	student	
growth. Will the state link student growth to 
teacher evaluations?
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What options are available for 
parents who want something 
better for their child?
Public school choice and  
charter schools

El Paso has a number of charter schools, but it does 
not offer open enrollment in the district. Generally, 
Texas has an above-average charter school law, 
although there is a cap on state authorized, open 
enrollment charter schools. There is not a cap on 
state-authorized university charter schools, state-
authorized	junior	college	charter	schools,	or	school	
district-authorized charter schools.18

Texas law allows new startups, public school campus 
conversions, and virtual schools. In addition, entire 
public school districts may convert to charter districts 
if	a	minimum	of	25%	of	the	registered	voters	in	a	
school district vote to approve the conversion.

3 Public school choice and tutoring for 
students attending low-performing schools. 
El Paso offers students choice and supplemental 
services in low-performing schools as required 
under federal law. However, the number of 
students eligible has decreased, likely due to 
inflated	test	scores.

Students Eligible for School Choice and 
Number of Transfers

  Eligible Transferred
2007– 08 9,604 150
2008 – 09 10,524 94
2009 – 10 10,330 135
2010 – 11 1,728 0
2011 – 12 1,796 0
2012 – 13 15,976  TBD

Source: http://www.episd.org/_departments/secondary_schools/psc.php

6 No open enrollment. Parents have within-district 
choice options only if their child attend a  
low-performing school.

What to Watch: 

•	Choice	under	new	accountability	system.	
What options will be available to parents and 
students when Texas implements its new 
accountability system?

•	Access	to	tutoring	services.	Given the recent 
increase in student eligibility for after-school 
tutoring, will students be able to access it, and will 
there be an adequate supply of services?
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Who is running the El Paso ISD?
El Paso ISD board of trustees

•	The El Paso ISD board of trustees is the elected 
body that governs the school district.

•	The	board	of	trustees	appointed	Vernon	L.	Butler	
as the interim superintendent of the El Paso ISD 
on	September	25,	2012.	He	will	serve	until	a	new	
superintendent is hired.

How to get involved in turning around 
the El Paso ISD

Now, more than ever, parents and community 
leaders need to work together, to prevent such 
outrageous affronts to the education of students. 
They also must move the district forward to ensure 
that all students graduate ready for college and 
careers.. 

The Greater El Paso Chamber was part of a task force 
that examined the cheating scheme. The task force’s 

report cited the trustees for their lack of action “to 
move swiftly and decisively to protect the students 
and faculty of the district.” The report also issued 
recommendations to the trustees to create a Public 
Integrity Unit and identify employees who were 
involved in pushing students out of school. For more 
information about the report visit  
http://extras.mnginteractive.com/live/media/site525/
2012/0926/20120926_075036_EPISD_task_force.pdf

To	join	the	chamber	and	its	efforts	to	reform	
education in the El Paso region, go to  
http://www.elpaso.org
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