COMMENTS ON AUSTIN ISD SLIDES

SLIDE 1. 

1. The LH graph is a geographical presentation of 94 elementary and middle schools in Austin ISD. The axes correspond to E-W and N-S coordinates. Only those schools for which FRPL data was available for school years 2003-2004 and 2023-2024 are included. FRPL refers to the percentage of students in a school who are eligible for the federal Free or Reduced-Price Lunch program. This measure is commonly used as a proxy for the percentages of low-income students. The abbreviation ED is also used to refer to economically-disadvantaged students. 
2. In the RH graph the values of schools’ FRPL percentages for year 2004 are plotted on the horizontal axis and those for 2024 on the vertical axis. A school that is located beneath the 45-degree diagonal line experienced reductions in percentages of FRPL students; those above, increases; those on the 45-degree line, no change.  

3. When a single school is highlighted, the line of data beneath the graphs pertains to only that school, with its name shown to the left.  When multiple schools are highlighted as a group, their data is summarized under the various headings. The number of schools being summarized appears instead of a school name on that row of data. All summaries other than enrollments are enrollment-weighted means of the values for the included schools. The data headings have the following meanings.

a. ENR24: Sum of the enrollments for all schools highlighted for school year 2023-2024.

b. MGL17: Percentages of students who achieve “Meets Grade Level” averaged for all grades and all subjects. These are for year 2017.

c. MGL24: Percentages of students who achieve “Meets Grade Level” averaged for all grades and all subjects for year 2014.

d. ED04: Percentage of FRPL students in year 2004.

e. ED24: Percentage of FRPL students in year 2024.

f. W17: Percentage of White students in year 2017.

g. W24: Percentage of White students in year 2024.

h. B17: Percentage of Black students in year 2017.

i. B24: Percentage of Black students in year 2024.

j. AS24: Percentage of Asian-American students in year 2024.

k. MOB24: Percentage of students classified as “mobile”, i.e., those who changed schools attended during the school year.

l. G/T24: Percentage of students classified as Gifted or Talented.

m. MGLED24: Percentage of FRPL or ED students who achieved the MGL criteria in year 2024.

n. MGLNED24: Percentage of non-FRPL students who achieved the MGL criteria in year 2024.
4. The first row of data shows the summary results for 94 elementary and middle schools for Austin ISD. For example, White students increased from 27% to 30% between years 2017 and 2024.
5. The second row of data shows the summary results for the 12 schools that exhibited substantial reductions in FRPL percentages between 2004 and 2024 and with FRPL percentages in 2024 below 50%. As can be seen, these FRPL percentages decreased from 62% to 27% during that time interval.  Between the years 2017 to 2024 the percentages of White students in the schools increased from 41% to 45%. 

6. The three schools for which the Austin ISD recently adopted some emergency measures—Burnet, Dobie, and Webb middle schools—are individually highlighted in distinct colors. The data for these three are markedly different from the 12 schools with gentrifying attendance zones. These three schools had extremely high FRPL rates (ED%) for the entire period and correspondingly low MGL percentages for both 2017 and 2024.
SLIDE 2.

The statewide data set used in Slides 2 through 7 is for the school year 2023-2024, non-charter elementary and middle schools. This data set included 5,605 such schools, with 96 of them being in Austin ISD, whose schools are highlighted with white circles. The data column headings are similar to those in Slide 1 but they only pertain to the 2023-2024 school year. They should be self-explanatory for the most part, but one feature needs emphasis.

1. MGL_A refers to Meets Grade Level percentages for all grades in a school, all subjects tested on the STAAR tests, and for all non-special category students.

2. MGL_E is the percentage of economically disadvantaged students only in each school who achieve the Meets Grade Level criteria.

3. MGL_N is the same as in 2 but for students in each school who are not designated as economically disadvantaged students (not qualifying for the Free or Reduced-Price Lunch program).

In both graphs FRPL% (also ED%) is plotted on the horizontal axes, but:
1. In the LH graph, MGL_E is plotted on the vertical axis, thus showing the results for low-income students.
2. In the RG graph, MGL_N is plotted on the vertical axis, thus showing the results for students not classified as low-income (non-FRPL students).

The dark grey lines in each graph are the regression lines fitted to each, which represent the average relationship between the two variables for all such schools in the state.

1. The regression lines in both graphs show that as the percentage of low-income students in schools increases, the MGL percentages decrease. This is true for students who are eligible for the FRPL program (LH graph) as well as for those who are not eligible (RH graph).

2. While the regression line for the non-FRPL students is higher than that for the FRPL students, the slope of the former is steeper than that of the latter. This might suggest that non-FRPL students have more difficulty adjusting in schools with high percentages of FRPL students.

3. The sobering conclusion is that increasing school densities of FRPL students have  negative impacts on the average performances of both types of students.

4. There is obviously a great deal of variation around the regression line, which means that for a given percentage of FRPL average performances of both types of students can differ a good deal.  Other regression analyses have shown that part of these variations around the regression lines can be accounted for by differences in the following:

a. Percentages of Black students;

b. Percentages of Asian-American students;

c. Percentages of students who move between schools during the school years (MOB%);

d. Percentages of students who qualify as Gifted or Talented (G/T%);

5. The MGL values for each type of student indicate that in these 96 Austin ISD schools just 24% of FRPL students achieved the MGL criteria,  while 67% of the other students (non-FRPL) achieved the MGL criteria, 43% higher.

SLIDE 3.

Slide 3 exhibits the same two graphs as in Slide 2, except in this slide only those elementary and middle schools in Austin ISD are displayed. Two subsets of these schools have been highlighted in different colors.  The 51 schools highlighted in red are those with FRPL percentages at or below 70%. The average FRPL percentage for these schools is 30%. For the 45 schools with FRPL percentage greater than 70% (ED%), the average FRPL is 89%. Several noteworthy differences in the summary data for the low-poverty and high-poverty groups are:

1. Most of the school-level MGL percentages for low-income students are below the regression line (LH graph), meaning they are below the average levels of most other such schools statewide with similar levels of FRPL students.

2. The MGL percentages for the non-low-income students in schools with less than 70% low-income students (RH graph) are generally comparable to those in all schools in the state, sort of straddling the regression line.  However, the non-low-income students in schools with FRPL percentages greater than 70% performed much less well.  Of these 45 schools, only 8 are on or above the regression line. This may be the most noteworthy aspect of these graphs.

3. These last observations are reflected in the figures beneath the column headings ED_RES and NEDRES.  ED_RES is the average amount by which MGL percentages for low-income students are above (+) or below (-) the regression line (LH graph). Similarly, NEDRES is the average amount by which MGL percentages for non-low-income students are above or below the regression line (RH graph). For non-FRPL students in schools with less than 70% FRPL students, the residual NEDRES is a negative one percent, close to statewide average results. However, the same figure for non-FRPL students in schools where more than 70% of students qualify for the FRPL program, the residuals are a negative 16 percentage points, confirming the visual impression for these schools in the RH graph.
4. There are striking differences in the demographic variables representing student percentages of White and Asian-American, Hispanic, Mobility, Gifted/Talented, and LEP in the two groups highlighted.


SLIDE 4.

The graphs in Slide 4 are the same as in Slide 3, except only the 19 middle schools in Austin are shown. Most of the points made for Slide 3 would also apply to this slide.

SLIDE 5.

In Slide 5 the locations and data for the three middle schools earlier highlighted in Slide 1 are also highlighted here. The data for these three are similar to the averages of all of those middle schools with FRPL percentages in excess of 70%

The Austin ISD board recently approved turnaround plans for these three campuses.  The plans are funded with an additional $1.7 million in each school.  However, given the greater enrollment at Burnet this amount would be approximately $1,000 per student less than at Dobie and Webb.

SLIDE 6. 

Slide 6 is constructed from Slide 5 by making the following changes:

1. The two graphs are superimposed on one another;

2. Points representing the percentages of MGL by non-FRPL students in each school are plotted with an aqua colored circle;

3. Points representing the percentages of MGL by FRPL students in each school are plotted with an orange circle;

4. Since values for both types of students in a given school are plotted with the same FRPL percentage on the horizontal axis, appropriate to each school, the circles for the non-FRPL students lie directly above the circles for the FRPL students in each school.  The vertical distance between the two points for a given school therefore depicts the difference in MGL percentages between FRPL students and non-FRPL students in the same school.

5. Three of the schools are highlighted in blue, red, and aqua (larger).  These schools have particularly large differences in the MGL percentages between the two types of students. The average difference for the 3 schools is 48%.

6. One factor that might contribute to the large differences between FRPL students and the others are the relatively high percentages of Gifted and Talented (G/T) students in these three schools. Weighted by enrollments, the G/T% average for them is 35%.  For all elementary and middle schools in Austin ISD, that average is 11% (see Slide 2).  If the G/T students tend to be students who are not eligible for the FRPL program, that could pull up the MGL percentages of the non-FRPL students in these schools.
Slide 7.
1. Slide 7 shows the same non-charter elementary and middle schools shown previously in Slide 2.  In Slide 7, however, the schools are highlighted in four separate groups. Each group contains approximately 25% of all students enrolled in these schools. They are ordered from left to right, with higher average percentages of FRPL students to the right. As in Slide 2, the percentages of FRPL students in each school who met the grade level standards (MGL) are plotted in the LH graph, with the others plotted in the RH graph. 

2. The average percentages of FRPL students achieving the MGL standard are written beneath the heading MGL_E, and for non-FRPL students the average success rate is written beneath the heading labelled MG_N.  
3.  Each of the several columns of demographic data are either directly correlated with the increases in the percentages of economically-disadvantaged students (ED%), going from left to right in the graphs, or are inversely correlated. For example, the percentages of White students decrease as the ED% increases, while the percentages of mobile students (MOB%) increase.  
4. The most important figures in the data table might be the percentages of FRPL and non-FRPL students who achieve the Meets Grade Level (MGL) criteria in the four sub-groups.  For both groups of students—FRPL or non-FRPL—as schools’ percentages of FRPL students increase, the percentages of students in the schools who Meet Grade Level decrease. Each of these four sub-groupings contains over 800,000 students. FRPL students range from 45% MGL to 33% MGL; non-FRPL students from 71% MGL to 43% MGL. 
5. The Texas school funding formula acknowledges, to some extent, the greater academic difficulties of low-income children by providing school districts approximately $1,500 per pupil more for each FRPL student.  But this additional amount is provided whether a child attends a school with 5% FRPL students or 95% of such students.  The average success rate of such students is lower when they attend schools with higher percentages of low-income students. Logic would argue that more resources should go to FRPL students who attend high-poverty schools where the risks of academic failure are greater.
6. The same logic also applies to the impact of higher poverty density on students who do not qualify for FRPL programs.  They, too, face greater academic challenges when they attend high poverty schools.

7. The announcement by the Austin ISD school board stated that the three middle schools targeted—Burnet, Dobie, and Webb—would each receive an additional $1.7 million to try to turn those schools around. This works out to approximately $2,700 per student. The average FRPL percentages for these three schools, incidentally, was 91% in 2024. These additional funds will therefore be targeted to low-income students.
8. The 5,605 elementary and middle schools plotted in Slide 7 enroll approximately 3.3 million students.  With 62% of them being FRPL students, such students number just over 2 million.  If all schools received an additional $2,700 for each FRPL student that would amount to an additional $5.5 billion being directed to programs to improve the academic success of those two million students, and to the additional 1.2 million non-FRPL students whose education is negatively impacted when they must attend schools with high percentages of low-income students. High school students are not included in the above estimate of $5.5 billion.
The percentages of students who attend Texas public schools and are classified as low-income students has increased from approximately 46% in 1995 to the 62% level today.  Previous calculations have determined that approximately 89 percent of Free or Reduced-Price-eligible students in Texas over the 1995-2025 time period were eligible based on the “Free Lunch” criteria.  For a family with children the income requirement to be eligible for the free lunch program is capped at 135% of the official poverty level.  As shown in the following table, 94% of Texas K-12 enrollment growth between 1995 and 2023 was due to growth in FRPL enrollments.     






















Table 1.  Change in Texas total enrollments ascribed to (a) FRPL students and (b) non-FRPL students

	YEAR
	1995
	2023
	CHG
	PCT OF CHG

	TOTAL ENROLLMENT (MILS)
	3.67
	5.50
	1.83
	

	   NON-FRPL STUDENTS (MILS)
	1.97
	2.08
	0.11
	6.0

	   FRPL STUDENTS (MILS)
	1.70
	3.42
	1.72
	94.0


9.  This 1.72 million increase in low-income, more difficult to educate children has been a major factor in the state’s inability to “close the achievement gap”. Insufficient state funds were appropriated to deal with increases in FRPL students.
10. Proposals to significantly increase K-12 funding are often met with the rejoinder that “Throwing more money at the problem won’t fix anything.” It is a challenge to reconcile that point of view with the fact that children of the most well-off and highly educated parents often attend schools where the annual tuition is more than double what is spent per pupil on K-12 education in Texas. Are such well-educated, affluent, successful parents ignorant? Or is it rational on their part to provide their children with the best education that money can buy, since they have the money to buy it? The burden of such parents will of course be eased somewhat, beginning in 2026, when Texas’ new voucher program becomes operational.
11. The entire thrust of Texas’ accountability system, as well as the No Child Left Behind federal system, and subsequent iterations of it, is based on the notion that schools merely need to work harder, smarter, and consistently to achieve “Adequate Yearly Progress”.  Sounds good, but in Texas, at least, the cards have been stacked against the schools. The Texas Education Agency, the Legislature, and the Governor have failed to acknowledge that fact.  The closest they come to acknowledging that a problem exists is to propose various forms of “school choice”, such as charter schools or vouchers.  But if the basic and unacknowledged demographic shifts in the makeup of the Texas school population continue, if the very real and difficult educational problems associated with low-income students are not fully acknowledged and addressed, then it is likely that the manufactured demand for “school choice” will also fail.  Whether low-income children in large numbers attend regular public schools, charter schools, or private schools, their problems persist if not intensely addressed.
Slide 8
The FRPL data and the Meets Grade Level performance data shown in Slide 7 raise an interesting question: If greater school percentages of FRPL students result in lower average student performances then what happens to students’ academic performances in schools that experience significant reductions in the percentages of students who qualify for the FRPL program? This question is explored using Slide 8, with the focus on several elementary and middle schools in Austin ISD which experienced large decreases in their FRPL populations between the years 2004 and 2024.
At least a dozen Austin ISD elementary and middle schools were identified in Slide 1 for which the average FRPL percentage declined from 62% in 2004 to 27% in 2023. What happened to academic performance in those 12 schools? How do the changes that occurred in those schools compare with changes in the other elementary and middle schools in Austin during the same time period?

1. Note that the school performance data shown in Slide 8 includes the following: Meets Grade Level percentages for all students for 2017 and 2024; Meets Grade Level percentages for FRPL students and non-FRPL students for 2024 (MGLED24 and MGLNED24, respectively).

2. Other important data elements shown in Slide 8 are percentages of White and Black students for both years, percentages of mobile students (MOB24) and Gifted and Talented students (G/T24) for 2024.

3. The first row of data in the data table in Slide 8 is based on results for 94 elementary and middle schools. The second row of data relates only to the 12 schools that experienced substantial reductions in FRPL percentages over the 20-year period, and whose 2024 FRPL percentage was less than 50%. The blue colored circles for these 12 schools over-wrote the red circles first plotted for them, in both graphs, and were included in the 94 total schools in the data set.

4. The data show that for all 94 schools the FRPL percentage declined slightly from 55% to 52%. For only the 12 schools highlighted in blue the FRPL percentages declined from 62% to 27%. The reduced values for these schools are represented in the RH graph by the distances that the blue circles fall below the 45-degree line. Recall that points on that line represent equal FRPL percentages in the two years.

5. In the opinion of this writer there does not exist test performance results for the year 2004 which would be directly comparable to those for 2024.  Instead, the MGL performance data only go back to 2017. Additionally, some of the schools that existed in 2024 did not exist in 2004. Therefore, for a small number of schools, FRPL percentages for later years, mostly 2010, were substituted for the missing 2004 values.  However, for the 12 schools highlighted that experienced the large decreases in FRPL percentages, all data for 2004 were present.

6. The Meets Grade Level percentages for all 94 schools held steady at 45% for both years, 2017 and 2024.
7. The Meets Grade Level percentages for the 12 schools that experienced large reductions in FRPL percentages during the entire 2004 to 2024 period increased from 54% in 2017 to 64% in 2024.

Slide 9
Additional comparisons between subgroups of elementary and middle schools in Austin ISD are presented in Slide 9. Again, the first line of data reflects the data for all 94 schools. 

1. Row 2, coded blue, highlights 22 schools with the lowest levels of FRPL percentages for the entire 2004 – 2024 period (see their location in the RH graph).  The MGL results for these schools were also the highest of all of the sub-groups shown, but they did not increase, holding steady at 66% both years.

2. The 41 schools which had the highest levels of FRPL percentages, located at the upper right-hand corner of the RH graph of Slide 9, had FRPL levels of 88% in 2004 and 91% in 2024.  The academic performance of these schools decreased from a MGL percent of 29% in 2004 to 21% in 2024, the lowest of all groups.
3. Only the group of 12 schools with substantial decreases in FRPL percentages over the 20-year period (plotted in green) exhibited significant increases in MGL results.  It is interesting that this group of 12 schools show the highest percentage of Gifted and Talented students among the five groups, for 2024. And perhaps not unrelated, the last two columns of data at the right side of the data table for these 12 schools have the greatest average difference between the MGL results for the two groups of students.  That is, for these 12 schools the MGL for FRPL students in 2024 was 34%, and for non-FRPL students it was 74%.  This latter is 2 points higher than for the group with the lowest level of FRPL over the 20 years period (row 2). However, for the FRPL students the 22 low-poverty schools had higher MGL percentages (compare data beneath column headed MGLED24).  It is likely that the new, more affluent children coming into the group of 12 performed at higher levels than non-affluent children of families who still resided in the schools’ attendance zones.

Slide 10
In Slide 10 the LH graph consists of MGL scores on the vertical axis.  Exactly the same sub-groups of schools are highlighted, and highlighted in the same colors as in Slide 9.  This slide gives a more direct appreciation of how groups based on different levels of FRPL percentages translate into different ranges of MGL scores. 

1. Note that not one school that had a FRPL percentage in 2024 exceeding 50 percent had a MGL (all students) percentage that exceeded 50%.

2. Of the 37 schools which had FRPL percentages in 2024 of less than 50%, only four had MGL percentages of less than 50%.  And of these, only one had a MGL percentage less than 47%.

3. In short, the MGL percentages of elementary and middle schools in Austin ISD are divided into two nearly non-overlapping groups by the FRPL percentage of 50%.

4. The first row of data in both Slides 9 and 10 show that the demographics in Austin ISD as a whole have been quite stable.  For example, the FRPL percentage changed only from 55% in 2004 to 52% in 2024. This is a lower level than that for all elementary and middle schools in the state, which was 62% in 2024.  However, in 2004 the FRPL percentage for the entire state was 53%, slightly lower than that for Austin ISD. So, while the FRPL percentage for the entire state continues to increase, that for Austin ISD actually decreased.

5. There is considerable variation in MGL performances among the schools with FRPL percentages above 70% (LH graph). The top performing schools in this group have MGL percentages of 42%; those at the bottom have MGL percentages of just 10%. Understanding why these high-poverty, demographically-comparable schools differ so much in test performance should be enlightening.
Slide 11
1. In Slide 11 all elementary and middle schools in Travis County are displayed in each graph. The lines of data in the data table have color-coded names which identify the school district’s data displayed in each row and relate it to locations of the schools in the graphs  Additionally, the last row of data represents 11 of the 12 schools in Austin previously highlighted in Slides 8 to 10.
2. Besides the 11 Austin ISD schools that were experiencing gentrification, the only districts that showed increases in MGL percentages between 2017 and 2024 were Eanes ISD and Lago Vista ISD.  Both of these districts had low rates of FRPL students for both years, and percentages of White students of 60% or more in both years.
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