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    INTRODUCTION 

 In May 2007, 40 firefighters and two helicopters, dumping water from the air, 

worked to put out a fire in a 5000-plus acre peat bog near Vancouver (Canada). A peat 

bog is wet spongy grounds of centuries old rotting moss and other plants. The soil is unfit 

for farming but can be cut, dried, and used for fuel. As compressed carbon—bogs can 

become coal if other factors come into play--peat can burn on the surface and 

underground as well. Peat bog fires are tough to fight because the fire can “smolder 

underground and pop up unexpectedly when one area is extinguished.” Moreover, 

escaping methane gas and deep sinkholes are potential dangers to fire crews. Firefighters 

established a perimeter around the fire within a few hours and helicopters scooped water 

from a nearby lake to douse hot spots. Only one firefighter was injured.1   

   In addition to peat bogs flaring up unexpectedly, these bogs have yielded other 

surprises as well. In England and elsewhere, people have dug up thousand-year-old 

bronzed bodies preserved by the chemical decomposition of plants.2  

 And it is that densely packed carbon that unpredictably catches fire from time to 

time and the sporadic unearthing of tanned bodies that captures a connection I want to 

make between peat bogs and urban school reform in the past half-century in Austin, 

Texas and the nation’s big cities. It does sound like a far-fetched analogy except for how 

the importance of the past, common to both bogs and cities, too often gets ignored until 

fires and cadavers appear. Let me explain. 

 Understanding the origin of peat bogs formed in lake bottoms that slowly dry as 

dead trees, brush, and other plants get compacted over centuries is easy to grasp. Less 

easy is comparing that process to what occurs in urban school systems that have layers 

and layers of historical events compressed into organizational patterns that inescapably 

influence current actions—yet those effects may be unseen as buried bodies and 

unexpected as the Vancouver fire.  

 Pause and think back about urban schools over the past three-quarters of a 

century. Before World War II, big city districts such as New York City, Chicago, Boston, 

and Denver were leaders of educational progressivism. Parents seeking excellent schools 

moved into urban neighborhoods for the best schools. In these schools, staff made dollar-

saving efficiencies while offering a rich array of medical, dental, recreational, and support 

services for the “whole child.” In classrooms, the ideology and language of active learning, 

projects, field trips, real world problem solving, and interdisciplinary concepts were 

evident in bulletin boards, curriculum guides, and lesson plans. These urban schools 

became a Mecca for visitors near and far.3     

 By the mid-1950s, however, urban schools were being portrayed in films and 

newspapers as gang-infested places where little learning occurred. High dropout rates and 

increased juvenile delinquency captured headlines. Influxes of poor rural migrants and 

immigrants coincided with the swift suburbanization of city after city. By 1960, for 

example, 75 percent of New York City elementary schools in Manhattan were black and 

Puerto Rican. Both movements of people altered the demography of urban districts for 

the next half-century. Crowded ghettoes with substandard housing spread. Businesses 
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vacated downtowns for suburban malls. Churches and synagogues pulled up stakes and 

bought empty tracts of land near housing developments for larger congregations.  City 

neighborhoods deteriorated as impoverished families, many displaced by “urban renewal” 

projects, searched for a better life. Neighborhood schools became racially segregated 

where learning was secondary to maintaining order.4  

 These changes in social geography occurred at the same time that the Americans’ 

vision of a good life shifted from living in densely-packed neighborhoods to having one’s 

own home, a lawn, backyard barbecues, and a new school down the street. In a few 

decades, suburban schools had become the model of excellence to copy and urban schools 

had become civic leaders’ and parents’ nightmare.   

 In the South at this time, decades-old legal segregation and a tradition-crusted caste 

system kept blacks as second-class citizens and social inferiors in rural and urban areas. 

Largely white suburbanization was just beginning in northern Virgina, Louisville, 

Charlotte, and Atlanta. Further west in Texas a tripartite system of segregated schools 

and public facilities kept both blacks and Mexican Americans separate from whites. 5 

 As middle-class white and minority poor families in public schools followed 

different trajectories, school reform, beginning in the 1950s and not letting up for the next 

half-century, swept across public schools, often pushed by national policy leaders 

wrestling with political, social, and economic problems. Consider how the Cold War and 

the Soviet launch of a satellite in 1956 got converted into a crisis of schools graduating 

insufficient scientists with President Dwight D. Eisenhower signing the landmark 

National Education Defense Act in 1958. 6 

 Or how the civil rights movement, fueled by Brown v. Board of Education, began 

in the South and spread north and west in drawing attention to segregated public 

accommodations, biased criminal justice, housing discrimination, and widespread academic 

failure of blacks in northern and southern schools. Lyndon Baines Johnson signed the 

Civil Rights Act (1964) and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965) to bring 

an end to racial discrimination and break the link between poverty and academic 

achievement in schools.7  

 Or how urban school reform in the 1950s and 1960s aimed at first “culturally 

deprived” children and youth (later the “disadvantaged” and “at-risk”) spurred curricular, 

instructional, organizational, and governance changes in big cities across the nation. 8  

 Or how economic recessions in the 1970s and accelerated global competition with 

Germany and Japan led to fears in the early 1980s that schools had failed to produce 

graduates who could compete in a post-industrial society. Schools, reformers argued, had 

to be more in sync with the demands of a growing economy in a fiercely competitive 

world, especially when other nations were thumping U.S. students on international 

science and math tests. Reformers then and reformers now sing from the same hymnbook 

in the first decade of the 21st century when school critics point to China and India 

engineers and entrepreneurs edging out U. S. companies in market competition.9  

 These attempts by policy elites in Washington, state capitals, and city halls to 

solve such national problems through better schools since the 1950s converted into each 

generation of reformers coming up with programs that were replaced by another equally 
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fervent generation cocksure that their policy agendas will solve those problems. This 

piling up of reform strata is no more evident than in urban districts where demands for 

improved student academic performance in largely minority and poor schools date back at 

least a half-century.  

 

 The compacting of earlier reform layers continues. With increased awareness 

among policy elites that the 21st century workforce will be far more ethnically and racially 

diverse than existed in mid-20th century America, deep concerns over high school 

graduates’ skill levels for an information-based work force has ratcheted up demands on 

states and urban districts to reduce the achievement gap between minorities and whites, 

lift the bottom quartile of chronic low-performing schools to the middle, send more well-

prepared high school graduates to college, and, afterwards, have them smoothly enter an 

ever-changing labor market.      

    “Spinning Wheels,” the title of a recent book on urban school reform, depicts the 

past three decades of big cities trying to gain traction to lift the floor of student 

achievement while raising the ceiling for high achievers. Since the late-1970s, urban 

districts have pursued similar reform strategies to reach that goal. Influenced by external 

political, social, and economic events, school reformers feverishly copied from one 

another “best practices” such as governance changes (e.g., mayoral control, ward election 

of school board members), organizational structures (e.g., adopting different reform 

models to change one school at a time; accountability and testing; providing more parental 

choices among schools), curricular and instructional changes (e.g., standards-based 

curriculum, new technologies)--all devoted to chasing student achievement. Reform efforts 

would flare up in a city as new programs roared through schools leaving staff spent after a 

few years. Then another wave of reforms would burst on the scene with the arrival of a 

new superintendent or major turnover in school board members.10    

 After years of spinning wheels in reforming big city schools without much change 

in the closing of the test score gap between whites and minorities, a combination of 

organizational, governance, and curricular policies focusing on standards-based testing and 

accountability mixed with large doses of parental choice through charters, magnets, and 

small specialty schools had gained solid footing by the mid-1990s. Donors and policy 

entrepreneurs sometimes call this mix a “portfolio of choices” for urban districts. 

Presently, it is test-based accountability (sometimes called bureaucratic accountability) 

that is the governing concept for reaching curriculum-based standards. While market-based 

accountability comes into play where parental choice is a substantial component in a 

district’s improvement strategy (e.g. Dayton, Washington, D.C., New Orleans) and 

political accountability when mayors take over schools (e.g., Boston, Chicago, New York 

City), test-based accountability is central to state and federal strategies (e.g., No Child 

Left Behind) for school success.11   

 But the vital irreplaceable link between these policies and structures aimed at 

lifting student academic achievement is what happens daily between teachers and 

students. And that relationship, that slippery policy lever of change, has been tough to 

grasp, much less pull. The classroom connection is the Holy Grail of student learning, 
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academic achievement, and moral behavior—everything else is secondary. In rhetoric and 

policy action, district leaders use the language of improved classroom teaching and 

learning but it remains elusive in practice. Researchers, for example, still cannot say with 

confidence which structures (e.g., parental choice, state and district accountability 

programs) and which district policies (e.g., whole school reforms, converting principals 

into CEOs, small learning communities, advisories in high schools) can lead to both 

improved test scores and the reduction of the achievement gap. Nor can researchers say 

with confidence which ways are best to put these reforms into practice in a particular 

district (i.e., top-down with school board and superintendent mandates or bottom up 

through schools choosing their own reforms, or some blending of the two approaches) 

because local context is so powerful in shaping policy implementation.12 

 This brief trip through the history of reform and its bog-like strata of change 

reveal repeated efforts to move public schools in different directions consistent with what 

policy elites viewed as solutions to larger political, social, and economic problems. That 

recounting of the past, however, ignores the conflicting purposes of tax-supported public 

schools in a democracy. 

 The goals for public schools have shifted over time from 19th century students 

acquiring enough literacy to read the Bible to the current range of purposes: preparing 

students for civic duties, insuring that students acquire the community’s dominant social 

values, independent decision-making, appreciation of the arts and humanities, reducing 

social and economic inequalities, and successful entry into college and career. Note the 

conflicts between public goods, that is, civic engagement, cultivating appropriate 

behaviors, and preparation of workers and private goods—and parents wanting schools to 

boost their children a few rungs further up the ladder of success.13  

 Schools in a democracy are instruments of government to achieve particular public 

purposes such as political participation, socialization into community values, and smooth 

entry into jobs. They also serve parents’ desires for schools to have their sons and 

daughters become sufficiently literate to acquire essential credentials. As a result, school 

boards respond to different stakeholders and other pressures arising from external events 

(e.g., war, economic competition with other nations, demographic changes, civil rights 

movement).  

 Thus, emphasis on particular goals shift as external events and lobbying from 

organized groups impinge upon public schools. At present and for the past thirty years 

among policy elites, global rivalry for markets and a communication-driven shrinking 

world has narrowed these broad (and competing) goals to schools becoming responsible 

for an increasingly diversified economy insofar as producing graduates armed with the 

knowledge and skills to complete college and enter the workplace. Among policy elites--

except for superintendents, school board members, and the general public who rank that 

goal much lower--both public and private aims converge around a dominant economic 

purpose for schools.14 

 It is within this larger current and past context of school purposes and reforms 

that urban districts with largely poor and minority enrollments such as Austin, Texas 

operate now and for the past half-century. For nearly a decade, AISD, under the 
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leadership of the Board of Trustees and Superintendent Pascal (Pat) Forgione, Jr. have 

introduced a bundle of initiatives aimed at reforming the district organization, curriculum, 

and instruction in order to improve students’ academic achievement and reduce 

considerably the gap in that achievement between white and minority students. The 

culminating reform of these efforts over the past decade is High School Redesign launched 

in 2005.15  

 But High School Redesign cannot be fully understood as a district-wide effort to 

re-invent 11 high schools without examining AISD previous efforts to solve a broad array 

of problems anchored in local, state, and federal dissatisfactions with student performance 

in the past 50 years. Like every big city school system in the nation, the history of 

reform, laid down in layers over time within each district, Austin’s past has had an 

enormous influence on how the problems of schooling have been defined, especially the 

chronic low academic performance of minority and poor students, and the solutions—the 

reforms—have been designed and implemented. Legacies of legal segregation and poverty 

bubble up time and again when Austin leaders set out to remedy academic failure. In this 

case study of a half-century of reforms in the Austin Independent School District 

(AISD), with particular emphasis on the past decade, I pose the following questions: 

 *What reforms has AISD initiated or responded to since the 1950s? 

 *How did these previous reforms lead to High School Redesign? 

 *What are the promises and pitfalls of high school  redesign? 

 *What can AISD do to solve the problem of chronic low-performing schools? 

In answering these questions, I first turn to the recent past. 

 

   PROLOGUE TO HIGH SCHOOL REDESIGN 

 

 For parents, staff, and community leaders no year and a half in the past half-

century could have seemed as long and as worse for the Austin Independent School 

District (AISD) than 1998-1999.  

 Sure, there was dislocation, frustration, and much anger among whites, blacks, and 

Hispanics over desegregation beginning in 1954 but that litigation had caromed like a 

billiard ball between AISD, federal courts and the U.S. Department of Education for over 

three decades. And, yes, the Texas legislature and courts stumbled through different 

financing formulas causing havoc on AISD budgets but that, too, stretched out over many 

years.    

 More recently, short-term crises over negative state and federal ratings that 

threatened school closures at Webb Middle School and Johnston High School in 2007 

arose. Yet these mini-crises affected only a few schools in the district since many other 

schools were high-flying performers receiving excellent state and federal ratings. Such bad 

news about a few schools failed to cast a lasting shadow over the entire district.16 

 And, yes, there were occasional embarrassments over frequent squabbles among 

the Board of Trustees’ nine elected members and accusations of micro-managing a 

succession of superintendents with two school chiefs forced out by the Board and interim 

ones serving a year or so between 1990-1998.17 None of these events, however, matched 
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the cascade of troubles that spilled over the Texas capital, the fourth largest school 

district in the state, during 1998-1999. 

 Consider the following: 

 *March 1998: Board of Trustees negotiates the departure of Superintendent 

James Fox after only three years in office. Although supporters praised Fox for raising 

test scores and lowering dropout rates, critics blasted his imperious style. Many 

experienced principals and teachers left the district. He often ignored parents and seldom 

sought community involvement on decisions.18 

 Summer 1998: Board of Trustees begins search for new superintendent. 

 September 1998: Interim superintendent announces that two top administrators 

had been reprimanded for fudging results of the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills 

(TAAS). They wanted to boost scores in three low-performing elementary schools in 

order to get higher ratings from the Texas Education Agency (TEA).19  

 January 1999: Citywide Parent-Teacher Association declares for the first time a 

lack of confidence in the AISD Board of Trustees. “Parents see a discontinuity,” one 

member said, “between officials reports at meetings and what they see in schools on a 

day-to-day basis.”20 

 April 1999: The Travis County Attorney indicts the Austin Independent School 

District and two top administrators for tampering with state test scores. No grand jury 

had ever indicted a school district in Texas for cheating. AISD officials were charged with 

changing the identification numbers of 16 low-scoring students so their scores would be 

tossed out and state ratings of the three schools would be higher.21 

 June 1999:  The only finalist for AISD Superintendent visits the district. Board 

members are entranced by candidate’s educational vision and seeming openness to parents 

and community. Trustee Olga Garza said: “For the last 24 hours I’ve had two songs going 

through my head. One is James Brown’s ‘I Feel Good’ and the other is that old camp 

classic, ‘I’ve Got Joy, Joy, Joy, Joy.’” 22 

 * Shortly after the visit, finalist withdraws from consideration. 

 * Travis County Attorney offers deal to Board of Trustees that would drop all 

fines against AISD for manipulating test scores but would still require district to take 

responsibility for the cheating scandal. School Board rejects offer. The County Attorney 

also continues an investigation into AISD officials fiddling with dropout figures from the 

11 high schools to see whether low dropout rates reported to the TEA were a result of 

sloppy bookkeeping or intentional falsification.23  

 July 1999: Board of Trustees hires search firm to recruit candidates for 

superintendency; President of the Board in an unusual move meets with mayor who seeks 

involvement in selecting next school chief.24 

 August 1999: Four finalists for AISD superintendency meet parents and 

community leaders. Mayor and small group of business leaders also interview finalists.25 

 *Texas Comptroller Carole Rylander announces that she will conduct an 

“uninvited” audit of AISD. The Texas School Performance Review will investigate 

illegalities (cheating on state tests and reports of falsified dropout rates) and inefficiencies 
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in the district. “I am not going to wait for an engraved invitation when 78,000 of our 

kiddos are at stake.”26  

 * National bond rating companies place AISD on a “negative watch” because of 

test tampering scandal and confusion over dropout data causing loss of public confidence 

in district’s financial integrity.27 

 *Board of Trustees unanimously appoints Pat Forgione as AISD superintendent. 

The day Forgione arrives in Austin, the Texas Educational Agency rates AISD 

“Unacceptable” because of the untrustworthy quality of dropout data submitted months 

earlier.28 

 Forgione was a former U.S. Commissioner of the National Center for Educational 

Statistics (1996-1999) and Superintendent of Public Instruction for the state of Delaware 

(1991-1996). Soon after moving into the superintendent’s suite, Forgione put up in his 

office a sheet with three goals listed for anyone entering the office to see: “Children First: 

Better Data, Better Collaboration, Better Student Achievement.”29 

The Forgione Reforms  

 After such a dreadful year and a half, a rudderless school system with its 

reputation in tatters needed someone to not only restore community trust in district 

educators but also a leader with enough smarts to manage data and sufficient instructional 

savvy to insure a skeptical community that 5,000-plus teachers could indeed help nearly 

80,000 students, many of whom come from minority poor homes, achieve academically.  

 Within a few months, Forgione hired new auditors and created top posts in 

finance, student data reporting, operations, and accountability--bringing in outsiders and 

promoting insiders--all of whom reported directly to him. He aired the mistakes AISD 

had made and, as one journalist put it, “reporters are actually reading AISD releases 

again.” The brand-new superintendent reached out to business and civic leaders for advice. 

He held “Ask the Superintendent” forums in various schools across Austin inviting 

parents and community activists to question district policies and air their concerns. Even 

riskier was Forgione’s request to raise the tax levy ten percent over the previous year to 

pay for technological improvements in antiquated data systems and ensure integrity of 

any data AISD reported. The levy passed. 30 

 The new school chief was dead-set on instituting sound management, restoring 

public trust in its schools, and improving the academic performance of those who did 

poorly on state tests—he wanted to lift those at the bottom. Local media that had been 

highly critical of Forgione’s predecessors largely supported the superintendent’s 

initiatives in their editorials except for occasional slaps across the wrist after what they 

felt were mistakes or missed opportunities.31 

 The unexpected routinely occurred. Consider that within six months of his 

appointment, the state notified AISD that it will be classified as a “high wealth” district, 

meaning that the district would lose $55 million in revenue in 2000-2001 causing many 

budget cuts. Among many reductions, Forgione ordered the end of block scheduling in all 

middle and high schools, a decision that caught many teachers and administrators by 

surprise thoroughly antagonizing them. Then a few months later, Forgione announced that 

AISD had received an “Acceptable” rating from the TEA erasing the “Unacceptable” 
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rating--in Forgione’s words, “the scarlet ‘U’”—that the district had received in 1999. 

Furthermore, he praised the staffs of 19 schools (of 97 tested) that earned TEA’s 

“Exemplary” or “Recognized” ratings, especially ones with large percentages of poor and 

minority students. The superintendent then asked, “Are we satisfied? No, he said. “We 

won’t be satisfied,” he continued, “until not one of our schools is on the low-performing 

list”—nine were listed. Forgione’s public and private passion for improving instruction 

and student learning separated him from AISD predecessors who focused mostly on 

managing the organization.32  

 After three years as superintendent, one School Board member likened Forgione’s 

unrelenting optimism, passion, and energetic leadership to a new coach hired in 1999 to 

create a winning team after a really bad season. “Dr. Forgione has gotten us up to a 9-7 

record,” he said. “He has us heading toward being a playoff team. We’re not a 

championship team yet, but we have the right coach.”33  

 In subsequent years, Forgione tied AISD curriculum closely to state standards, 

reorganized the district office by eliminating regional superintendents, forged links with 

business and civic leaders, tap-danced through budget squeezes triggered by state finance 

reform, responded year after year to new state policy mandates, engineered successful 

bond referenda for new and renovated schools (a half-billion dollar for 2004) and endured 

occasional stumbles that a grateful community was willing to forgive. His political finesse, 

Energizer Bunny drive, and capacity to endure public rancor when parents and teachers 

railed at some of his decisions slowly built up respect among those inside and outside the 

district for his ability to be a “heat shield” for the Board of Trustees and district 

administrators.  

 Part of being a buffer means that the Superintendent has learned that Austin has a 

feisty mix of politically liberal and conservative tensions. On the one hand, Austin has 

been called “the People’s Republic of Austin” yet those progressive activists operate 

within a state capital housing conservative legislators who read the daily paper about 

AISD schools, make educational policy, and appropriate funds to all Texas districts. 

Under the microscope of a largely conservative legislature, Superintendent Forgione uses a 

baseball metaphor to characterize Austin as his “home field disadvantage.” 34 

 Texas, once a solid Democratic state, since 1978 when the first Republicans took 

statewide office, had now become solid GOP in nearly all elected statewide posts. Or 

consider teacher and administrator unions. While Texas law allows unions, for example, 

collective bargaining is banned. Texas is a “right to work” state. So Education Austin, the 

largest teachers’ union, monitors the Board of Trustees and Superintendent closely to 

protect the interests of its membership. It offers advice to AISD officials on salary, 

working conditions and other policies but can not do more than meet and confer with the 

Superintendent’s representatives and try to persuade parents and civic leaders to support 

their positions. 35  

 Knowing this blend of Texas-style liberal and conservative sentiments in Austin, 

over the years Forgione introduced “character education” into the curriculum (“We’ve got 

to counteract MTV, folks”), student and teacher dress codes (“I would go into a 

classroom, and a teacher would bend over, and I would see things I don’t want to see”), 
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took Cokes out of school vending machines before the state mandated their removal, and 

fought successfully to create the Ann Richards’ School for Young Women Leaders—

nicely blending a mix of initiatives that would please both sides of the political 

spectrum..36 

 Forgione’s whirlwind actions—he once said, “I don’t know what fourth gear is 

like”—restored the community’s confidence in the data published by the district and set a 

clear direction in attacking the persistent issue of low-performing schools amid ever rising 

accountability standards.   

 Year after year, AISD officials wrestled with competing state and federal rating 

systems. McCallum high school could be on the Newsweek’s list of the nation’s “Best 

High Schools” yet would be labeled “Needs Improvement” under the federal No Child 

Left Behind Act while in the Texas system of ratings be called “Academically 

Acceptable.”37  

 These ratings, using different criteria yet fully reported in the media, created, in 

Forgione’s words, “an oppressive and mechanistic accountability that allows no credit for 

progress” made in schools with high percentages of poor minority students and English 

Language Learners (ELL). Under NCLB, proficiency levels have to be reached each year.  

Strong gains in test scores are not even considered if the level—the set percentage-- is not 

reached for an entire group or any of the sub-groups. So, too, did the TEA raise the bar on 

test scores that students had to meet each year but did at least recognize increases in test 

scores. As unfair as NCLB was to those schools where students raised their scores far 

higher than the previous year and still fell short of the level for the current year, that 

“oppressive and mechanistic accountability” scarcely slowed down either the pace or 

reach of district reforms that the entrepreneurial Superintendent proposed and the Board 

of Trustees adopted. 38 

  

  THREE PHASES OF REFORMS, 1999-2008 

 

 Being politically astute, decisive, and candid even about occasional slip-ups are 

trademark features of the Forgione superintendency.39   

 From receiving a traffic ticket to describing the reforms undertaken in these years, 

Forgione consistently displayed these traits. For example, the Superintendent told a 

newspaper reporter that he had paid a fine of $116 for speeding in a school zone (he was 

traveling at 27 miles per hour in a 20-miles per hour zone). Forgione, returning from a pep 

rally at a middle school, said: “I was still pumped up from all the … enthusiasm and was, 

frankly, not paying attention to the posted speed limit.” The school chief also couldn’t 

resist teaching a lesson: “I believe this occurrence is an appropriate time to urge all 

motorists to pay special attention to the marked school zones.”40 

 In his characteristically frank way, Forgione, in a talk to researchers in 2006, 

described the different reforms that he and his team had designed and phased in over 

nearly a decade. He divided these initiatives into three stages.41 

 *Restore public trust in AISD’s data and build an instructional 

infrastructure (1999-2002).  
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 From that first day [in office] I decided the best approach was to drill down until 

we got to the bottom of our bad news. We shared everything we learned with the Austin 

community. In that way, we developed public trust, which we would need  as we 

rebuilt the district from the ground up…. We set up a new accountability department to 

scrupulously oversee our use of data. These were the relatively easy reforms. I knew our 

greatest challenge would be to reform teaching and learning in our more than 5,000 

classrooms.42 

 To reach into classrooms to improve academic work, Forgione had to get the entire 

staff to focus on curriculum and instruction. He saw AISD as “all e pluribus and no 

unum. Our schools were peacocks on the prairie, strutting off in different directions 

because they had no district leadership for so long.” 43 

 To direct attention to a core curriculum that all students would take, the new 

superintendent ordered that AISD content standards would henceforth be the Texas 

Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) standards. “These standards,” Forgione said, 

“became our first non-negotiable—the ‘unum.’” It didn’t matter whether you were going 

to school in predominately minority East Austin or affluent Northwest Austin, “we’ll 

have the same expectations and high standards for you in every classroom.” Teacher and 

student effort counted, not the location of the school. “We believe that effort creates 

ability. You become smarter by working harder in a system set up for high achievement.” 

That the district and state standards were aligned to the annual state test, of course, 

increased the likelihood that classroom lessons would have eventual payoff in higher 

scores.  

 One top administrator recalled the new Superintendent’s focus on curriculum, 

teaching, and learning:  

 Before Dr. Forgione came, everybody did their own thing and if they worked 

great, no one bothered you…. I remember being a principal … and one of the first things 

he [Forgione]  asked us to do … was something we’d never been asked to  do by 

anybody was to write up and send in to him [a memo] that really got at what our 

philosophy of learning was. That sent a clear message to us at the beginning there here is 

somebody who is really interested in how teaching and  learning is going on at our 

campus. He’s asking us questions which typically [previous] superintendents never got 

involved at our level.”44 

 To help teachers and administrators address these standards and develop common 

principles and vocabulary about classroom teaching and student learning, AISD 

contracted with the University of Pittsburgh’s Institute for Learning to work with 

teachers and administrators. With data systems, accountability procedures, curriculum 

standards, and staff development programs in place, AISD entered the second phase.45   

  *Strengthening classroom teaching and learning, 2002-2006. Under the 

leadership of Darlene Westbrook, AISD’s Chief Academic Officer, a well-respected 

insider who had climbed the career ladder of teacher, principal, and district administrator 

to her current post, experienced teachers and curriculum specialists developed 

Instructional Planning Guides in academic subjects closely aligned to the upgraded state 

standards and a new state test (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills—TAKS) that 



 11

demanded far more from both teachers and students than had the previous test (Texas 

Assessment of Academic Skills--TAAS). Because AISD, like most urban districts, loses 

teachers every year for various reasons (just under an average of 15 percent annually with 

higher percentages at schools with largely low-income minorities), having these Guides 

available for both newcomers and experienced teachers, Forgione and Westbrook believed, 

was essential in providing students a common framework in reading, math, science, and 

social studies. For more difficult academic courses, Westbrook’s team developed guides 

for pre-Advanced Placement courses. These actions more tightly coupled district 

practices to state standards and tests—what others called “curriculum alignment.”46 

 With tougher tests facing students and unforgiving state rating systems for 

schools’ academic performance, Forgione, Westbrook, and their team decided to not wait 

until end-of-school year test results were published to find out how well Austin students 

were meeting state content standards; they developed beginning and mid-year tests—

“benchmark assessments”—to monitor students’ academic growth and identify those 

needing help. For the large number of English Language Learners (ELL), teachers were 

expected to be rigorous and consistent in their instruction so that students could learn the 

vocabulary and concepts of different academic subjects. Thus, data-driven interventions 

would help students during school, after-school, and the summer. Furthermore, 

professional development for both teachers and principals would become anchored in the 

rich, yet often overwhelming, data pool available to them on individual student 

performance. 47 

 To Westbrook and her team, creating these Guides, benchmark assessments, and 

staff development were essential parts of a district-wide infrastructure that would 

prevent children from slipping through cracks. These veteran Austin educators 

remembered the late-1980s after the end of court-ordered busing to desegregate schools 

that 16 East Austin schools enrolling mostly poor and minority children were designated 

“Priority Schools.” For five years these schools, unlike other elementary schools in 

AISD, had lower student-teacher ratios, more staffing, and full-day pre-kindergarten. 

They received twice as much money as other district schools. Yet by 1992, academic 

achievement, as measured by state tests showed some improvement in reading and no 

improvement in math. Westbrook also knew that Forgione had established “Blueprint 

Schools” in 2002 (four elementary and two middle schools) after East Austin community 

activists criticized the Superintendent and Board of Trustees for neglecting mostly 

minority and poor Eastside schools. Schools got new principals, more resources and on-

site help for teachers. More money was necessary, Westbrook and others knew well, but 

it was insufficient without a system of close instructional monitoring, benchmarks, and 

building the knowledge and skills of staff.48 

 As these pieces of the system were put into practice, the superintendent could 

report that between 2002 and 2005, more and more Austin minority students increased 

their scores on the TAKS test to reduce somewhat the large achievement gap between 

whites and minorities. Graduation rates for high schools had increased from 72 percent to 

80 percent although rates for students from low-income families (72 percent) and English 

Language learners (53 percent) were significantly lower. 49 
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 Even with overall test scores and high school graduation rates improving, much 

work remained to be done in high schools. And that is where the churning AISD reforms 

entered the third phase of district improvement. 

 High School Redesign, 2004-2006. With community trust in AISD data and top 

leadership restored and an instructional infrastructure of standards, instructional guides, 

benchmark tests, and professional development in place, the superintendent whose 

contract the Board of Trustees in repeated acts of confidence had extended, tackled the 

toughest problem facing urban districts: improving high school students academic 

achievement, especially for those coming from minority poor families and ELLs.  

 Raising elementary school scores on first TAAS and then the TAKS exams took 

much hard work that had paid off in higher state ratings and a gradual closing of the gap 

between white and minority test scores. But high school improvement on state tests, 

especially in those large predominately minority and poor ones was a far harder nut to 

crack. TEA rated two to four high schools “Academically Unacceptable” each year.  “We 

recognized that we needed to make major changes,” the superintendent said, “ which 

would require us to be brave enough to look squarely at the problem of redesigning our 

traditional American public high school.” 50 

 In 2004, AISD officials asked the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) and 

the University of Texas to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the district’s eleven 

comprehensive high schools. Both reports laid out the problems faced by students and 

teachers in these schools ranging from uneven instructional quality, low classroom 

expectations for minority and poor youth to weak principal leadership and lack of 

supports for struggling students. 51 

 Using this report and other data, the Board of Trustees approved Forgione’s 

recommendation to overhaul the district’s 11 high schools. The entrepreneurial 

Superintendent then approached The Melinda and Bill Gates Foundation, which had been 

funding efforts across the country to create small high schools.  

 The Foundation awarded AISD an initial $1.5 million planning grant in 2005 and 

then a four-year $15 million grant in 2006 with The Michael and Susan Dell Foundation 

also funding parts of the high school reform.  AISD contracted with Stanford’s School 

Redesign Network to work with each of the high schools in designing programs tailored to 

its context, help teachers and administrators draft proposals, and involve the larger 

community in the overall effort.52 

 In smartly parlaying private and public funds into a reform-driven package to 

redesign AISD high schools, Forgione, with the approval of the Board of Trustees, had 

embraced a core reform strategy of building a portfolio of high school options, as had 

other big city districts such as Boston, New York, and Chicago. AISD, however, differed 

in planning to revamp all of its comprehensive high schools at the same time. The goals of 

High School Redesign were to close the achievement gap between white and minority 

students and increase the numbers of high school graduates, especially black and Hispanic 

students, ensuring that these graduates are well prepared for college and the job market.53 

 At this point I need to point out that the three-step AISD strategy (and policy 

logic) I have described thus far, taken from a talk that Forgione gave to researchers in 
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2006, appears planned and sequential. Yet, as Forgione pointed out then and since, this 

strategy was vulnerable to random events that made even the best-planned reforms go 

awry. 54 

    

  BUMPY AND CROOKED PATH TO REFORM   

 

 Consider those crises that blindsided both the Board of Trustees and 

Superintendent. Such events sucked up enormous time and energy from Forgione and his 

aides as they set aside other priorities to work on the emergency. Between late 2000 and 

early 2002, for example, much time was spent in responding to the Reverend Sterling 

Lands, minister of the Greater Calvary Baptist Church, and fiery head of the Eastside 

Social Action Coalition’s 20 demands for better schools for Austin’s minority children.55  

 In an October 2000 letter to Board President Kathy Rider, Lands said that 46 

years after Brown v. Board of Education “our schools are still separate and unequal.” 

Pointing to minority students’ lower achievement, more dropouts, higher numbers in 

special education than white students, Lands wrote: 

 Unless you believe that children of color are inferior in their ability to learn, you 

must conclude with us that we have an emergency of horrible magnitude and immediate 

and deliberate action is required to reverse the trend.56 

 The 600-member Eastside Social Action Coalition (ESAC) had originally formed 

in protest to police brutality in 1998. In the Spring of 2000, Forgione’s firing of the black 

principal of LBJ high school in what Lands called “a very cavalier and inhumane way”—

the principal was escorted off campus by security officials at the end of the school day—

triggered protests. The issue leading to the principal’s removal was the unrelenting tense 

relations between the magnet program (“Science Academy”) staff and the principal. The 

firing brought out 500 ESAC parents, students, and activists to a Board of Trustees 

meeting to protest the principal’s removal. The Board backed the Superintendent. Over 

the summer, ESAC meetings that included Austin’s Mexican American community 

groups also produced Lands’ letter to the Board of Trustees.57    

 After not hearing formally from the Board of Trustees, Lands threatened to 

withdraw minority students from Eastside schools and educate them elsewhere. Whether 

the threat was serious or not, the loss of students would jeopardize state funding and 

cause havoc to the district budget. Eventually discussions between Lands and the Board 

President, produced a 32-page staff report that accepted some of the demands and 

rejected others.58  

 Lands lambasted the Board and superintendent for dragging their feet for six 

months. He then ratcheted up the pressure by proposing that Eastside schools split from 

AISD and form their own district. Legal obstacles and strong reaction from the Board, 

Superintendent, and business and civic elites led to Lands negotiating with The Edison 

Schools to take over Eastside Austin schools to run them as the private for-profit 

corporation had done in Dallas. Edison then presented a proposal to the Board of trustees 

in January 2002. 59 
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 After much discussion on the Edison proposal and the entry of a proposed new 

Eastside school run by Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP) with schools in Houston 

and New York City, Forgione recommended rejection of the Edison plan and acceptance 

of the KIPP proposal. The Board of Trustees, however, rejected both Edison and KIPP 

applications. As one Board member said: “I find it offensive to have folks come into our 

school district and say, ‘Well, your kids are deficient, and this is how we’re going to fix 

that deficiency.’ ” After the vote, the Board asked Forgione to come up with a plan to 

improve low performing schools. One month later, Forgione, who accepted publicly 

blame for not doing something sooner, presented his “Austin Blueprint to Leave No Child 

Behind.”60 

 The “Blueprint,” as it became known, called for transforming the six lowest 

performing schools (four elementary and two middle schools all located on the Eastside) 

by naming new principals to five of the six schools, permitting most of the teachers to 

transfer, adding money, hiring certified teachers who had at least two years experience 

(rather than newcomers) and who agreed to stay three years. On-site coaches to help 

teachers and additional training for teachers during the summer were also included.61 

 While the daily newspaper endorsed the Blueprint Schools plan, Sterling Lands 

asked: “But why only focus on six schools when there are children of color suffering in 

mediocre schools across the Eastside? This is a political, not a honest effort to raise 

standards across the board.” He was correct that the Blueprint Schools was a political 

solution to a crisis that had suddenly flared up but all involved parties knew that this 

crisis was a legacy of the past and would arise again.62 

 After 18 months of protests, discussions, and reports AISD officials presented a 

program for six Eastside schools (adding Johnston and Reagan in 2004) that drew liberally 

from the earlier AISD “Priority Schools” program and the Edison and KIPP proposals. 

Lands and the ESAC grumbled at the smallness of the Blueprint but those 18 months 

shined a strong searchlight on schools that had been neglected and did get the large district 

to respond to their concerns. Yet no AISD official had foreseen this issue arising in late 

2000. Once in the newspaper and on television, elaborate plans for other initiatives were 

pushed to the sidelines as this crisis unfolded and persisted for a year and a half. 

  Nor could anyone predict the financial roller-coaster ride that the legislature and 

courts forced on Texas districts in the past decade causing severe budget cuts in AISD. 

When the state altered its funding formula in 1993—called Chapter 41 of the Texas 

Education Code--to equalize funding between “property-rich” and “property-poor” 

districts they required “high-wealth” districts like Austin, nearby Eanes, Lake Travis, and 

Manor to give up funds raised from local property taxes to “low wealth” districts such as 

San Antonio’s Edgewood Independent School District or Laredo Independent School 

District whose property taxes yield very little. In addition, the state capped the local 

district’s tax levy to $1.50 per $100 of assessed value.63 

 In 2000, the state required Austin to give up $55 million. Three years later, AISD 

gave up $158 million and had to cut 650 positions including one third of its elementary 

art, music, and physical education teachers. The Board and Superintendent could offer 

only a 1.2 percent salary raise to teachers meaning that with other state cuts to health 
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benefits, Austin teachers were earning less than they had the previous year. Even worse 

for AISD in the throes of raising academic standards for Eastside schools was the rising 

numbers of poor families and ELLs in the district that needed additional resources.64   

 In 2003, because the Texas governor and legislature has been reducing the total 

amount of money it spends on districts while requiring  “high wealth” districts to share 

their funds, Austin joined Dallas, Houston, and 350 other districts both “high-wealth” 

and “low-wealth” (representing over two million students), in suing the state to increase 

the amount of money its sends to both wealthy and poor districts; the law suit did not 

challenge the “Robin Hood” sharing of wealth. A year later after the state legislature failed 

to reform school finance in both a regular and special session, a state judge ruled in favor 

of the “property-rich’ districts calling the current state funding unconstitutional. The 

state appealed the judge’s decision to the Texas Supreme Court.65  

 After repeated failed efforts by the state legislature to enact finance reform, the 

Supreme Court ruled 7-1 in 2005 that using local property taxes to pay for public schools 

is an unconstitutional statewide tax (low-wealth districts were taxing at the state-imposed 

cap of $1.50) and ordered the legislature to fix financing public schools. The governor and 

legislature worked out a compromise, fueled by an $8.2 billion surplus, easing 

considerably the burden of budget cuts that AISD and other high and low-wealth districts 

had to absorb. Few knew how long the Governor and Legislature would keep dodging the 

finance reform bullet or whether the state courts would eventually intervene and make 

state authorities catch that bullet in their teeth and bite it. As it played out over six years, 

the state financing burden placed districts squarely in the pincers of ever-escalating 

accountability standards, changing demographics in AISD, and budget cuts that inevitably 

touched schools and classrooms.66   

 The trouble-free rendition of reform stages also skips over occasional mistakes in 

judgment. In January 2007, for example, Forgione sent a letter home to Webb Middle 

School parents that he would recommend closing the school because students had failed to 

pass the state test three years in a row. Webb students would transfer to two nearby 

middle schools, also struggling with poor performance on the state test. The letter 

surprised and upset parents. 67 

 With over one-third of Webb’s 669 students moving in and out of the 

neighborhood, over 90 percent of the students coming from low income families, over 80 

percent Hispanic, half of whom had limited English skills, and with high teacher turnover 

(40 percent of Webb teachers left in 2006), the school had struggled again and again to 

pass the test. If students failed the state test once more in 2007, the Commissioner of 

Education had told AISD officials that the school would be closed or the Commissioner 

would ask that an outside firm take over the school. Since the TAKS tests were taken in 

March, April, and May, scores would not be known until the end of the school year. 

Were Webb students to again have failed to pass all portions of the test, the 

superintendent did not want to be in the position of scrambling to re-assign teachers and 

students just before school opened in August. Thus, the decision and subsequent letter to 

parents.68 
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 About 200 outraged parents, students, and community activists showed their 

anger at Forgione during a community forum on his recommendation to the Board of 

Trustees.  A parent told Forgione: “You are sending our kids to two of the worst schools 

in the district.” Another told the superintendent that he was treating “our children like 

merchandise.” Rancor translated into harsh words, hand-printed signs, and angry out-

bursts. In the following weeks, as complaints tumbled into School Board offices from 

neighborhood activists and negative newspaper editorials castigated the Superintendent 

for top-down decisions made without parent consultation, Forgione back-pedaled by 

delaying the closing of the school and hastily drawing up improvement plans. Within four 

weeks of offering the proposal to close the middle school, the School Board rejected the 

superintendent’s recommendation to disperse Webb students to other schools. 69  

 Finally, what is missing from this smooth description of sequential stages is 

reform overload—too many changes by too many people at too fast a pace--for teachers 

and principals to absorb. Consider also that AISD officials have had to juggle the 

competing agendas of numerous outside partners such as Austin’s business leaders, the 

Institute for Research and Reform in Education’s “First Things First,” the University of 

Pittsburgh’s Institute for Learning work in “Disciplinary Literacy,” the Dana Center for 

Mathematics at University of Texas, the Gates and Dell Foundations, and other 

organizations.70  

 Such crosscutting agendas caused spinning wheels when these organizations sent 

out their staff to work with teachers who may not have been fully informed about either 

the agenda of staff sent to help or precisely why they are there at the school that day. As 

one upset veteran high school teacher put it: 

 We’re getting this academy and then … we’re gonna do this and that….when did 

that happen? It’s like we’re the last to know kind of thing. You’re not asking, you’re 

telling us this is gonna happen… so that people [her colleagues] are just saying … go 

ahead and sit on all of those committees. We told you it wasn’t gonna work, told you it 

was gonna be crap…. I hate that. You have no idea how I hate that.71 

 Forgione recognized these dangers and how they could swamp the reform. On the 

fast pace of change, Forgione said:  

 It’s important that you have the time to sequence and stage  your reform 

efforts so You don’t overwhelm your campuses and your central [office] support 

capacity. You can’t outrun your principals and teachers. No matter how good your ideas 

may be, nothing will change if you don’t have the support of your administrators and 

teachers.72 

 Forgione also worried about too many reforms whirling off in different directions 

forcing staff to lose sight of the purpose for reinventing comprehensive high schools. Such 

worries about diverging reforms and overload led the superintendent—prodded by Gates 

Foundation officials--to hire Parthenon, a private consulting company, to study the 

central office’s managing of redesign.  The company’s recommendations led to a 

strengthening of the already functioning High School Redesign Steering Committee 

(informally named “The Can Do Committee”) to coordinate and vet proposed initiatives 

(e.g., synchronized the late morning start of high schools in 2007-2008 to provide time for 
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professional development) to see if they ran counter to or enhanced existing programs. 

Even here, of course, better coordination in the district office does not mean that clear 

communication with principals and teachers occurred. 73  

 The superintendent acknowledged that his pell-mell style of rushing to acquire 

new funds and implement many initiatives, enterprising as such activities were, still could 

confuse subordinates about the direction of High School Redesign. When teachers at five 

high schools involved in Disciplinary Literacy told researchers that they felt overwhelmed 

by the long menu pf AISD reforms, state tests, and the direction of transforming district 

high schools, Forgione agreed with teachers’ comments that the pace of reforms and 

internal consistency among initiatives were a problem—telling an interviewer that “what 

I’m trying to do this year [2007] is have more coherence at the district level.”74 

 By 2008, then, Forgione and his team had crafted a district reform strategy and 

implemented it sufficiently and flexibly while being acutely aware of the dangers of having 

too many reforms churning simultaneously. By that time, he could point with pride to 

rising test scores, higher school graduation rates, many Austin schools recognized by state 

ratings and national rankings, and strong links to Austin civic and business leaders 

committed to sustaining the reforms.  

 On test scores, Forgione cited the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

that had trial tested urban students in eleven districts in 2005 and 2007. Austin scored 

first or second (Charlotte-Mecklenburg was the other high-scorer) in the rankings both 

times. National media reports of these test results confirmed the superintendent’s 

assessment of AISD progress and gave further legitimacy to the district’s gains in student 

achievement. In spite of that progress, however, in his customary frank manner, Forgione 

reminded others that four of the eleven high schools “need a big push and three others 

[are] on the critical list [under state and federal ratings].”75  

 Still, the superintendent’s candor and political moxie prevented him from boasting. 

In pointing out Austin’s high ranking in the NAEP results, Forgione also announced that 

94 campuses were rated “Exemplary,” Recognized”, or “Academically Acceptable.” Yet 

ten schools—the highest number since 2000--were rated “Academically Unacceptable.” 

He offered a mixed picture of progress and regress. He cast the district as an urban school 

system moving in the right direction but with a number of low-performing middle and 

high schools housing mostly poor and minority children.76 

 Although Forgione’s 2006 speech outlining the three phases of reform omitted the 

inevitable unpredictability, sudden crises, and mistakes made in building a district-wide 

improvement strategy, like other big city superintendents and CEOs of large 

corporations, Forgione gave a rational patina to actions that he and his team took in 

solving district problems.  

 Readers need no reminder that urban school systems like AISD are large 

bureaucratic organizations whose leaders, through coercion, incentives, and persuasion, 

try to steer hundreds of administrators and thousands of teachers toward improved 

practices aimed at achieving district goals. Yet these leaders are wholly dependent upon 

the political and financial support of community and state leaders. When organized 

groups of citizens demand changes in policy, school boards and superintendents often 



 18

respond (e.g., Webb). Or when the state, for example, alters its funding formulas to give 

low-wealth districts more money, consequences for wealthier districts meant leaner 

budgets and reduced programs. Moreover, economic recessions, demographic changes, and 

unexpected events (e.g., September 11, 2001; Katrina and Rita hurricanes in 2005) shatter 

the shell of control and rational action district leaders project to the community as they 

scramble to accommodate reduced revenues, a sudden influx of refugee families, and 

tragedies that spill over schools. Nor is it a surprise that school districts mirror the larger 

socioeconomic structures and social beliefs that shape parents’ and citizens’ expectations 

of what should occur within its schools (e.g. everyone graduates and goes to college, 

mandatory dress codes) and classrooms (e.g., orderly, everyone meets academic 

standards). Districts, then, while appearing as rational organizations driven by rules and 

bureaucrats often act in political and non-rational ways. 

   Even acknowledging the non-rational features of district reform, Forgione’s pride 

(and that of the Board of Trustees) in the district’s academic accomplishments is clear. 

Also clear is the Superintendent’s savvy awareness of the zigzag path of reform as it 

moves from the state capital to Board of Trustees’ meetings and from there to his suite at 

1111 W. Sixth St. to each school and, within schools, from the principal’s office to 

classrooms. Not only is it a meandering path filled with potholes and dead-ends but also 

one where policy adaptations occur at every step on their way into classroom lessons.  

 Such an understanding of the crooked policy-to-practice journey of district 

reforms including High School Redesign is crucial because these initiatives undertaken 

between 1999-2008 were neither the first nor last time AISD had reformed its schools—

on the current agenda, for example, is the reform of 18 middle schools ushered in by the 

recent appointment of Paul Cruz as Associate Superintendent.77  

 With all of the passion, persistence, and skills Forgione applied to AISD reforms 

and with all of the accomplishments the Board, Superintendent, top administrators, 

teachers, and students racked up since 1999, these reforms were politically shrewd but 

short-term solutions to much deeper, long-term issues within Austin schools and the 

larger community that have dogged previous superintendents and school boards and will 

face Forgione’s successor as well.  

 Understanding previous reform efforts in AISD and the struggles that occurred in 

wrestling with long-term district problems can shed new light on the apparent successes 

and the abiding issues of race, ethnicity, and social class with which Forgione and other 

urban superintendents have grappled and continue to confront. Recapturing past reforms 

is neither a historical lullaby to lull listeners nor a dirge to sadden people but it is music 

that requires parsing to figure out the present reform melody and its lyrics. 

 

  KEEPING THE BOAT FROM SINKING: SCHOOL REFORM,   

    1950s-1990s 

 

 Between 1950 and 1990, only three superintendents served the Board of Trustees: 

Irby Carruth reigned for 20 years (1950-1970) managing politically both AISD’s reluctant 

cooperation and foot-dragging resistance to Brown v. Board of Education until he retired. 
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Jack Davidson (1970-1980) presided over court-ordered desegregation. John Ellis (1980-

1990) led the district as it moved from desegregation to neighborhood schools while also 

contending with the breath-taking expansion of state authority in mandating curricular, 

organizational, and instructional policies for local districts. But between 1990-1999, three 

appointed school chiefs and three who served as pinch-hitter superintendents worked 

with micro-managing Boards who dipped into daily business making the 1990s, at best, 

turbulent, at worst, chaotic before the meltdown in 1998-1999. Why such turbulent 

times?  

 Between 1950-1990, two powerful reforms coming from the federal and state 

governments shaped AISD governance, curriculum, and organization: court-ordered 

desegregation and state-driven educational policies. These policies formed the compacted 

underground strata for the periodic peat bog fires that rattled AISD in these decades as 

different Board of Trustees and a string of superintendents tussled with local problems 

anchored in Austin’s history as a previously segregated school system. To understand a 

decade of AISD floundering leadership and the subsequent Forgione years, I need to 

discuss Austin’s confrontation with race, ethnicity, and poverty in its legally segregated, 

then desegregated, and later re-segregated schools and the steady growth of state policy 

intervention in local districts.   

 Segregated Austin, 1900-1954. Except for antique shopping, drawing family 

trees, and nostalgia over Norman Rockwell paintings, few Americans like to dwell on the 

long ago. Even though they know that the past colors the present, history, as they 

remember from school, is deadly dull and best forgotten. 

 Yet unless specifically mentioned, it is easy to forget that in 1860, one-third of 

Austin white families owned 1000 slaves comprising nearly 30 percent of the city’s 

population. Or that Austin’s black community after the Civil War, now freed and 

flourishing in the state capital, was by 1910 trapped in a caste-like Jim Crow regime no 

different than their Baton Rouge, Louisiana and Jackson, Mississippi relatives.  

 By World War I, nearly 80 percent of blacks lived in East Austin. Most black men 

and women left their homes early in the morning for white neighborhoods to clean homes, 

launder clothes, care for children, work in yards, build houses, fix machines, and collect 

garbage. East Avenue (where I-35 now runs) and adjacent blocks had a full array of black-

operated businesses, churches, schools, professional offices, and social institutions. St. 

John’s Orphanage and the King’s Daughters home for elderly women, for example, were 

located in East Austin. There were also black teachers, ministers, dentists, doctors, 

lawyers, and bookkeepers who served their own race, avoiding to some degree, but never 

completely, the inexorable slights that came with being labeled inferior by law and 

custom. Confirming the intent of the white community to keep separate from blacks 

while continuing to exploit cheap labor, in 1928 the City Council approved a formal city 

plan that designated East Austin as the “negro [sic] district” and recommended that “all 

facilities and conveniences be provided the negroes [sic] in the district, as an incentive to 

draw the negro [sic] population to this area.”78  

 In the 1920s, another color line emerged for Mexican Americans who lived in 

various parts of Austin. Up until World War I, some Hispanics, who had been classified 
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as white in earlier U.S. Censuses, had escaped oppressive Jim Crow. With surges of 

migration from Mexico in the 1920s, however, pressures from white leaders, and realtor 

practices drove many longtime Hispanic residents and newcomers to congregate in East 

Austin in neighborhoods adjacent to black ones. As the Austin American-Statesman put it 

in 1922: “Mexicans are regarded as on a level with negroes [sic].” The decision by federal 

officials in the 1930 U.S. Census to switch racial categories and record Hispanics as non-

white or Mexican only hastened the hardening of the city’s color line and continued the 

economic subordination of darker Austinites.79 

 Austin’s emerging barrios contained crowded housing mixed with small and large 

businesses (Crescenario Segovia’s Tortilla Manufacturing Company cranked out 

thousands of tortillas a day), private social services (La Cruz Azul for women and 

Comision Honoifica for the poor) professional services (Roy Velasquez’s taxi company) 

and Catholic churches and schools that catered to Spanish-speaking residents.80  

 By the 1940s, then, when Austin had 88,000 people of whom 17 percent were 

black and 11 percent were Mexican, a three-way residential segregation and 

socioeconomic caste system anchored in law and social practice had become apparent in 

Austin and other Texas and southwestern cities.81  

 Blacks and Mexican Americans knew that in the white community only certain 

jobs were available to dark-skinned Austinites, most often in domestic service and 

unskilled labor with a smattering of skilled artisans. Within the caste-like system of 

subservient labor, the possibility of genuine caring and respect across the color line 

existed but so did personal humiliation.  One black teacher recalled the jarring ache of the 

color line when he was a teenager doing yard-work in segregated Austin: 

 I worked in a lady’s yard one day ….She was supposed to pay me a dollar for the 

entire day! And lunch. When lunchtime came—I was [sitting] on the back step and she 

put my lunch here and the dog’s lunch next to mine on the same step! So I  never cut 

another yard….82   

 Blacks and Mexican Americans knew where they could and could not rent and 

buy homes. During the Great Depression of the 1930s, federal officials made efforts to 

improve housing in segregated neighborhoods where both poor and middle class jostled 

one another in uneasy proximity. Federally funded New Deal programs to clear slums and 

make room for public housing led city officials to accept federal funds as long as the new 

housing was segregated for blacks (Rosewood Court); for Mexican Americans (Santa Rita 

Court), and for whites (Chalmers Court).83 

 They knew which stores they could shop in. Black women knew that they could 

buy some products at Scarbrough’s department store but were not permitted to try on a 

dress. To buy a hat, black women would first have to cover their hair with paper.84

 They knew where in the bus they had to sit. Even after blacks boycotted Austin’s 

horse-drawn streetcars to end discriminatory seating in 1906, city officials still refused to 

repeal the ordinance. A year later, the state mandated segregated trolleys. In 1925 Willie 

May Cavaniss was fined $14.80 for sitting in a whites-only seat. 85  They knew which 

parks they could go to. For blacks, it was Rosewood; for Mexican Americans, it was 

Zaragosa. As Oswaldo “A.B.” Cantu, a longtime activist for youth recreation, recalled 
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when he and other Mexican Americans would walk a few blocks to play softball at Palm 

Park, “the playground leader would come up to us and tell us to leave, we couldn’t play 

there, we’d have to go to Zaragosa Park.” 86 

 They knew they could receive medical attention in downtown Brackenridge 

hospital only in the “Old Building” or “Annex,” a building condemned by state fire 

insurance inspectors who recommended it be demolished in 1917. In 1928, it was still in 

operation. 87 

 They knew where they could go to the bathroom. In 1937, Dr. Connie Yerwood 

worked for the state health services located downtown and had to walk nearly ten blocks 

to her East Austin home to use the toilet.88 

 They knew which restaurants would serve them. They could go only to black-

owned ones until the Night Hawk chain opened their booths to blacks in 1963. Light-

skinned Mexican Americans, however, patronized some restaurants serving whites. As 

business leader Roy Velasquez commented on Austin’s Jim Crow practices, “Them 

blacks was in helluva shape, you know? God Almighty, least we could eat in some of the 

restaurants.”89  

 And, yes, after 1905 when Texas passed its school segregation law, they knew 

which schools they could attend: for all-black elementary schools it was initially Gregory 

(later renamed Blackshear) and Olive Street with others being built as the black 

community grew. Anderson High School was the only black high school for decades. In 

1928, Kealing Junior High School opened and for the small percentage of youth that 

finished Kealing and wanted to graduate high school, it was Anderson. For higher 

education it was only Samuel Huston and Tillotson colleges; the University of Texas 

remained closed to blacks until 1956.90 

 Although Mexican Americans were not included in the 1905 law, Austin officials 

set up the East Avenue School for non-English speaking children in 1916 and the Comal 

Street School in 1924, both adjacent to Mexican American neighborhoods. Established to 

teach English to children in the first three grades before they would be able to transfer to 

other schools in the district, few learned to speak English fluently enough to transfer. 

Most students dropped out to earn money for the family. For those few Mexican 

American students who remained in school they could go to white Austin schools and, if 

they had the funds, after graduation could attend the University of Texas and other higher 

education institutions.91  

 These segregated schools were indeed separate but hardly equal. They received 

less money per student and had larger class size than white schools. For example, in 

1928-1929, in white schools each teacher had 28 students; in black schools, 40 students; 

in Mexican American schools, 54 students. 92 

 Lest black, Hispanic, and white Austinites forget that Jim Crow was official 

policy, public reminders appeared repeatedly in visible official actions, public signs and 

daily speech. By 1917, for example, nearly three-quarter of white homes were connected 

to the public sewer system but the City Council didn’t authorize connections to black 

and Mexican American neighborhoods until 1930. Besides the signs for whites and blacks 

on rest rooms and water fountains, advertising for Scholz Garden, a drinking and eating 
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establishment, trumpeted to entering patrons that “none but the best white society will 

be admitted.” 93  

 Mayor A. P. Wooldridge reminded a black audience in 1919 that the “white man 

outnumbers you 9 to 1 and is the stronger race. He knows his power and will not hesitate 

to use it if he must.” That same year, when the national secretary of the NAACP visited 

Austin, a mob, including Travis County Judge David Pickle and Constable Charles 

Hamby, beat him and forced his exit from the city. For weeks, the police harassed local 

branch members of the NAACP sufficiently for the Austin chapter to remain 

underground during the 1920s.94  

 Shortly thereafter, the Ku Klux Klan came to Texas and openly operated in 

Austin and Travis County enforcing white supremacy among blacks and Mexican 

Americans. City officials, police officers, and businessmen joined the Klan. By the end of 

1921, the Austin branch of the Klan had carried out three whippings, one tar and 

feathering, and one murder. By the end of the 1920s, however, because of aggressive local 

action by the Travis County Attorney public Klan activity had largely disappeared from 

Austin. But not Texas. 95 

 Between 1917-1929, Texas recorded 70 lynchings. The state capital’s leading 

newspaper set itself apart from such activities by editorializing that Austin was a place 

“wherein the races are at peace” noting that the city “has never had a race riot and has 

never had a lynching.”96 

 Thus, three-way segregation came to dominate Austin social, economic, political, 

and institutional life between the early 20th century and 1954 when the U.S. Supreme 

Court handed down its unanimous Brown v. Board of Education decision. At that time, 

Austin’s population was just over 132,000 of whom 13 percent were black (75 percent of 

whom lived on the Eastside) and 18 percent were Mexican American. In the district’s 40 

schools, there were nearly 22,000 students, of whom 14 percent were black and 20 

percent were Mexican American.97 

 For a half-century, the economic and social consequences of Austin’s tri-ethnic 

caste-like system had settled into patterns of white and minority behavior that starkly 

revealed the negative effects of segregation and poverty.  Surely, many blacks who had 

grown up in East Austin knew that legal segregation, unfair as it was, had also created 

close-knit communities where businesses, teachers, ministers, and other professionals 

found opportunities for both service and profit while creating home ownership rates that 

rivaled percentages in the white community.  

 Segregation also produced churches, schools, recreation, and social clubs that cared 

for both middle class and poor families generating pride in race and ethnicity thereby 

fastening blacks and Mexican Americans to their racial and ethnic neighbors within each of 

their separate communities. Yet these segregated services and institutions that provided 

social glue and uplift to these communities cannot fully compensate for the high price 

blacks and Mexican Americans paid for the economically exploitative system that 

Austin’s Jim Crow customs and laws had created for over a half-century in Texas’s 

capital city. 98 
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 Consider the higher death rates among minority adults than whites. In 1927, about 

9 whites per thousand died while 14 blacks and Mexican Americans died. When it came to 

tuberculosis, Mexican Americans were 13 times more likely and blacks four times as 

likely to die of the disease than whites. Or unequal access to city services—sidewalks, 

sewers, paved streets, garbage collection— in East Austin. Or the strict economic 

constraints on which jobs were open to blacks and Mexican Americans. Segregated jobs 

made cheap labor available to whites while keeping hard working black and brown 

Austinites mired in poverty. Moreover, the limited housing stock contributed to over-

crowding and unhealthy living conditions in East Austin neighborhoods. 99 

 Higher arrest rates and unequal penalties became standard practice for blacks and 

Mexican Americans picked up, indicted, and convicted of crimes in the criminal justice 

system. Minority Austinites knew that getting arrested on a serious charge and then 

receiving a fair trial in court with all-white juries was nearly impossible. One 1930 study 

showed that of those charged with rape, 100 percent of Mexican Americans were found 

guilty, 75 percent of blacks, and 58 percent of white.100  

  All of these socioeconomic consequences of a Jim Crow system of treating 

minorities as inferior accumulated into strong effects on children in their families and 

worsened even further when they attended ill-equipped, crowded facilities that white 

school officials neglected by spending far less money per pupil and paying teachers less 

than peers across town.   

 Even under these most difficult conditions, ones that many black and Mexican 

American community leaders brought to white officials’ attention time and again, black 

teachers, especially those teaching at Anderson High School, often secured advanced 

degrees. They helped many students who went on to black colleges in Texas. The ethic of 

working hard, reaching beyond one’s grasp and being proud of one’s race, was part of the 

mentoring that went on between caring teachers and ambitious students.101  

 Still even dedicated teachers working under clearly inadequate conditions could do 

only so much with students who spent most of their time in neighborhoods and homes 

playing, working, shopping, and simply living on the harsh side of an unforgiving color 

line enforced by custom, and white officials.  

 That color line extended into their futures also. Darker-skinned Austinites were 

expected to be satisfied with menial labor. As the Austin American-Statesman bluntly put 

it in 1927: “This is a white man’s country. The Texas negro [sic] … knows where he is 

wanted and where he isn’t wanted. He is popular in his place—that of hewer of wood and 

drawer of water.” Most whites expected blacks and Mexican Americans to be maids, 

laundresses, cotton pickers, servants, cooks, laborers, mechanics, and craftsmen rather 

than high school or college graduates who sought posts as office clerks, letter carriers, 

bank tellers, engineers, and lawyers. Such expectations mirrored a racial capitalism that 

easily accommodated the reigning ideology of Tuskegee’s Booker T. Washington and 

other black southern leaders’ preferences for manual and vocational training at the turn of 

the 20th century.102  

  So it should come as no surprise that illiteracy, school attendance, and persistence 

in school rates varied greatly between whites and minorities. In 1920, nearly 3 percent of 
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whites were illiterate while 14 percent of blacks were—no data were available for 

Mexican Americans. For 1929, average attendance among white students was 135 days 

(Mexican Americans were included in that figure); for blacks, attendance was 122 days. 

Dropouts occurred throughout the 11 grades of school that Austin offered in the 1920s 

and 1930s. Most poor white and minority students lasted only a few grades in school and 

exited to find work in Austin. In 1925, 26 percent of white students were enrolled in high 

school compared to 13 percent for blacks (no figures were available for Mexican 

Americans).103  

 Nor should readers be surprised that school attendance and persistence in school 

rates were connected to test scores. Between the 1920s through the 1950s when school 

officials gave psychologist-designed intelligence and academic achievement tests to both 

white and minority students in Austin schools, scores for both black and Mexican 

American students were much lower than whites. Two scholars in 1925, for example, 

studied children in Austin, El Paso, San Antonio, and six rural districts. Results from 

intelligence tests showed that “scores made by whites surpassed those made by negroes 

[sic] in all comparisons,” including by age and grade.104 

  Although some scholars in those decades attributed differences in scores to 

clusters of factors such as Jim Crow practices, poverty, language differences, and dreadful 

school conditions, the dominant belief among elites, academics, and parents remained 

hereditarian and white supremacist. Analysis of test results in these years began with that 

hard-core bias and test scores merely confirmed what most whites already assumed. 105  

 By 1954, then, large gaps between Austin whites and minorities in health, family 

income, and contact with the criminal justice system mirrored gaps between white and 

minority students in academic performance, attendance, graduation, and dropouts.  These 

disparities were evident to all Austinites when the U.S. Supreme Court announced its 

decision in Brown v. Board of Education. Banning segregation in schools and society, 

however, did not easily erase these disparities in social and economic effects that had 

accumulated over decades of Jim Crow practices.     

 National patterns of desegregation, 1954-2007. The U.S. Supreme Court’s 

unanimous reversal of separate but equal education—the policy embedded in the 1896 

Plessy v. Ferguson decision—sought to alter the institutional and practical social relations 

among the races in schools. Changing who goes to school with who is a fundamental 

reform.  Yet the decision did not lead to swift changes in Jim Crow laws that had 

officially determined school attendance for over a half-century. 106 

 The story of what occurred in the Texas and, in particular, Austin is a familiar 

story that can be wrapped up in a nutshell: Between 1954-1968, in most of the South, 

city and school officials resisted Brown by taking tiny piecemeal steps such as “freedom 

of choice” plans allowing a few black students to attend white schools or faculty 

desegregation when a district assigned black teachers to teach in white schools—or all of 

these incremental moves in various combinations. 107  

 Note that these measures were voluntary and depended on the good will of well-

intentioned whites and blacks. In 1964, for example, a decade after the Brown decision, 98 

percent of black children still attended segregated schools. Even with the spread of the 
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Civil Rights movement through the South, President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Civil Rights 

Act (1964), War on Poverty (1964-1968) and passage of the Voting Rights Act (1965) 

desegregating schools for blacks and Mexican Americans occurred haltingly or hardly at 

all.108 

 These conditions slowly changed, however, between 1968-1975 after legislation 

that gave authority to federal officials in different agencies to sue local officials and 

business owners to not only dismantle Jim Crow in parks, courthouses, voter registration 

rules, libraries, transportation, criminal justice, housing, restaurants, and every aspect of 

American life but also to meaningfully integrate blacks and Mexican Americans in 

classrooms. Even with this litigation, in 1968, 40 percent of Texas school age Mexican 

Americans attended schools where 80 percent were of the same ethnicity. Surely, an 

improvement over the mid-1950s but still a long journey ahead as white challenges to 

these reform-driven legislative and judicial decisions went to federal appellate judges, and, 

key cases, ended up on the docket of the U.S. Supreme Court.109 

 When clear evidence was presented to the U.S. Supreme Court that districts had 

intentionally segregated blacks and whites prior to Brown v. Board of Education, the 

court ordered these districts to abolish those vestiges of de jure segregation and 

desegregate. For example in Green v. County Board (1968), the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 

that offering “freedom of choice” to black students to transfer to white schools was 

insufficient to uproot the segregated system of schooling in most Southern districts. Such 

districts had to be more aggressive in becoming a unitary, non-racially based system. 

Districts could use different reforms such as pairing white and black schools, busing 

students, and closing previously segregated schools. Many districts underwent major 

organizational reforms to eliminate policies and practices rooted in de jure segregation.110  

 As these court-mandated reforms to pair schools and bus students spread, 

however, public opinion in favor of desegregation ebbed. Hostility to busing, fueled by 

media coverage, mounted. Southern suburbanization and grassroots political organizing 

intersected with growing affection for Republican candidates across the South as 

metropolitan areas grew in population and white parents sought mostly white districts 

where busing for desegregation was absent.111  

 At the national level, Republican presidential candidate Richard Nixon in 1968 

attracted white southerners to the GOP as opposition to busing stiffened and reports of 

“white flight” from cities to suburbs, amplified in the media, led to anti-busing legislation. 

By the early 1970s, President Nixon’s policy of “benign neglect” toward civil rights 

including affirmative action, set-asides for minority businesses, and desegregated 

schooling had become more apparent. Also his appointees to the U.S. Supreme Court 

(Warren Burger was appointed chief justice in 1969) became increasingly allergic to 

embedding classifications favoring minorities in laws. Their growing hostility to such 

classifications displayed what an emerging majority of justices felt was a proper color-

blind approach to decisions. Yet lower-level federal officials in the Office of Civil Rights 

and Department of Justice, using prior court decisions made while Earl Warren was chief 

justice, slowly (and ironically) enforced previous judicial mandates sending higher 

percentages of children to desegregated schools in the South, particularly in those districts 



 26

that included metropolitan areas such as Charlotte-Mecklenburg County (NC), 

Jacksonville/Duval County (FLA), Nashville/Davidson County (TN).112  

 Federal court decisions soon mirrored the popular discontent with busing. In 

Milliken v. Detroit (1974), for example, the U.S. Supreme Court closed the door to a 

metropolitan solution to racial isolation by prohibiting a largely minority Detroit to merge 

with adjacent white suburbs. In a dissent, Marshall spoke directly from the bench and 

said: “Our nation, I fear, will be ill-served by the Court’s refusal to remedy separate and 

unequal education, for unless our children begin to learn together, there is little hope that 

our people will ever learn to live together.”113 

 Between 1975-1990, a decided shift in a majority of the U.S. Supreme Court 

justices’ interpretation of Brown had occurred. Republican Presidents had filled nearly all 

vacancies on the Court in these years. Strong judicial ardor for interpreting Brown as 

integrationist between the late 1950s and early 1970s ebbed considerably and the counter-

interpretation of Brown--judges and federal and state officials had to be color-blind in 

applying court decisions and legislation--gained much strength. In these years, affirmative 

action plans that gave preference to minorities in employment, college admission, and 

special school programs came under attack as discriminating against whites.  

 Where in past decades, federal officials and courts looked favorably toward busing 

of students and other mechanisms to achieve integration, more and more judges, pursuing 

a “color blind conservatism,” granted relief to districts who requested freedom from court-

mandated desegregation plans because local officials had gotten rid of racial classifications 

and previous discriminatory practices. Federal courts permitted districts to end busing 

and return to neighborhood schools even if it meant that those schools would become 

either predominately white or black.114  

 Since 1990, the U.S. Supreme Court continued to advance the position (usually in 

5-4 votes) that the Constitution is color blind and that using racial classifications to 

advance integrationist policies were impermissible. In Parents vs. Seattle School District 

and Meredith vs. Jefferson County School District (2007) the Supreme Court voted 5-4 

disallowing Seattle and Louisville school districts’ policies of managing the racial and 

ethnic make-up of schools in their districts to maintain integration. As Chief Justice John 

Roberts wrote, “simply because the school districts may seek a worthy goal does not 

mean they are free to discriminate on the basis of race to achieve it." Color-blind 

conservatism had triumphed.115 

 The story of AISD’s efforts to desegregate a Jim Crow system neatly fits within 

this national picture. 

“With All Deliberate Slowness”: Desegregation in Austin, 1954-1986.116  

 For the first decade of desegregation, the Board of Trustees and Superintendent 

Irby Carruth adopted “freedom of choice” starting with high school one grade at a time 

each year. Black students were permitted to transfer to white schools in their 

neighborhood rather than go to all-black Anderson High School and Kealing Junior High 

School. Only a few blacks parents, however, chose to transfer their children. In 1964, the 

district transferred the first black teachers to white schools and white teachers to black 

schools. For the next seven years, 33 black and 52 white teachers were “cross-over” 
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teachers in high schools. By 1968, none of these incremental reforms had done much to 

alter school enrollments. The previously all black schools segregated by law remained all 

black even with “freedom of choice.” 117 

 The strategy pursued by the Board of Trustees mirrored the path taken by the 

liberal City Council’s newly formed Human Relations Commission seeking an open 

housing ordinance. A close observer said the Commission’s multi-racial members were 

developing “an ordinance that would end discrimination against minorities without 

offending the larger white public”—a task that would discourage even Sisyphus.118 

 Using the authority of the Civil Rights Act (1964) U.S. Department of Health, 

Education (HEW), and Welfare officials identified districts that had failed to dismantle 

their dual systems of segregation. In 1968, a HEW team came to Austin and found the 

district out of compliance with the Civil Rights Act since AISD’s  “freedom of choice” 

sustained rather than ended segregated schools. After protracted negotiations between 

HEW and AISD officials and after federal officials repeatedly rejected AISD’s plans to 

desegregate, HEW asked the U.S. Department of Justice to prosecute AISD for failing to 

end its segregated schools. Wilhelmina Delco, the first black member elected to the Board 

of Trustees in 1968 recalled that her colleagues on the Board “said they would do what 

the courts ordered and not one thing more.”119  

 In 1970, Department of Justice officials filed suit in District court against AISD. 

At this time, in East Austin there were 18 schools with more than 90 percent black and 

Mexican American students totaling nearly 80 percent of Austin’s black students and 

almost 60 percent of the district’s Hispanic students. The federal district court judge 

ordered the district that year to close one elementary school, transfer its black students to 

nearby white schools, and change the boundaries of all-black Anderson high School to 

include white neighborhoods. No white students showed up at Anderson when school 

opened that fall.120  

 By this time, the desegregation struggles and court-ordered reforms had taken their 

toll on Superintendent Irby Carruth who retired in 1970 after serving 20 years. The Board 

of Trustees appointed Jack Davidson whose decade-long tenure in AISD was marked by 

constant litigation with the federal District Court and sharp public confrontations over 

busing.  

 In 1971, The Board of Trustees (with Wilhelmina Delco the only black member) 

closed Anderson high school and Kealing Junior high school, the only black secondary 

schools in Austin; all students were bused to white schools and teachers transferred to 

other district schools. Serious disturbances flared at schools receiving bused students 

initially but soon simmered down. Black parents whose children were bused were upset 

over troubles at receiving schools and often brought their complaints to both Davidson 

and the Board of Trustees in these years. 121   

 Superintendent Davidson had weathered many of these pitched battles over 

desegregation since he entered the post in 1970. According to administrators who served 

as teachers while Davidson was superintendent, the top administrator “stood his ground.” 

One said that “he was a man of courage, caught up in emotional conflicts” that few 
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educators at the time could withstand. He was “a superintendent who believed in 

desegregation in his heart and soul.” 122 

 Yet reform-minded Davidson also saw the deep reluctance of the white Austin 

community to accelerate desegregation, which meant that many Eastside schools would 

remain segregated and fall even further behind in both resources and achievement. Like 

many Eastside parents and staff members, he saw that these mostly minority and poor 

schools will be around for a long time and that something must be done to help Eastside 

schools. In 1978, Davidson identified three elementary schools (Metz, Blackshear, and 

Sims) to receive new “educationally designed programs” that focused on basic academics.  

 The reform-driven program reduced class size to 22 students, assigned teachers to 

stay at schools for three years, increased teacher schedules by 20 days paying them for 

the extra time, and added librarians, art, music, physical education, and special education 

teachers. AISD officials gave the three schools freedom to develop their own curricula. 

The Blackshear principal said the special project “looked like a blessing from heaven.” 

Such reforms, however, were not at the top of the Superintendent’s agenda. Far more 

important was simply responding to and negotiating with federal officials the numerous 

details of court orders desegregating AISD. 123 

 Between 1971 and 1979, the AISD court case had meandered through the federal 

judicial system. The federal District Court judge had determined that not only were 

Hispanics a separate ethnic minority but also that AISD had not discriminated against the 

group. The U.S. Department of Justice appealed the Judge’s decision--the NAACP Legal 

Defense Fund and the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund (MALDEF)--joined the 

Department of Justice’s suit and it went to the Fifth Circuit Appeals Court who then 

reversed the District Judge’s decision. After 7 more years of court battles, the same 

District Judge finally ordered AISD to submit a tri-ethnic desegregation plan.   

 In 1979, nearly a decade after the Department of Justice sued AISD and a quarter-

century since the Brown decision, the district judge approved a plan worked out by 

AISD, the Department of Justice, NAACP Legal Defense Fund, and MALDEF that 

provided new schools in East Austin and maintained bilingual programs, affirmative 

action in hiring minority staff, and busing--for the first time--both white and black 

students. If implemented fully and faithfully, the Consent Order—basically a Court-

ordered reform---stipulated that after three years the federal District Court would end its 

jurisdiction and would declare AISD a “unitary” system free of any further federal 

intervention.124   

 After the court order, Davidson said "we have moved from the stage where our 

principal concerns were dealing with physical confrontation” to a “greater concentration 

on the academic and extracurricular participation of all students in all phases of the school 

program.” He spoke prematurely.125 

 When schools opened following the federal Judge’s Consent Order, nasty conflict 

erupted over busing both white and black students. White parents opposed to busing 

organized—as other groups had done elsewhere in the South. Anti-busing rallies drew 

large crowds heaping scorn on Superintendent Davidson and the Board of Trustees. 

About 300 white students and parents rallied at the Carruth Administration Building 
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waving anti-busing signs and chanting “Hell no, we won’t go.” Shortly afterwards, a spent 

Davidson left AISD for another superintendency and the Board of Trustees appointed, 

John Ellis, an experienced Ohio superintendent who had also served in the U.S. Office of 

Education.126 

 Ellis arrived in 1980 to face an angry white community but also a furious black 

community. Because newspaper photos, television reports, and first-hand accounts of 

angry white parents hostile to busing had been a staple of news programs for years, it is 

easier to visualize their ire. Much harder, however, is it to recapture feelings of Eastside 

blacks since their stories were seldom told on white-owned television or in newspapers.  

 Try to imagine the indignation of parents and residents who had to bear the 

burden of busing because Anderson and Kealing secondary schools had been closed. 

Resentment and anger seethed in homes, street conversations, church gatherings, social 

club meetings, and black-owned businesses. These schools had been sources of 

community identity and racial pride during decades of Jim Crow humiliations. Parents, 

grandparents, uncles and aunts remembered the slights and pain and how these segregated 

schools, impoverished and neglected as they were, still created opportunities for some 

children and youth to achieve while remaining beacons of pride in their communities. 

Except for athletic trophy cases sitting in warehouses, fading school banners with school 

colors (black and red and black and gold), and dust-covered yearbooks in basements, they 

were gone forever. It was a loss to individuals and the community. 

 For ten years, John Ellis had to deal with mending the tattered relations between 

blacks, whites, and Mexican Americans. A careful, smart superintendent whose reserved 

temperament and business-like manner in public—he was not a chitchat kind of 

administrator—served him well during the heightened tensions arising from busing. “It’s 

immoral,” he said, “for society to request its children to do something and then withhold 

its support…. These children didn’t ask to be reassigned. We’re asking the children to do 

something the adults should have done and didn’t.” Ellis moved ahead with massive 

efforts to bring the community into the orbit of implementing the Consent Order by 

hiring parents and activists to work with staff and schools, providing human relations 

training, setting up hotlines to defuse rumors, and dozens of other initiatives to re-direct 

attention to teaching and learning rather than keep reacting to rallies and fear-mongering.127 

 In 1983, after three years of implementing the Consent Order, AISD went to 

District Court and filed for release from the judicial mandate. As that request worked its 

way through the docket, the Board of Trustees approved Ellis’s proposal to attract white 

students to largely minority schools by establishing a magnets (Science, Mathematics, and 

Computers) within East Austin’s newly built and largely black Kealing Junior High and 

another Science Academy within LBJ High School. These magnets were schools-within-a-

school that carried the seeds of both magnets’ strengths in attracting white middle- and 

upper-middle class students and ultimate flaws in being separate operations from the 

largely minority student bodies in each school.128 

 In 1986, AISD finally became a unitary district or in plain language—free of any 

legal traces of discrimination. Busing for desegregation ended although parents who 
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provided their own transportation could transfer to the schools they wanted their children 

to attend.129  

 With the formal end of court-ordered desegregation and a return to neighborhood 

schools, residential segregation now produced a giant spike in the number of minority and 

poor-dominated schools. Under the original Consent Order, only six of 64 elementary 

schools had been racially and ethnically isolated. Now there were 20. The Board of 

Trustees including now three minority members, concerned about offering equal schooling 

to all Austin children approved a five-year program to begin in 1987 called the “Plan for 

Educational Excellence” covering 20 elementary schools with 80 percent minority 

enrollment. Sixteen of 20 largely poor and minority schools, however, had no possibility 

of ever attracting white students as the two magnets were doing. So white and minority 

members of the Board of Trustees still wanting both racial and ethnic diversity and 

neighborhood schools—contradictory values in a city historically segregated by 

neighborhoods--struck a political bargain to give additional money and programs to these 

16 schools—now called “Priority Schools”—but not the rest of largely minority 

schools.130  

 Similar to Jack Davidson’s small “educationally designed program” for three 

Eastside low performing elementary schools nearly a decade earlier, Priority Schools 

(they included the three from the earlier program) established full-day pre-kindergartens, 

reduced class size to 15 in the lower grades and 20 in the upper grades, added monies and 

support staff (full-time helping teachers, parent training specialists, counselors, and 

clerks), and central office curriculum support for language arts). Aimed at basic academics, 

these schools required the principal to be an instructional leader, offered direct instruction 

in classrooms for mastering basic skills, hired teachers sensitive to students cultural 

backgrounds, had teachers prepare students for state tests test, and frequent monitoring 

of students’ performance.131   

 Thus, after 32 years of “freedom of choice,” “cross-over teachers,” court battles, 

anti-busing rallies, and street confrontations concluding that desegregation in Austin 

occurred “with all deliberate slowness” is neither snide nor cute; it is an accurate one-liner. 

That more white, black, and Mexican American students sat next to one another in ASID 

classrooms than did in 1954 would also be accurate. Court-ordered busing and 

enforcement of the Consent Order had, indeed, reduced the number of segregated schools 

as it also had increased the departure of whites to other parts of Austin and nearby 

suburbs. That reduction of segregated schools, however, reversed itself in the years after 

1986.132  

 Just as accurate is the observation that those Austinites who had dreamed of 

desegregation as a reform to achieve academic excellence through racial and ethnic 

diversity, that is, white and minority children attending school together, now saw political 

power shift to those reform-minded educators and parents who believed that excellence in 

schooling—now re-defined as meeting high academic standards and scoring well on 

achievements tests--could occur in predominately brown and black neighborhood schools 

with rising numbers of poor children as long as these schools received extra dollars and 

programs. Facing raw racism over busing and in schools, both black and white supporters 
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of desegregation pulled back. Such a retreat from desegregation led Sam Biscoe the 

NAACP attorney in Austin who litigated the case against AISD—now a Travis County 

judge—to say:  

 When I look back on the Austin desegregation case, the African American and 

Mexican American students won in the legal sense but lost in education. The average 

black parent gave up  on desegregation because the experience was harmful to black 

students. Even at the end of the [bus] trip, black students were treated as though they 

were inferior. That’s hard to get over.133 

 In the years following the District Court’s release of AISD from federal 

jurisdiction and the re-establishment of neighborhood attendance zones, AISD embraced 

the reform strategy of making largely minority and poor schools better through more 

resources and staff hard work. In 1990, for example, of 91 schools in AISD, 45 had 

student enrollments either 75 percent minority or over 75 percent white. A decade later 

61 schools were either over 70 percent white or 70 percent minority. The consequence of 

re-establishing attendance zones for neighborhood schools and creating “Priority Schools” 

as the primary reform engine for academic excellence in chronically low performing 

predominately minority schools meant that AISD had drifted steadily into separate but 

equal schooling for many Austin children.134 

 After 1986, Boards of Trustees and superintendents continued to make rhetorical 

commitments to ethnic and racial diversity in schools as the best way to prepare children 

and youth for citizenship, college, and the job market. AISD officials remained committed 

to magnet schools and sought federal and state funds mixed with local funds, to foster 

special programs where students from different backgrounds would learn together. And 

just as committed were AISD officials to maintaining neighborhood schools with mostly 

black and Mexican American students or mostly white segregated schools. In the search 

of both diversity and academic excellence district officials—seldom publicly 

acknowledging the contradiction within which they were stuck like flypaper—fastened 

their grip on those reforms geared to increase academic achievement within black and 

brown segregated schools.  

 So, for example, “The Plan for Educational Excellence” components operating in 

16 Priority Schools were consistent with the popular national reform called Effective 

Schools aimed at urban minority and poor students in largely segregated schools. In 1988 

John Ellis imported consultants to further train principals and staffs of these Schools in 

“effective school” concepts and practices. This was the separate but equal road for 

Priority Schools to travel in reaching academic excellence. 

 Consultants taught staffs that Effective Schools have principals who lead by 

knowing the curriculum and monitoring classroom instruction. Such schools have teachers 

who have high expectations that all children, regardless of background, can learn. Effective 

Schools’ staffs create a structured environment that is safe and orderly where learning is 

prized. Teachers use direct instruction to have students master basic skills. They test 

students frequently and use the results to improve teaching. Effective School concepts 

and practices, consultants promised, would increase student attendance, reduce teacher 

and principal turnover, and lead to higher scores on state tests. Although the head of a 



 32

national group advocating Effective Schools spoke to all administrators, the consultants 

were not asked to work with largely white schools, only “Priority” ones. 135 

  In effect, after 1986, a two-tiered system of schooling re-emerged in the district. 

To mostly Eastside minority schools, the district sent extra resources in the name of 

equity. District administrators expected these principals and teachers to no longer blame 

poverty, race, or family pathology for poor student performance. Instead, academic 

excellence and reducing the gap in achievement between whites and minorities would now 

become the staff’s primary responsibility. When students’ academic performance fell 

short year in and year out, top district officials looked at principals and teachers to 

explain unsatisfactory results.  

 Roughly at the same time as this significant shift in reform strategy for achieving 

academic excellence in a district steadily drifting toward re-segregating into largely white, 

black, or brown schools, John Ellis and the Board of Trustees also had to deal with 

growing state muscle in mandating reform policies that touched AISD’s daily operations 

and reached into classrooms.    

 Expanding state policies into local schools, 1984-2008. The story of why and 

how the Texas governors and legislatures began in the early 1980s to put education high 

on their reform agenda and what happened as a result to districts, schools, and children 

has been told often.136  

 The “why” has to do with the consequences of a decades-long shift in the Texas 

economy from farming, ranching, and oil to financial services, high-tech, and other post-

agrarian enterprises. Shrewd business leaders, like their peers in other Southern states, 

saw that a different economy was emerging globally and reaching into Texas—from 

Dallas, Austin, and Houston to San Antonio and El Paso--and that employers would need 

both white and minority skilled high school and college graduates—if they were bilingual, 

even better--to staff and run these new companies.  

 The existing state system of education, however, was too deeply mired in Friday 

night football, laissez faire academic standards, and clogged bureaucracies that left both 

white and minority students either gliding through school ignored by teachers or dropping 

out to take dead-end jobs. The result, reformers argued, was a workforce divided by color 

and ethnicity largely unprepared for a changing economy. Something had to be done since 

Texas employers responding to global competition needed highly skilled graduates to 

traverse an increasingly information- and service-based economy.  

 The “how” is the story of Texas business leaders lobbying legislatures and 

governors to reform public schools to make them more nimble in responding to a changing 

economy. In the early 1980s, Governor Mark White appointed Ross Perot, founder of 

Electronic Data Systems (EDS), to head the Select Committee on Public Education. The 

Committee’s report to the legislature became HB 72 in 1984. Perot, never one to mince 

words, said about the TEA and local districts: “We got to drop a bomb on them, we got 

to nuke them—that’s the way to make changes in these organizations.” HB 72 assumed 

that Texas schools were lousy because of too much emphasis on sports, poor 

management, low teacher salaries, and insulation from market competition; the cure was 

efficient, top-down control through state policies such as “no pass, no play,” rigorous 
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testing, more money for districts, and strong accountability measures that would provide 

incentives for higher student academic performance and sanctions for unsatisfactory 

results.137 

 Smart political maneuvering from a series of conservative and liberal governors and 

legislatures, continually prodded by business leaders, thoroughly transformed the role of 

the Commissioner of Education and Texas Education Agency (TEA) from a hands off 

agency to an iron fisted managerially-driven, bureaucratic arm of reform-minded governors 

and legislatures focused on lifting academic standards, expanded testing, and tough 

accountability as a means of spurring economic growth.  

 Yet those smart, determined state officials and their business allies kept stumbling 

repeatedly in implementing piles of reform initiatives, ignoring negative consequences for 

teachers and students, and thrashing about to find dollars to underwrite these top-down 

initiatives while endlessly massaging inadequate funding formulas to equalize spending 

among the thousand-plus low-to-high wealth districts in the state.138  

 Looking back a quarter-century from 2008, state mandated policies and TEA 

efforts have indeed influenced local district governance, school organization, curriculum, 

and instruction. Of central importance have been the state’s legislating higher academic 

standards (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills--TEKS) and increasingly tougher tests 

that determine whether those standards are being met. First, the Texas Assessment of 

Basic Skills (TABS) begat the Texas Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills in the 

mid-1980s (TEAMS) then in the 1990s TEAMS begat the Texas Assessment of 

Academic Skills (TAAS) that, in 2002, begat the current Texas Assessment of Knowledge 

and Skills (TAKS). 139 

 The legislature also insured that public accountability for test scores would 

follow—critics calling this the naming, shaming, and blaming part of holding educators 

responsible--by rating both districts and schools as Exemplary, Recognized, Academically 

Acceptable, and Academically Unacceptable or Low Performing. Schools receiving 

Academically Unacceptable ratings for more than one year endured escalating penalties. 

By 2003, the state Commissioner of Education had the authority to completely change 

the staff and principal and close those schools receiving three consecutive Unacceptable 

ratings.140  

 Mandating educational policies, however, was contagious. State requirements 

spread from requiring students to pass academic subjects in order to stay eligible for 

football and band to cultivating patriotism (all students must now salute the flag of Texas 

after reciting the pledge to the U.S. flag). From fighting obesity (all students must have 

135 minutes a week of physical activity) to preventing violence (students who fight in 

school get sent to an alternative facility and receive police-issued tickets for 

misdemeanors and must appear in court) to improving instruction (school districts can 

spend no more than 10 percent of class time on standardized tests and preparation for 

tests) and dozens of other school practices. 141 

 If the view from the State Capitol, Governor’s office, and TEA is clear about 

making new rules to improve schooling in 1000-plus districts, then the view from AISD 

offices at 1111 E. 6th St, barely two miles away from these state officials, is equally clear. 
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 Here is John Ellis writing to AISD staff in 1990 a few months before departing for 

New Jersey where he would become state commissioner of education: 

 Frankly, I’m tired of the flood of top down dictates flowing from the Legislature, 

State Board, or local board. You would probably add ‘superintendent,’ and possibly 

‘principal,’ to the list of people who contribute unwanted requirements to your life. 

Despite the heavy-handed prescriptive approach already in place in Texas, some 

legislators are calling for even more requirements that will ‘reform our schools.’ 142 

 Ellis’s complaints about the state’s prescriptive rules flowing downward into 

districts echoed what many peers were saying across Texas. The unspoken message in 

these reforms was that no longer were local school boards and superintendents (nor 

principals and teachers) to be trusted in doing the right thing with students especially 

about their future and the future state economy.143 

 To summarize, then, here are major federal and state policy reforms thrust upon 

local districts that had enormous influence on daily life in schools for the past half-

century. Federal legislation and court decisions, at first pushing desegregation through 

dissolving attendance zones and expanding parental choice of schools through magnets, 

busing, pairing of schools, and other tools soon gave way to color-blind court decisions in 

the 1970s and 1980s eventually returning jurisdiction over Austin schools to district 

leaders who swiftly restored neighborhood schools—as did other large Texas districts. In 

doing so, these districts—like many across the nation—faced the conundrum of wanting 

both academic excellence and equity through schools displaying racial and ethnic diversity 

within a city where residential segregation went largely unchallenged.  

 AISD officials’ strategy of accommodating the excellence/equity paradox was 

through public statements about the importance of school diversity and support for 

parental transfers to magnet schools and other programs encouraging mixes of students 

while trying hard to improve poor racially and ethnically segregated neighborhood schools 

through special efforts combining federal Title I dollars, state grants, and local funds. 144 

 At about the same time as AISD’s major shift in desegregation policy, state 

decision-makers were pushing reform-driven policies that would prod schools to produce 

graduates who could adjust to changing labor markets as the state moved from farming, 

ranching, and mining to a metropolitan service-driven, information-based knowledge 

economy. Both federally-driven desegregation and business-inspired state educational 

policies changes shaped AISD’s direction in the 1990s but, unfortunately, the Board of 

Trustees, often with active cooperation from local business leaders, contributed to the 

instability of leadership in the decade after John Ellis’s departure by making bad choices 

in their superintendents.145   

The Awful ‘90s in AISD 

 Former Waco (TX) superintendent Jim Hensley followed John Ellis and served 

just two years leaving hardly a trace on the district. Administrators I interviewed had to 

be prompted as to who succeeded Ellis as superintendent. Following Hensley’s hasty 

departure, the Board of Trustees appointed an interim superintendent who served nearly 

two years before the Board chose well-regarded suburban Atlanta (GA) school chief, 

James Fox.146  
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 Austin business leaders spearheaded the campaign to appoint Fox, even traveling 

to Georgia to interview the candidate.147 They were concerned about the AISD’s poor 

management, slow adoption of technology for instruction, and leaders’ inability to look 

around the corner before things got worse. They were also very concerned about high 

school graduates’ lack of skills to succeed in college or enter the job market. They sought 

an experienced school chief who would grab hold of district management, plan ahead, and 

keep academic improvement at the top of the district agenda. Acting on their advice, the 

Board of Trustees appointed Fox in 1995.  

 The Board wanted their newly-appointed superintendent to shake up the system 

to meet the needs of improving achievement in low performing schools and raise academic 

standards to produce better prepared high school graduates. Called the “technology 

messiah” by some, Fox said often that, “technology is at the point where children who do 

not interact with [it] all the way through their public school career will be crippled as 

citizens later on.” 148  

 When asked at staff meetings prior to taking office what he plans to do, Fox saw a 

lack of long-range planning for the district that would involve community and staff and a 

reluctance among headquarters’ staff to be “more customer oriented.” He prided himself 

on being business-like in his approach and agreed with critics that he was more interested 

in managerial effectiveness than charming parents and staff. “Not everybody here,” he 

said, “will like all the decisions I make. I will tell you that up front. I like to get things 

done.” He told AISD staff that when he goes into a district,  

 I like to mix [insider and outside] personnel. There is talent in this district and I 

will find it. Combining local talent with people who have experience in other parts of the 

country provides creativity and eclectic possibilities.... The  combination of the 

two makes things sing.”149 

 Fox was on the mark when he said that. He had administrators singing by moving 

central office and school principals who had been in their posts for years. In less than two 

years after Fox arrived, 30 out of 96 principals retired, were reassigned, or transferred 

including the heads of all but two high schools. One administrator remembered Fox telling 

principals to move to another school or resign. Another administrator called him “Attila 

the Hun” for driving “many of the best people out.” As one candidate running for the 

Board of Trustees put it: “Dr. Fox was asked [in 1995] to pull a few weeds and in the 

beginning he did, but by the end he was mowing down everything in sight, including the 

flowers.” After Fox’s departure in mid-1998, the Board appointed another interim 

superintendent who served until Forgione was appointed in 1999.150 

 In those Hensley-Fox-interim years, the Board of Trustees and school chiefs 

responded to state mandated reforms and low academic performance in largely minority 

and poor schools by grabbing one innovation after another when each superintendent 

entered (e.g., site-based management, new math and reading programs, the Madeline 

Hunter approach of direct instruction) only to dump them when they exited. Here were 

the spinning wheels of reform with a vengeance. Few reforms lasted beyond applause for 

the departing superintendent. Then in 1998-1999, following 18 months of severe blows to 
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the integrity of district efforts and erosion of public trust in its leadership, the Board of 

Trustees appointed Dr. Pascal Forgione, Jr.151 

 

  

 

 

THE FORGIONE YEARS AND HIGH SCHOOL REDESIGN 

 

 Few close observers of AISD would have predicted Forgione to be in office a 

decade after he moved into the superintendent’s suite and pinned to the wall his three 

goals: “Children First: Better Data, Better Collaboration, Better Student Achievement.” 

Since then business and civic leaders have expressed both surprise and delight that the 

entrepreneurial Forgione had survived Austin’s rough-and-tumble district and state 

politics. As one administrator said: “It seems like Dr. Forgione has been here forever—

that’s a good thing.”152  

 Part of the surprise at the length of the Superintendent’s tenure comes from this 

short, portly, constantly talking, enthusiastic, eastern seaboard Italian Catholic 

parachuting (with no entourage accompanying him) into Austin’s politically liberal, 

largely Protestant elite-run capital where a Texas-brand of conservative culture prevailed. 

In Austin, local and state politics are considered blood sport on a par with hand-to-hand 

combat. This was not the first time that others had underestimated this passionate, 

ambitious outsider‘s abilities.153  

 An ex-seminarian who became a Baltimore public high school social studies 

teacher for a few years, Forgione had never served as a principal or district office 

administrator, common credentials that his predecessors had and the absence thereof 

veteran AISD staff quickly noted.  After earning a doctorate at Stanford, he worked for 

years as a state educational administrator in Connecticut eventually moving to Delaware 

to become state superintendent. The Clinton administration tapped him to become head 

of the National Center for Education Statistics where, by all reports, he performed well. 

After being bumped out of that post—he was a political appointee—he applied for urban 

superintendencies and landed the Austin post after the top candidate withdrew from 

consideration. The rules of the political game he learned in state and federal posts served 

him well as AISD superintendent.154 

 Also serving him well is his earnest passion to learn. Forgione constantly picks up 

the phone to talk to state senators, colleagues across the nation, and academics to try out 

ideas; he emails experts to get the latest research and advice to deal with AISD issues.  

His fervor to help teachers to teach better and all students to learn appeared contrived 

initially to colleagues and subordinates but its frequent presence in applauding hard-

working principals and teachers for student improvement has convinced many that his 

zeal is not tactical but real.155  

 Forgione has achieved much while tiptoeing smartly through the maze of 

contradictory goals the Board of Trustees (like most other school boards in the nation) 

prize: Seeking excellence in academic achievement for each and every student by setting 
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standards that all must reach regardless of neighborhood and equity in opportunities, 

resources, and outcomes in a residentially segregated district with large numbers of poor 

families. The Board and Superintendent support district-wide racial and ethnic diversity 

even though residentially segregated neighborhoods produce racially and ethnically 

isolated Eastside and Westside schools. The Board and Superintendent support equity in 

allocating the same resources to all schools yet experienced teachers earning high salaries 

tend to cluster in schools where children come from mostly white middle- and upper-

middle income homes making it very difficult to equalize the most important resource 

available to children. The Board and Superintendent support equity in results in their 

resolve to close the achievement test score gap yet face increasing numbers of English 

Language Learners and children who enter school academically and socially unready for 

learning.156 

     Like his AISD predecessors and peers across the nation, Forgione wrestled with 

this conundrum. Austin’s unbending residential segregation by both color and social class 

and the lack of any political push for city-wide desegregation or lifting families out of 

poverty, left Forgione with little wiggle room other than reaffirming the pledge to focus 

on raising student achievement for all students that he made when he arrived in Austin.  

 While desegregation has always been important “the more  significant 

 challenge for educators now is high achievement…. In achievement there’s much 

to be done. We have to insure that every classroom has clear, high standards no matter   

what your ZIP code is. 157   

 Thus, for example, when a media-amplified attack from Reverend Sterling Lands’ 

East Side Social Action Coalition upon AISD’s inaction over persistently low performing 

Eastside schools occurred just a year after Forgione took office, he and the Board reacted. 

In response to the initial charges and Lands’ subsequent flirtations with a separate district 

and Edison Schools, Inc., Forgione presented in 2001 to the Board of Trustees a latter-

day version of “Priority Schools” called “Blueprint Schools.”  

 Claudia Tousek, a veteran elementary principal who earned the reputation of a 

turnaround expert, headed the project and worked closely with the six principals and 

coaches for three years to produce substantial increases in elementary test scores, teacher 

retention, positive school climate, and high parental support. Although improvements did 

occur in the two middle schools, results were more mixed. By 2005, with the reform of all 

11 high schools on the table, Reagan and LBJ in East Austin were added to the Blueprint 

Schools. Thus far, there is not much evidence that the gains made in Blueprint elementary 

and middle schools have affected these two high schools.158 

 Still Forgione’s dogged persistence to reach district and personal goals in the face 

of small victories entangled with defeats have translated into his absorbing public 

scoldings at Board of Trustee meetings, public hearings, Open Doors, and newspaper 

editorials. Watching Forgione at meetings or listening to his critics lambaste the 

superintendent draws attention to his apparently limitless capacity to soak up criticism 

and not take it personally or lose his temper, at least in front of audiences and the 

camera.159 
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  Part of his public impassivity in the face of scorching words, of course, is the 

lesson that all superintendents must learn to survive and be effective—keep quiet and do 

not send wood to your opponents for a fire in which they want you to burn. In 

Forgione’s case, however, he has re-written the lesson book for superintendents by not 

surrounding himself with sycophantic staff and calling upon his experiences as a top state 

administrator, who worked the corridors of state legislatures, met with governors, and sat 

down with federal policymakers numerous times. He will question critics, look for flaws 

in their arguments, supply data to bolster his case, while seldom probing at opponents’ 

less savory motives. He also learned early that taking critics’ words and actions 

personally or acting defensively, especially in public, would seldom help him achieve 

either AISD’s or his personal goals. Forgione has absorbed the boot-camp lesson of both 

state and district politics: one’s loud critic tonight may come to your office next week 

asking for a favor. 

 Politically smart as Forgione is, occasional bouts of impulsiveness, both in word 

and deed, afflict the superintendent.  Rescued time and again from foot-in-the-mouth 

disease and sudden, ill-considered decisions by his unflagging energy and Board and staff 

trust in his passion for better schooling, Forgione has thrived in this district. While he 

may feel that AISD achievements as a largely minority urban district with high 

percentages of poor children and youth have not received the attention or awards they 

deserve either locally or nationally, those feelings have scarcely slowed down this 62-year 

old school chief since his plane landed in Austin in 1999.  

 Yet redesigning 11 high schools at the same time, albeit at different speeds 

(“urgent priority,”“high priority,” and “deliberate priority”) remains both complicated 

and difficult. The complexity, pace, and implementation of High School Redesign in 

addition to promises of improvement laid out in the Board of Trustees’ Strategic Plan for 

2005-2010 would have to delay any bragging the superintendent might be tempted to do. 

High School Redesign, 2005-2008  

 In 2005, the Board of Trustees approved its five–year Strategic Plan. The Board 

pledged that AISD will be a “world class school district by 2010” with students achieving 

at higher levels in all subjects and “achievement gaps … eliminated.” Further, “no 

campuses will be ‘Academically Unacceptable.’” All high schools will “provide smaller, 

more intimate learning communities.” One goal specifically called for ensuring that the 

“district meet the needs of all student groups” with priority given to “African American 

adolescents and recent immigrant English Language Learners.” 

The primary strategy to achieve these goals would be to 

 [D]evelop and implement a sustainable high school redesign program that is based 

 on best practices ..… that includes a  strong focus on academic rigor, relevance, 

and relationships which results in college/career preparation and college entry….160  

 Of course, the Board of Trustees knew that substantial gains in elementary 

schools’ academic achievement across the district had not yet shown up in largely 

minority and poor middle and high schools. The Board also knew that two to four of the 

11 high schools had been rated “ Academically Unacceptable” in these years.  Moreover, 

state pressure on high schools to meet escalating standards of test performance on the 
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TAKS exam would be unrelenting. The Strategic Plan became a publicly available tool for 

Forgione and the Board to use in re-inventing their comprehensive high schools—

including high performing ones such as Austin and Bowie since low-income minorities in 

those schools—as NCLB revealed—were doing poorly. 

 An avid follower of national trends in urban districts, Forgione was well aware 

that high school reform was popular among national civic and business leaders anxious 

about pressures from global competitors and inadequately skilled graduates. He certainly 

had heard that message often from Texas leaders when he testified before legislative 

committees. In Austin, Forgione’s networks included contacts with the city’s Chamber of 

Commerce that sponsored partnerships with AISD schools, the Greater Austin Hispanic 

Chamber of Commerce, The E3 Alliance (“Education Equals Economics”), and Austin 

Area Research Organizations (a group of educational and business leaders). He shared 

their concerns for skilled high school graduates and often spoke publicly about the link 

between diplomas to economic success. At one High School Redesign meeting, he told the 

audience “if you don’t have some kind of post-secondary degree or certification today, 

you might as well kiss the middle class goodbye.”161 

 Because money for high school reform flowed generously from foundations and 

state agencies, getting dollars to plan and implement any redesign was relatively easy as 

long as district leadership was stable, determined to alter the traditional comprehensive 

high school, responded to donors’ agendas, and had data to support the case for reform. 

All of those factors were present in AISD by 2004.  

 To get independent data, district officials contracted with the Southern Regional 

Education Board and the University of Texas to audit the 11 high schools. Their reports 

gave ever-entrepreneurial Forgione the data he needed. Forgione knew what the Gates 

Foundation wanted: personalized schooling in small learning communities. Because he 

wanted those features also and was willing to mandate them he assured foundation 

officials those elements would be prominent in reforming Austin’s traditional high 

schools.162  

 With these grants and local funds, AISD rounded up external groups (e.g., 

Stanford University’s School Redesign Network, University of Pittsburgh’s Institute for 

Learning, University of Texas’s Dana Center) to help district staff reconceptualize the 

historic comprehensive high school while negotiating with whole-school reform 

developers such as Jim Connell at First Things First.  

 How similar was AISD’s pursuit of high school reform to that of other urban 

districts? Most big city districts had employed two different strategies to improve 

schools: top-down and a mix of bottom-up and top-down. No large urban system that I 

know of had committed itself to a bottom up strategy relying upon teachers and parents 

to transform the district. For a mixed strategy of system-wide reform think of 

Community District 2 (22,000 elementary and middle school students, half of whom were 

poor) in New York City.163  

 Between the late-1980s and mid-1990s, Superintendent Anthony Alvarado cut his 

headquarters staff drastically and reassigned them to schools. He worked closely with 

teachers (including union leaders) while pushing principals to become instructional 
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leaders. He encouraged schools to design innovations sharply focused on teaching and 

learning while creating small learning communities. He brought in coaches from successful 

programs near and far to work with schools. He urged parents who now could choose 

among district schools to work closely with staff. Teacher and principal leaders brokered 

strong ties with parents as dozens of choices flourished across District 2. An entire 

infrastructure of professional development helped teachers, administrators, and parents 

share ideas across the district.  Accountability came through district officials closely 

monitoring test scores, surveys of parent satisfaction, teacher and principal turnover, 

student attendance, and other factors. 164    

 The other strategy is top-down mandates plus rigorous monitoring of 

subordinates to get the desired outcomes. Think of San Diego Unified School District 

with Alan Bersin, ex-federal district attorney as superintendent between 1998-2005 or 

Chancellor Rudy Crew, Mayor Rudy Guiliani’s man in New York City between 1995-

1999.  

 Both school chiefs reorganized their bureaucracies, fired principals, and ordered 

massive changes in district and school procedures that stressed instructional 

improvement. Both created professional development structures for helping new 

appointees and veteran staff gain necessary skills to operate within a reorganized system. 

And both exited from their respective districts after persistent fights with, in San Diego’s 

case, the school board and, in New York City, Mayor Rudy Giuliani. Whether schools 

had improved on state tests, the usual measures of achievement, champions and critics of 

the school chiefs contested the results.165    

 Well aware of the literature on district change and strategies used in other big 

cities, Forgione crafted a hybrid of both top-down and bottom-up strategies that would 

fit the broad variation in Austin’s 11 high schools where academic high fliers mixed with 

failure-prone schools. Based on their academic performance, AISD officials divided these 

11 high schools into three tiers: “urgent priority,” “high priority,” and “deliberate 

priority.” The three levels mirrored the historic configuration of AISD schools with 

mostly minority poor enrollments in “urgent priority” (Johnston, Reagan, LBJ, Travis, 

and Lanier)166. These schools had received TEA ratings of “Academically Unacceptable” 

or the NCLB’s negative label of “Needs Improvement,” both of which threatened school 

closures down the line. These chronically low performing schools had enrolled 

predominately minority and poor students for decades. Besides falling short of TEA 

standards for passing the state test, these schools commonly had low percentages of 

students attending daily,  graduating, and, worst of all, high dropout rates.   

 “High priority” schools (Akins, Crockett) skirted low performance from time to 

time yet were not immediately threatened by closure while those schools labeled  

“deliberate priority” (Bowie, Anderson, Austin, and McCallum) were ones where staff, 

parents, and alumni of the high-performing schools (with either majority or substantial 

numbers of whites) were given more time to plan and implement changes.  Stakeholders in 

these high-achieving schools were largely satisfied with their programs for college 

preparation, sports, and academic results yet did worry, amid National Merit Scholarship 

finalists and trophies for academic excellence, about low-performing minorities and 
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securing help for English Language Learners. These schools were given more time to 

redesign.167  

 What to do and when to do it in these high schools blended district office 

mandates and school-by-school redesigns.  For example, Forgione directed all high schools 

to introduce “advisories”—time during the week when teachers would meet with small 

groups of students to discuss academic and non-academic issues. All schools had to create 

“small learning communities” (SLC) for students and teachers—sometimes called 

“academies” or “schools-within-a-school.” Also high schools had to choose whether they 

were going to be involved in “Disciplinary Literacy,” an imported instructional approach 

to classroom lessons from the University of Pittsburgh’s Institute for Learning, the 

whole-school reform model “First Things First” designed by the Institute for Research 

and Reform in Education and tested in Kansas City (KS) and Houston, or design their 

own model. Finally, from these SLCs and models that schools chose to affiliate with, 

every school had to create “professional learning communities” (PLC) of teachers and 

administrators.168 

  In pursuing this blended strategy of reinventing AISD comprehensive high 

schools, The Board of Trustees and Superintendent assumed that the following chain of 

actions would occur. Creating small high schools focusing on state curriculum standards 

using “advisories” and “small learning communities” would bring students closer to staff 

and thereby personalize instruction on existing campuses. Teachers and administrators 

forming “professional learning communities” would, in turn, move toward non-traditional 

school and classroom practices that would engage students in learning which would then 

lead to improved scores on state and national tests, lower dropout rates, increased 

graduation rates, and larger numbers of Austin graduates entering college. This chain of 

assumptions drove AISD’s strategy for redesigning high schools.169  

   

 [FIGURE “High School Redesign Policy Logic” GOES HERE] 

 

 By 2006, the Board of Trustees had approved each school’s redesign and 

implementation plan.  Within two years, all of the “urgent,” “high,” and “deliberate” 

priority high schools, working closely with Office of School Redesign staff, were engaged 

in the very complicated work of converting their high schools to SLCs, PLCs, and 

advisories. Block scheduling for SLCs also spread quickly among “urgent” and “high” 

priority schools.170   

 Under great pressure to redesign their schools, Reagan, LBJ, and Travis high 

school administrators, teachers, and parents visited Kansas City and Houston high 

schools that had adopted First Things First. After much prodding by district 

administrators, school staffs adopted the comprehensive whole school reform model.171  

 Developed by Institute for Research and Reform in Education (IRRE) the model 

promises to increase attendance, reduce dropouts and improve students’ scores on state 

tests. To achieve these outcomes, every FTF high school had to create:  

 (1) Small learning communities of about 300 students centered on a theme (law 

and government, business and technology, performing arts, etc.) that is pursued in core 
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and elective subjects. The students and teachers stay together for 4 years taking core 

classes from the same cadre of teachers who also have common planning time. In 

students’ senior year, internships relevant to each SLC’s theme would become available. 

 (2) Family advocate system that meets weekly with 15 students and one teacher. 

The teacher monitors, advises, and celebrates students’ achievements while also meeting 

with students’ families regularly. Thus, each student and family comes to know (and 

count on) at least one teacher in ways that are uncommon in most high schools. 

 (3) Professional development for teachers to design rigorous and varied lessons 

that both engage students and meet state standards. Available coaches and extensive data 

gathering in classrooms establish the degree of rigor, variation, and engagement in lessons. 

Professional learning communities find homes in SLC academies and academic 

departments where lesson planning, working with coaches, and discussions about 

students occur.172 

 Independent evaluations of FTF in Kansas City supported IRRE’s claims of 

success permitting Forgione to sell FTF to the Board and high school communities not as 

an experiment but a tested model that does what it says it is going to do. Intensive 

negotiations with Jim Connell and IRRE staff that would tailor FTF to Austin’s high 

schools resulted in IRRE promising coaches and technical assistance for Reagan, LBJ, and 

Travis. The three schools are in the early stages of putting this model into practice.173  

 At Reagan High School, for example, just under a thousand students attend of 

whom 67 percent are Mexican American (nearly one out of three are English Language 

Learners), 30 percent are African American, 2 percent are white and 85 percent are 

poor.174 

 Daily attendance averages 85 percent (state average is 95, AISD average, 94). Like 

daily attendance, Reagan’s graduation rate is dismal: 60 percent graduated in 2006 with 

the state’s average percentage 80 and AISD, 77. Scores on TAKS failed to meet all state 

standards. 175 

 In 2003, a male student stabbed to death his ex-girlfriend, during the school day. 

The murder sent waves of fear and anger through the Eastside community and led to the 

swift appointment of a Community Safety Task Force that examined school violence and 

security measures to prevent student attacks on other students and teachers. Neither the 

Task Force report nor added security made the school any more attractive to new 

students or teachers. Nor did state and federal unsatisfactory ratings for low test scores in 

subsequent years boost confidence in Reagan leadership or staff.  

 By 2006, TEA was monitoring Reagan with a “Campus Intervention Team 

Leader” because of a previous “Unacceptable” rating and, under No Child Left Behind 

sanctions for sub-standard performance, the high schools also had a “Technical 

Assistance Provider” and offered parents transfers to other schools. Transfers to other 

high schools escalated in 2007. 176  

 Frequent turnover in leadership has hurt the school. Since 1997, the school has 

had five principals.  Ismael Villafane, the current principal, a veteran of Texas and New 

York high schools that had undergone reform, has been at Reagan two years. The majority 
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of the 75 teachers have less than 5 years of experience (21 percent came to Reagan with 

no experience).177 

 With a growing sense of desperation at the school and in the Eastside community, 

top AISD administrators used High School Redesign to throw the life preserver  of First 

Things First. After a full year of planning in 2006-2007, Villafane and staff organized 

three small learning communities called Art of Learning (AOL), Leadership, Engineering, 

Architecture, Design (LEAD), and Medical, Science, Health (MASH) to begin in the Fall 

of 2007. In the first year of operation, I visited the school for two mornings in December 

2007.178  

 A few students were wearing T-shirts with their SLC’s color and logo; most were 

not. Security aides patrolled the Old Mall and New Mall corridors shooing students into 

classes. Some students had ID badges with their names, photo, and SLC on it. 

Motivational signs (“Hard Work Pays Off”) dotted walls of both classroom buildings. In 

the atrium of the Old Mall, a very large wooden sign posted the attendance goal of “95% 

and Better !!” with space for numbers to be inserted next to freshmen through senior 

classes. A nearby wooden sign said: “TAKS Countdown !!!!” and below it were the 

words: “Days Left” and below that “Raiders Preparing to ‘Rock’ the Test !!!” 

 Scheduling SLCs, Family Advocacy groups, electives, and sufficient in-class time 

for engaging and content-rich lessons remained difficult, according to teachers and 

students. Common planning time for teachers, for example, encompasses just two of the 

three SLCs. The school used a varied schedule during the week I visited. One day was 

block scheduling for 90-minute periods and the other day was 41-minute periods. 

 I observed two Family Advocacy meetings. One group of 11 students and a 

teacher was adding coffee grounds from a local Starbucks to flowers and shrubs in the 

atrium while the other advisory group of 13 students discussed with the teacher their 

grades in courses and an upcoming money-raising effort for AOL.  

 Of the 14 classes I visited, I saw small classes (one had 8 with the largest 21; the 

average was 15 students). Most students were attentive to the teacher and worked on 

assigned tasks. In half of the classes, at least one or two students had their heads down on 

desks with their eyes closed. Some teachers said nothing; other teachers asked students to 

pay attention or, if they were feeling ill, to go to the nurse. In none of classes I observed 

did I see any classroom conflicts between teacher and students.   

 Teachers collected homework from some but not many students. When students 

read aloud in class, it was obvious that many had trouble with the text or worksheet 

passage. In one class, a late-term pregnant student helped the teacher set up the math 

class for group work; in another class, the teacher worked individually with a gang 

member (according to the teacher) who was trying hard to pass Algebra.  

 I saw lessons where the teacher had written the daily objective on the whiteboard, 

reviewed homework, distributed worksheets, and had question-and-answer exchanges 

with students. Nearly all of the lessons were geared to the state test. In one class, for 

example, the chemistry teacher reviewed with students how to write formulas since such 

items appeared on TAKS.  
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 Three of the 14 teachers conducted lessons different from the norm: one social 

studies teacher had a 30-minute discussion based on text and supplementary readings 

about the use of gross domestic product as an economic indicator; a geometry teacher 

used 6 learning centers where students in groups moved from one station to another to 

complete tasks that would be on TAKS; students used graphing calculators for some of 

the station tasks. In another class, the teacher had students teach each other concepts of 

genes and alleles—concepts on the state test. 

 None of the above observations struck me as being uncommon in largely minority 

and poor urban high schools in other districts. Nor did I see anything unusual in a school 

in the early stages of converting into small learning communities with advisories and block 

scheduling while under great pressure from district administrators and TEA to raise test 

scores or shut down. Nor did I find home and neighborhood effects spilling over school 

and classroom strange. Sleepy students, gang tattoos, youth fashions in clothes, much 

absenteeism, security concerns evident in highly visible adults patrolling halls are also 

common in big city high schools elsewhere in the nation.179   

 Whether these determined efforts and FTF would prevent Reagan from being 

closed has yet to be seen. Reagan is in Stage 4 of NCLB and the restructuring plan that 

the district must submit to TEA calls FTF the school’s “fundamental reforms” to 

improve academic achievement. This plan buys Reagan more time. For Johnston High 

School, however, the future is, indeed, bleak.180 

 Johnston High School was almost closed by the state Commissioner of Education 

in 2007 after receiving an “Academically Unacceptable” rating four years in a row (since 

1999, Johnston had received “Unacceptable” ratings six times). Here is a school (2007) of 

around 700 students (over 80 percent Hispanic and 17 percent black with 80-plus percent 

poor) that has had 11 principals in 15 years—Celina Estrada-Thomas is in her third year, 

the longest tenure in nearly two decades. With only 80 percent of the students coming to 

school daily and just under 60 percent graduating, the label “urgent priority” barely 

captured the burning necessity for immediate improvement. In 2005, Estrada-Thomas and 

staff converted the comprehensive high school into three academies using a Texas High 

School Redesign and Restructuring grant. Two years later with two more “Unacceptable” 

ratings registered, the decision to close the school rested on the desk of the state 

Commissioner. 181  

 Superintendent Forgione pleaded with the Commissioner to keep the school open 

because it was about to adopt the First Things First model and receive instructional help 

from IRRE. The Commissioner agreed for 2007-2008. Midway through the school year, 

however, the principal withdrew Johnston from FTF. Short of a miraculous spike in test 

scores—such bolts of lightning seldom occur outside of Hollywood—Johnston will again 

miss the mark set by the state and the school will close. No administrator I spoke to in 

late 2007 was willing to bet that Johnston would be open in 2009.182  

 Reagan and Johnston illustrate those schools with “urgent priority” labels 

implementing the First Things First model or other approaches. Lanier, another high 

school in the same category, however, has assembled its own version of a redesigned high 

school.  
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 Once a federally recognized blue-ribbon school for its improvement and high 

performance in 1997, demographic changes had altered Lanier sufficiently over the next 

decade to become “urgent priority.” Its nearly 1600 students (2006) were 70 percent 

Hispanic (of whom 28 percent were ELL), 18 percent African American, and 8 percent 

white students. The largely minority school also had three of every four students coming 

from poor families. Daily attendance (88 percent) fell below both district and state 

averages. Ditto for seniors graduating (71 percent). Add low achievement on state tests 

and growing gang conflicts spilling over onto the school. Lanier was a tough school 

needing strong leadership to insure, first, students’ safety, and second, a strong academic 

program that met district standards and received satisfactory state and federal ratings.   

 AISD had appointed such a principal in 2004-2005. By the end of the year, 

Edmund Oropez and newly hired staff—many departed for easier assignments--had 

moved gang colors and fights outside of the school and now turned toward redesigning the 

comprehensive high school.183 

 Seeking quick action, Oropez and a core staff were determined to re-invent Lanier 

in ways they wanted with as little direction from AISD district office as possible. He 

made clear to staff that they had to share his commitment to a Lanier they could be proud 

of and if they did not want to work toward that goal, they should look elsewhere. Oropez 

extracted from his AISD superiors the latitude to use budgeted funds to trade teaching for 

non-teaching staff, a waiver that gave him more running room to hire people for key posts 

in the school. With high teacher turnover the first three years and this waiver in hand, 

nearly two of three Lanier teachers and other staff in 2007 were new to the school and 

were willing to stay with Oropez. The staff had become “Lanier-a-sized.”184 

 The initial task was to develop a 9th grade academy as a SLC with teams of 

teachers across four academic subjects sharing students. Faculty and administrators 

invented their version of advisory with a common curriculum for all students in grades 9-

12 that met four days a week for 30 minutes (2007-2008). After much bargaining with 

district officials, Oropez and Lanier staff came up with a block schedule that met the 

needs of department chairs, 9th grade academy teachers, advisory leaders, and teachers of 

elective subjects (e.g., band, sports). Staff actually lengthened the school day by 17 

minutes without getting permission from district office administrators.185 

 Professional learning communities grew out of the 9th grade academy where core 

subject teachers shared the same students and met weekly to discuss their students’ 

progress or regress. Lanier staff pushed even further and developed their own lesson 

planning cycle and teacher-made Instructional Planning Guides to steer PLCs in math, 

science, social studies, and English/Language Arts. Again, Oropez had  received 

permission from AISD to ignore district Planning Guides. 186 

 Oropez and staff also revised the traditional summer school—calling them 

“camps” and ran two, one for students who needed make-up credits to stay with their 

class and the other for targeted 8th grade students entering Lanier who had failed middle 

school courses. Mornings were spent in long subject-centered periods to get students 

used to a block schedule and afternoons were spent in clubs taught by elective teachers 

and coaches.187  
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 These Lanier initiatives bent and occasionally ignored AISD directives while 

carving out a large chunk of autonomy. Yet the freedom meant that when the principal 

and staff wanted to work more intensely with ELL students they could reach out to 

another organization such as WestEd and Dr. Aida Walqui to develop an improvement 

plan for these students. Staff members joked that Lanier has seceded from the district or 

that the district office, in the words of one teacher, let’s “us do our thing”—different 

ways of saying that a strong principal and committed staff had redesigned the school from 

the bottom up. 188  

 Even among “urgent priority” high schools, then, there is much variation in actual 

redesign and how each school went about restructuring. Was there similar variation among 

“high priority” and “deliberate priority” schools? 

 Consider Akins High School. Named after a popular black AISD administrator and 

one of the first “cross-over teachers” in the mid-1960s to integrate a white faculty, Akins 

opened in 2000 and within six years the 2300-student school (65 percent Hispanic, 20 

percent white, 12 percent African American with 34 percent of students determined to be 

poor) exceeded its capacity. Even before High School Redesign was launched, Mary Alice 

Deike, an entrepreneurial principal if there ever was one and the third principal since the 

school opened, believed that Akins was in trouble. Although the school’s attendance, 

dropout, and graduation rates were very close to district averages and Akins had been 

rated “Academically Acceptable,” gaps between minorities and whites on tests and who 

took Advanced Placement courses had become obvious to the new principal.189 

 Impressed with the 2004 Southern Regional Education Board’s report on AISD 

high schools, the hard-driving Deike snared a state grant to partner with SREB’s “High 

Schools That Work” reform model. She wanted to transform the comprehensive high 

school into high achieving small learning communities with once weekly 30-minute 

advisories, block scheduling, and PLCs for teachers.190  

 In 2005, the work began. All 9th graders became one academy. In the spring before 

moving into the 10th grade, students choose which of four career academies they will 

enroll: Academy of Business and Legal Enterprise; Agriculture, Computers, and 

Engineering Sciences; Arts and Humanities, and Social Services. In 2007, another 

academy, New Tech High, joined the other four. 191   

 As academies came online, PLCs involving academic departments and cross-

subject teams appeared. Math, science, English, and social studies teachers worked with 

Institute for Learning (IFL) staff in the “Disciplinary Literacy” program on subject-driven 

instructional issues and classroom lessons to sharpen their skills and broaden their 

knowledge. These PLCs made up of cross-subject academy teams focused on sharing 

student information and how best to reach those needing help.192 

 In redesigning Akins in the SREB model of “High Schools That Work” Deike was 

also committed to having assistant principals and teachers play a larger role in school-

wide decisions and leading academies rather than waiting to hear from the principal. 

“Teachers are the sleeping giants of education,” She told an interviewer, “we need to 

empower them…[I]t’s what happens in the classroom that counts, all the redesign plans 

in the world won’t matter if you don’t change what happens in the classroom.”193 
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 That view helps to explain Deike’s abiding commitment to a pedagogy anchored in 

progressive practices and “Disciplinary Literacy” where teachers lea 

d students to question, investigate, and solve real-world problems through engaging 

projects and other activities. That teachers could see one another teach a lesson (through 

IFL-adapted techniques called “ghost walks,” buddy walks,” and “learning walks”) and 

then discuss what was observed helped advance her agenda of active student learning and 

ambitious teaching. 194  

 All of these major structural changes and plans for pedagogical shifts occurred 

without disruption even when teacher turnover and Deike’s departure in 2007 are 

factored into the reform equation. Unlike other AISD high schools with similar student 

demographics and undergoing redesign, Akins maintained an average of 20 to 25 percent 

turnover in these years--the same as the district average but higher than the state figure. 

The exit of the entrepreneurial principal (who left to complete her doctorate), however, 

could have wreaked havoc with the redesign. Thus far, it has not. The new principal, 

Daniel Girard, is a veteran who had headed a school using the SREB model in El Paso and 

had been urged to apply by Deike. Once appointed, Deike deftly handed the redesign 

baton to Girard.195 

 The swift implementation of new structures such as five academies, advisories, 

PLCs, and block scheduling in less than three years and hopes for dramatic changes in 

classroom instruction put Akins at the frontier of redesign in AISD. A principal who 

grabbed state money and a high school reform model forged well ahead of what the district 

office expected and sister schools in “urgent” and “high” priority categories had done by 

2008.  

 Finally, consider “deliberate priority” Austin high school, the oldest in the city, 

celebrating its 125th anniversary in 2008. A school of 2200 to which Austin’s civic and 

business elite had sent its sons and daughters for decades including state governors and 

President George W. Bush, its student body (2007) was 57 percent white, 36 percent 

Mexican American (5 percent are ELL), and 6 percent black with only 26 percent of the 

students coming from poor families.196 

 Proud of its National Merit Scholarship semi-finalists, range of Advanced 

Placement courses, and numbers of students taking the AP test, Austin is one of the city 

and state high performers. Yet TAKS scores reveal a tale of two schools in one: minority 

students score lower than whites across academic subjects; fewer minorities than whites 

graduate from school; more minorities than whites drop out. As one staff member said, 

“For obvious reasons, the attitude is that if it’s not broke … don’t fix it. Well, that’s not 

true, it is broke for a large segment of our kids.”197 

 The recognition of two schools-in-one mirrors talk of two Americas, rich and 

poor, inhabiting the same land but disavowing beliefs in meritocracy and equity. A strong 

shove from the Superintendent convinced principal Barbara Spelman and Austin staff to 

fully participate in redesigning their seemingly successful high school but at a deliberate 

rather than rushed pace. Spelman, who had been there five years in 2005, appointed a 

“Big Picture” team of teachers and administrators to come up with a redesign plan.  
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 The staff’s design called for a Freshman Academy of five teacher teams for core 

subjects with common planning time, an advisory program, a senior capstone project, and 

the creation of PLCs. Shortly after the plan was made public, however, Spelman resigned. 

Everything was put on hold until AISD appointed another principal and that occurred in 

the summer of 2006. 198 

 New principal John Hudson, the sixth since 1990, came with rich experiences 

heading high schools in Arizona and Connecticut. Within months, however, messy 

problems arose in the Academy over scheduling when only one of out three 9th graders 

took their classes with the same team of core teachers, the absence of common planning 

time for teachers to meet, and larger than usual classes. Moreover, 9th grade classes were 

scattered throughout the building thereby losing any sense of belonging to the Freshman 

Academy. Poor logistical planning trumped redesign in 2006-2007.199 

 For 2007-2008, Hudson, working closely with the veteran staff, many of whom 

had taught 20-plus years at Austin, reconfigured the Freshman Academy to solve the 

problems that had unfolded the previous year: all 9th graders were re-located to the first 

floor; class sizes fell to 24 students except in Algebra where there were to be 18 students 

in each class. Hudson also moved offices for the Academy’s administrative team including 

an assistant principal, counselor and intern adjacent to 9th grade rooms. But another 

problem remained. Since the faculty has been very stable (about 15 percent of Austin 

teachers leave each year, well below AISD turnover), newcomers and less experienced 

teachers often ended up assigned to the Freshman Academy—not considered a plum 

assignment--while veteran teachers taught advanced courses.200   

 Next, Hudson and staff agreed to launch a twice-weekly advisory (25 minutes 

each meeting) called the “community seminar” where all teachers and administrators 

(including the principal) work with 15-20 students. Advisory leaders received training and 

curriculum materials from an external provider called Educators for Social 

Responsibility.201 

 Concern for the capacity of Austin’s school leadership team to provide 

instructional support for teachers led Hudson to create a “school enhancement program” 

to help administrators learn coaching and evaluative skills. He also wanted PLCs. At 

Austin, PLCs operated within departments during 2007-2008. Hudson felt that if there 

were going to be any changes in classroom practices—after visiting many classes he saw 

that too many teachers relied far too much on lecturing for their lessons—PLCs and the 

school’s leadership team would need to add depth and bite to daily teaching. As Hudson 

put it: “If we cannot recognize good instruction, we will reinforce poor practice.” One 

Austin veteran teacher said: 

 [Instruction] …. That’s where [Hudson] is really right on.  In the very first 

semester when he came in, he told me that  just in like the first six weeks he knew that 

.… we had this great reputation [but] we are in the trap of doing the same old, same old. 

We come up with the same excuses of why we do the same old, same old…. We need to 

be trained on  inquiry, on Disciplinary Literacy….Through PLCs, teachers could observe 

their peers and discuss the observations. Hudson hired two on-site coaches for the social 
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studies and science departments to give teachers additional help and expanded the work 

with Disciplinary Literacy (DL).202  

 The engine for Austin high school’s PLCs was “Disciplinary Literacy.” In 

summer 2007, the school sent 20 subject matter teachers to a workshop in Pittsburgh to 

improve their writing of daily objectives and creating common templates for lessons. With 

PLCs focusing on classroom instruction in academic subjects, with one SLC in operation, 

and with advisories meeting weekly, Austin high school has deliberately moved toward 

redesign.203 

 Although I end the description of Austin high school’s redesign here, a few words 

more are necessary to expand on Disciplinary Literacy (DL) for two reasons. First, five 

Westside high schools (Akins, Anderson, Austin, Crockett, and McCallum)—schools 

with higher proportions of white and middle- and upper-middle class students than 

Eastside schools--have made it central to their PLCs. Second, district leaders assume that 

DL’s work with principals and teachers will stretch their instructional knowledge and 

skills sufficiently to drive changes in daily classroom practices which, in turn, will lead to 

fewer dropouts, more graduates, and higher student scores on the state test. DL, then, is a 

strategy aimed at improving teaching practices unlike First Things First, which is a 

school-wide reform.204 

 Principles of Learning and Disciplinary Literacy. Shortly after Forgione arrived, he 

told anyone who would listen that he had seen too much “pluribus” and too little “unum” 

in AISD curriculum and schools. The entire AISD staff needed a common framework and 

language to get students connected to the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) 

standards—which Forgione had mandated as AISD curriculum standards. Believing that 

all students can meet the high academic standards if principals, teachers, and students 

bend their efforts to that end, Forgione, Darlene Westbrook, and top staff pressed for 

fewer and clearer concepts to drive instructional practice than existed in the district after 

decades of innovative reading, writing, and math programs had tumbled over one another 

sending staff off into different directions. In 2000, Superintendent Forgione hired Lauren 

Resnick, director of the Institute for Learning at the University of Pittsburgh, to work 

with AISD teachers and administrators on IFL’s “Principles of Learning.” 205 

 With multi-year funding, IFL staff worked on selected “Principles” such as 

“Academic Rigor in a Thinking Curriculum,” “Clear Expectations,” and “Accountable 

Talk.” IFL consultants ran workshops, provided on-site assistance, and trained principals 

as instructional leaders who worked closely with teacher leaders to put those “Principles” 

into practice such as the “Learning Walk” where administrators and teachers observed 

classroom lessons to determine if “Clear Expectations” were being practiced.206  

 In 2001, AISD’s Office of Program Evaluation assessed teachers and 

administrators views of the program at the end of the first year and found generally 

positive staff responses in directing attention to classroom lessons. Principals and 

teachers reported that they now have a common conceptual language for both talking 

about learning and classroom practices. Evaluators, however, did note that staff felt 

strongly they lacked the time to discuss and practice the “Principles” and that this 

initiative conflicted with other new efforts.207 
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 AISD and IFL continued their partnership through 2003-2004. With High School 

Redesign starting up a year later, AISD requested proposals from varied groups (e.g., 

Stanford’s Redesign Network, First Things First) to deliver services for SLCs, advisories, 

and PLCs. Lauren Resnick submitted an IFL proposal to establish PLCs for teachers of 

academic subjects based on their “Principles of Learning.” Forgione and Westbrook knew 

that IFL’s prior work in the district, anchored in the belief that effort—not inherited 

abilities--made the difference in academic performance, had established common concepts 

and language directed toward instructional practice. AISD signed a contract with IFL. No 

longer called “Principles of Learning” and renamed “Disciplinary Literacy” or DL, five 

high schools voluntarily signed up to work with IFL staff.208 

 Beginning in 2006, IFL staff trained lead teachers in English, math, social studies, 

and science (site and district administrators and curriculum specialists also attended 

sessions) to design rigorous lessons in each subject. These teachers learned how to 

analyze lessons through videos and observations. They learned how to lead “learning 

walks” and PLC discussions in their academies and departments. Recall how Akins high 

school (see above) had adapted IFL’s “learning walk” into shorter and different forms to 

take advantage of limited teacher time.209   

  Two outside evaluators completed an interim report in 2007 that tapped the 

views of teachers and administrators in the five high schools and district office, many of 

whom had been involved in the earlier IFL venture. Staff responses to DL were generally 

positive among the lead teachers in designing and leading their PLCs. Even with two-

thirds of the teachers reporting they attend PLC sessions, evaluators found much 

variation among school PLCs and within each school’s PLCs. Although most commented 

favorably on the sharing of ideas and practices that occurred in the five high school PLCs, 

only one of five teachers reported that they observed each other’s classrooms.210  

   Even with the highly positive comments of lead teachers and even after only six 

months of DL activities, the evaluators identified tensions that had existed before DL had 

arrived but still accompanied DL implementation. As with the earlier evaluation of 

“Principles of Learning” (2002), lack of time bothered teachers a great deal. One lead 

teacher said: 

 There are not enough hours in my day to complete all the  things mandated. I 

believe in DL principles, and I believe in strong AP [Advanced Placement] strategies, and 

I believe in PLCs—but I cannot [do all this] at the same time. The district knows how to 

ruin a good thing! My teachers don’t want to be heroes—they just want to be able to 

teach and teach well … and they want the time to process information at a deep level 

without being bombarded with ‘the next thing’…. 

 The risks of too many initiatives overwhelming teachers and principals and the 

potential of incoherence—do all of these initiatives move in the same direction?—have 

been persistent issues in AISD ( the “spinning wheels” syndrome in other big city 

districts) for decades. Also persistent is the tension between DL’s pursuit of deep 

understanding of content and state testing for breadth of factual knowledge. Should 

teachers, for example, devote an entire week of lessons on the Robber Barons in 

industrializing the U.S. versus covering Industrialization, the Progressive movement and 
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World War I in three days because TAKS has included items on those topics? And what 

about time taken for test preparation January through March? These issues, of course, 

predated DL, PLCs, and SLCs but again they come to the foreground because of the 

accountability squeeze and state ratings that pack a wallop when a school slips into 

“Academically Unacceptable.” These issues of potential incoherence and tension between 

DL’s view of classroom practice and the demands of TAKS are painfully present during 

the early years of reconfiguring the 11 high schools.211   

WITH ALL DELIBERATE SPEED: IMPLEMENTING HIGH SCHOOL 

 REDESIGN 

 

 This discussion of AISD’s policy strategy of transforming its high schools makes 

clear that both planning and implementation varied a great deal among its 11 schools. DL 

is in five high schools in the “High” and “Deliberate Priority” categories while First 

Things First is in four “Urgent Priority” high schools. Lanier (also “Urgent”) has 

borrowed liberally from DL, FTF, and other models to fashion its own design from the 

ground up further adapting it as practice dictated.212     

 Still, with all of this district office and school planning and action, it is too soon to 

determine whether the complexity of High School Redesign with its many working parts 

(SLCs, advisories, PLCs,) will fit together smoothly without the machine flying off in 

different directions. Should district officials heap too many demands and other initiatives 

upon these schools even with the Office of Redesign carefully monitoring activities, the 

threat of stripping the gears of this ambitious attempt to reduce the achievement gap in 11 

comprehensive high schools remains. Hard working teachers and principals will continue 

to struggle with competing district and state demands upon their limited time. Yet the 

sought after effects of the reform may still get drowned in the clatter of competing 

initiatives.     

 Surely, the district decision to adjust the pace of implementation among three 

levels of priority was a smart move in reducing harmful noise. Having the district’s Office 

of Redesign coordinate key activities was another wise action. Within three years, varied 

components of the redesign are emerging in all 11 high schools, albeit at different speeds. 

Just as surely, Forgione displayed political and organizational moxie in using both the 

fist—pressing Eastside principals rated “Academically Unacceptable” to adopt First 

Things First or else—and the velvet glove in allowing some staffs latitude in putting their 

designs into practice while negotiating waivers of district rules with even others to permit 

them to tailor their design and pace of implementation to the unique contours of their 

schools. The hybrid strategy mixing top-down and bottom-up is working so far.  

 Yet state and federal accountability pressures continue to be just as unrelenting as 

the city’s residential spread to the north, south, and west and growth in school 

enrollments. State and federal ratings squeeze AISD’s discretion each year in helping low 

performing secondary schools. State Commissioner of Education letters to Forgione that a 

Johnston or a Webb Middle School will have to be closed, reconstituted, chartered, or 

contracted out to for-profit companies trigger local crises.  
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 What is likely to occur in these “urgent priority” schools is that one or two may 

dodge the bullet of closure if it shows some improvement in one year (by Texas rules but 

not by NCLB regulations) but the staff will still have to worry about what happens the 

following year. Fretting about what is around the corner is, to put it bluntly, miserable 

business for a school. Constant agonizing over the future saps the vitality of staff, 

students, and parents too often leading to a downward spiral of students, teachers, and 

administrators exiting to less dramatic settings.  

 Why is it that schools now shoulder complete responsibility for student failure 

when as recently as the 1970s, policy elites and educators blamed children and their 

families for doing poorly in school? The answer to this question sheds light on how AISD 

approached implementation of High School Redesign. 

 

Shifting Blame for Academic Failure From Children and Families to Schools 

 Staff shame of being responsible for a school’s low academic performance is a 

recent phenomenon. Historically, policy elites and educators explained poor academic 

performance of groups and individual students by pointing to ethnic and racial 

discrimination, poverty, immigrants’ cultures, family deficits, and students’ lack of effort. 

School leaders would say that they could hardly be blamed for reversing conditions over 

which they had little control. Until the past quarter-century, this was the dominant 

explanation for unequal school outcomes.213 

 Beginning in the late-1970s, other explanations for low academic performance 

among different groups of students gained traction: The school—not racism, poverty, 

family, culture, or even language differences--caused disadvantages in students. This 

explanation grew from research studies of urban elementary schools with high percentages 

of poor and minority students that did far better on national tests than researchers would 

have been predicted from their racial and socioeconomic status.  

 These high-flying ghetto and barrio schools had common features such as staff’s 

belief that all urban children could learn.  The principal of the school acted as an 

instructional leader. Staff established high academic standards with demanding classroom 

lessons, frequent testing, and an orderly school. These “effective schools” proved to 

many skeptics that largely poor and minority urban schools could be successful, as 

measured by tests. Students’ race, ethnicity, and social class did not doom a school to 

failure. And most important, that committed and experienced staff working closely 

together could make a decided academic difference in the lives of impoverished children of 

color. No longer could teachers and administrators blame students and their families for 

failing. Now, it was the responsibility of school staff to insure student success. 214  

 From policy elites and educators saying it’s the students’ or families’ fault for 

poor performance, the rhetoric shifted to policy elites and educators saying it is the 

school’s or district’s fault for that failure. This fundamental swing in blame for the causes 

of inequities in outcomes are captured in the words of national leaders who often repeat 

the phrase “all children can learn” and admonish teachers and administrators to avoid the 

“soft bigotry of low expectations.” This reversal of responsibility for inequitable 

outcomes has shifted school improvement and academic success completely from 
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students’ shoulders to those of their teachers, principals, and superintendents. It is as if 

professionals can take any student and make him or her a success regardless of 

background.215 

 While most of us cherish the egalitarian thought—enshrined in NCLB that all 

students will test proficient by 2014--research studies and the facts of daily experience 

gives us pause. Perhaps this total equality may occur in heaven but not on earth where 

variability in families’ behaviors and students’ talents, motivation, interests, and skills 

remains stubborn facts.  

 Thus, within a few decades, a 180-degree shift in responsibility for chronic 

academic failure has occurred. Neither extreme, however, squares with the facts. 

Responsibility rests with both school and family, both teachers and students.  

 Blaming others may be momentarily satisfying but unhelpful in either improving 

schools or motivating students to do their best. On the one hand, expecting a school staff 

to have the full responsibility for student academic performance neglects the long history 

of research and daily experience that students don’t come to school equally ready to learn. 

Family income, parental education and interest, health, neighborhood, and other factors 

influence what happens to growing children even before they enter kindergarten. If there 

is one fact researchers have established over and over it is that family income and 

education play a large role in children’s behavioral and academic performance in 

schools.216 

 Striking a balance between documented facts of inequities among students when 

they appear at the schoolhouse door and documented facts of educators’ shabby inaction 

and instances of turning basket-case schools into high-fliers are essential. But it is hard to 

strike this balance in the current climate of state and federal accountability rules that 

name, blame, and shame districts and schools for gaps in achievement, high drop out rates, 

and low graduation numbers.     

 In the current frenzied climate of state and federal penalties for low performance, 

what students bring to school, both their strengths and weaknesses, are seldom mentioned 

publicly because of policymakers’ and educators’ fear of being called racist, making 

excuses, or having low expectations; the dominant one-liner repeated again and again is 

that schools alone are accountable for students’ academic success.217  

 This situation pains those federal, state, and local policymakers and business-

inspired reformers who find it difficult to address politically socioeconomic structures in 

the larger society that contribute to students disadvantages such as residential segregation, 

poverty, lack of health insurance, and discriminatory employment practices. But for other 

state and federal policymakers who are either unaware or ignore these taken-for-granted 

powerful structures, directing attention to only school improvement is both politically 

attractive and economically inexpensive compared to the uproar that would occur from 

attacking those who enjoy privileges from leaving those structures untouched. The Austin 

Board of Trustees and Superintendent are smack in the middle of this dilemma with its 

ambitious High School Redesign and has been caught in it ever since Brown v. Board of 

Education arrived in Austin a half-century ago. 
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 High School Redesign policy seeks to eliminate the historic achievement gap 

between minorities and whites while rescuing low-performing high schools from a 

trajectory of failure. In the current climate of putting full responsibility on schools for 

improving low performance, this reform-driven policy places significant demands on 

district administrators, principals, and teachers. Black, Hispanic, and white educators act, 

interact, and adapt their views of the policy shaped by the contexts in which the policy 

was enacted. For example, Austin’s history of segregated schools (Eastside and 

Westside), foot-dragging desegregation, and subsequent resegregation after 1983 colors the 

present. African American and Mexican American interviewees, for example, responded 

to questions about possible current closures of Eastside schools with far more awareness 

of the checkered history of Austin minorities than white interviewees. 218  

 And recall other factors that shape policy. Muscular state intervention into 

district operations, beginning in the early 1980s, and expansive federal intervention 

through No Child Left Behind—both pressing test-driven accountability rules onto local 

districts—influenced how AISD officials and school staffs filtered High School Redesign 

policies through their beliefs and shaped their actions in responding to forces over which 

they had little control.  

 Here, then, is the larger context for the implementation of High School Redesign. 

Strong external factors (e.g., history of segregation, poverty, immigration, economic 

inequities, strong state policy direction and financing) and the striking shift in 

responsibility for academic improvement in recent decades often go unnoticed in public 

debates yet are insistently present in shaping what schools do (and have done). In 

AISD’s persistent efforts to improve low performing schools, these factors, like 

simmering underground peat bogs occasionally erupting into flames, have come into play 

in the on-going drama arising from possible closings of one or more high schools. 219 

 Even with these past and present conditions creating both variations among high 

schools and complex implementation, the same theory of action still drives AISD redesign 

policy [See Figure 1].  

  AISD policymakers have assumed that once SLC, advisory, and PLC structures 

get fully implemented students would become attached to individual teachers within a 

small learning community to engage in academically rigorous lessons. Teachers, as part of 

productive professional communities, would have broadened their repertoire of lessons 

and altered their traditional teaching practices. Student engagement, personal relationship 

with teachers, and shift in teaching practices would then yield rising test scores that 

would close the achievement gap, reduce dropouts, produce more high school graduates, 

and send more and more minority students to college which would then open doors to 

well paying jobs. That policy logic driving High School Redesign remained in place in 

2008.   

 Yet how much time is needed for these fully implemented structures to work as 

intended at, say, Reagan, Austin, Akins, and Travis? Five years? Ten years? No one 

really knows. Consider First Things First in Kansas City. IRRE began working with a 

few high schools in 1997 and expanded to all district high schools in 2001. Student 

outcomes had improved considerably by 2005 in a number of areas yet, compared to 
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suburban districts, much work remained to be done. For the same program in Houston’s 3 

pilot high schools student results after 2 years were disappointing. Experts claim that 5-7 

years are a minimum for implementing model programs. Pressure, however, for swift test 

score gains from Board members, foundation donors, editorial writers, and school critics 

make such time commitments seem like eternity.220 

 Should AISD schools in jeopardy of being closed garner ratings of at least 

“Academically Acceptable,” should district and school leadership remain committed to 

this theory of change, and should sufficient resources continue to be available--these 

schools would have time to determine whether the theory works in practice. Those 

schools with scores that fail to meet state standards year after year may not have that 

luxury, however.  

 The test of those assumptions and policy logic of the entire reform would be to 

investigate what happened in schools and classrooms after complete implementation of 

SLCs, advisories and PLCs and the effects on staff and students of putting the new 

designs into practice. As the Director of High School Redesign said: “It all boils down to 

increasing the quality of teaching and learning, and improving rigor and relationships in the 

classroom.” But after only two years of implementation in some schools and three years 

in others, no study, especially this one, can yet determine or predict whether school and 

classroom outcomes assumed in High School Redesign policy have, indeed, materialized. 

Without knowing the results of a comprehensive reform in the midst of its 

implementation, what questions can be asked that get at desired outcomes of High School 

Redesign in the next five years—assuming that the next superintendent will continue 

current policies? 221 

 Consider the following: 

 1. Have redesign structures been implemented? Without full implementation of 

these mechanisms in each of the schools, no determination of policy success or its 

validity as a theory of change can be made. As of 2008, partial to complete 

implementation has occurred in the 11 high schools. The evidence thus far is that the 

district office has managed redesign by reorganizing some of its headquarters’ operations 

(e.g., The Office of Redesign) to insure that SLCs, advisories, and PLCs in various 

combinations, at different paces, and with varying levels of district control are either in 

the planning or implementation phases.222  

 Akins, Lanier, and three First Things First schools (Reagan, LBJ, Travis) are 

clearly out front in having their versions of advisories, small learning communities, and 

professional communities in operation for at least a few years. Johnston, after 

reorganizing into three academies in 2005-2006, was ordered to switch to implementing 

First Things First the following year but dropped the model in 2008. Those high schools 

using Disciplinary Literacy as an instructional strategy (not a whole school reform 

model), advisories, or cobbled-together designs are also putting into practice these 

approaches.  

 Without these essential structures in place for a few years and knowing that those 

entities will be adapted at each school, the overall success of the policy and its 

assumptions, however defined, can not be assessed fairly by rising or falling test scores 
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and one year ratings. And that is because these structures are expected to produce 

intended effects on personalizing and diversifying classroom instruction, which, in turn, 

will lead to higher scores.  

 2. Have high school teaching practices changed in the intended direction? The 

intended direction for altered classroom lessons in DL and FTF (also in high schools 

blending both approaches) has been toward active student learning, engaged discussions 

with teachers, inquiry questions leading to deeper understanding of academic subject 

matter, and project-based teaching. As one principal vividly put it: 

 It is about designing lessons that are rich and kids being engaged in learning and 

thinking…. I joke that we should measure school on the drool factor. How many kids do 

you see in the classroom sitting there, falling asleep with drool running out of their 

mouth…? [we need] opportunities like project based learning… interdisciplinary 

instruction [with] rich conversation.223 

 A science teacher in one of the Akins high school academies saw connections 

between his work and an English core teacher. 

 My students in health/science and the English teacher right  across the hall, she 

was doing Frankenstein and we were doing  cloning and we kind of meshed it with, 

 okay, Frankenstein in  the past, what are you doing now with cloning, the kids 

really  got into that….224 

 Based on the materials that DL and FTF distribute to teachers, there is little 

question that these programs champion more adventurous teaching that pushes teachers 

to design activities that involve students in active learning and that get students to think 

independently, analyze situations, and solve problems. For FTF, the pace of 

implementing new teaching practices is uneven school-by-school. Ditto for DL where in 

some schools a few departments have embraced the instructional strategies and PLCs 

while others have yet to move ahead.225 

 For those AISD schools that have implemented FTF and DL in the past few 

years, created PLCs advancing such approaches to lessons, and assigned coaches to help 

teachers expand their repertoire of daily activities, intense pressures to meet state 

standards on tests and avoid negative school ratings in four of the 11 high schools 

dominate teachers and administrator discussions and actions. Such pressures often 

reinforce traditional teaching practices making it even more difficult (but not impossible) 

for adventurous teaching and progressive classroom activities to occur. Nonetheless, even 

with this dilemma-producing tug-of-war around teaching practices, it is still too soon to 

say whether such emphasis on non-traditional teaching in DL and FTF has altered routine 

practices. 

 District administrators and principals doing frequent and systematic “learning 

walks,” as now occurs in elementary schools, would establish the degree to which 

classroom lessons contain ambitious teaching. That a classroom observational study could 

be done to determine the impact of DL and FTF on teaching practices is another option. 

No survey of teachers and principals about classroom practices, while useful, can capture 

actual changes in lessons so on-site observers systematically observing lessons are 

necessary. In one of the First Things First high schools, observers using hand-held 



 57

computers collect data and monitor effective classroom practices. Called “Measuring 

What Matters,” this procedure offers promise. If “learning walks” and observational 

studies document that few changes in classroom practices have occurred or if the changes 

that did occur were partial (e.g., classroom space organized with clusters of desks rather 

than rows facing the front, cooperative learning groups, occasional probing questions), 

then the planned bridge to improved student outcomes would remain half-built leaving 

those desired outcomes well out of reach. These outcomes would also be unreachable 

should the inevitable dilemmas that accompany any high school reform of this magnitude 

be neglected.226  

 3. Are the dilemmas accompanying high school redesign recognized and 

managed?  

 In redesigning urban high schools (or any school reform) inexorable dilemmas lie in 

wait for unwary school boards and their superintendents. By a dilemma, I mean highly 

prized values in conflict with one another. For instance, one value most AISD educators 

prize is that students score well on state tests so schools can receive favorable school 

ratings from TEA; another prized value is for teachers to go beyond covering content that 

will be on the test and teach in ambitious ways that get students to ask questions, inquire 

into topics, and enjoy learning.  

 Such conflicting values require administrators and teachers to make choices as to 

how much time and energy can be spent on trying to fulfill both desired but competing 

values. Because available time, energy, and resources are limited, compromises are crafted 

that permit trade-offs between rival values. Some school staffs, for example, decide to 

work only in getting their students to score higher on the state test and give extra credit to 

those students who want to work on projects; other staffs incorporate project-based 

teaching activities into their daily repertoire while squeezing in test preparation once a 

week. And in other schools, staff identifies those students who are on the cusp of doing 

well on tests and tutor those students while leaving teachers more time to engage the 

majority of students in adventurous learning tasks. These compromises involve trade-offs 

between prized values; they work for awhile and then have to be renegotiated as 

conditions, resources, and people change.  

 Dilemmas and their compromises are a steady presence in the district, school, and 

classroom; they take no holiday. In adopting and implementing High School Redesign, 

AISD created an enduring battleground for prized but contending values. District leaders, 

always aware of their local setting, have to figure out politically palatable and creative 

tradeoffs between conflicting values as they move from crisis to crisis. Thus, dilemmas, 

unlike problems that are soluble, can only be identified and then managed, some poorly, 

some effectively, and some not at all.227     

 I have selected a few high profile dilemmas that are embedded in High School 

Redesign and the action agenda that the Superintendent has pursued since coming to 

AISD in 1999.228  

 * District responsibility for reform success in having all schools “academically 

acceptable’ and reducing achievement gap vs. individual high schools having sufficient 

discretion to tailor reform to their unique features. The value conflict here translates into 
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balancing top-down decisions (e.g., all schools will have SLCs, advisories, and PLCs; 

some “urgent priority” schools will have First Things First) with bottom up discretion—

Akins and Lanier leaders shaping their program and some Westside schools deciding to 

focus on instruction through the Disciplinary Literacy program. AISD officials worked 

out compromises with principals with help from external providers allowing varied 

implementation across three levels of schools. New district office committees and PLCs 

permitted far more principal involvement in designing options for implementation than 

previously (e.g., “late start” professional development days in 2008). Forgione and his 

team recognized this dilemma and appear to have managed it well between 2005-2008, 

except for those continually low performing high schools. 

 * Public demand for test score gains to meet state and federal standards vs. 

building the capacity of school staffs to implement reforms that will produce those gains. 

With annual test scores and state ratings released by TEA to each district and then 

published by local newspapers, pressures on school boards and administrators intensify 

when “Academically Unacceptable” ratings pop up or schools appear on the NCLB 

“Needs Improvement” list of schools. Educating school board members and the media 

about the Byzantine system of state and federal rules governing school-by-school ratings 

become a superintendent’s major task.  

 For example, TEA will drop its “Unacceptable” rating if a school gains in test 

scores the next year. Recall that Webb middle school students’ scores improved in 2007 

leading to a rating of “Academically Acceptable.” After being on notice for one year, TEA 

re-started the clock for Webb. Not so for NCLB regulations where a school has to meet an 

absolute percentage, say, 70 percent passing 5th grade math. Even if the school has gone 

from 45 to 68 percent passing, that school still gets labeled a failure and moves to the next 

step of sanctions regardless of substantial improvement. Not understanding this NCLB 

rule, school board members, editorial writers, TV producers, blog writers, teachers, and 

parents end up blaming the school for failing. 

 Consider this important detail. Because under state and federal regulations, test 

scores have to be disaggregated by subgroups (black, Hispanic, Asian/South Sea Islander, 

special needs, ELL, etc.) the district produces grids of scores with over two dozen cells 

for each school that determine whether each sub-group meets the state and federal 

standards for both taking the test and passing. Below standard performance in any one 

cell triggers a negative state and federal judgment about an entire school’s performance. As 

Forgione put it: “You gotta get the horseshoe [on the stake] or you get no points.”229  

 This double-bookkeeping system of coercive accountability—district 

administrators keeps one set of books for the state and one set for adhering to federal 

regulations--worries AISD educators and their peers in big cities across the nation. The 

AISD Board of Trustees, like so many other urban districts, hates to see any school 

“Academically Unacceptable” or on the NCLB list. When the “Unacceptable” ratings are 

released, the Board presses its Superintendent to turn around the school quickly.  

 With Travis and Reagan in year 1 of “Unacceptable” status under the state 

(Reagan and Travis are in year 4 under NCLB with Johnston in the final year—having 

gained a reprieve for 2007-2008) high school principals and AISD district officials are 
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under much stress to get teachers to improve scores of those student sub-groups who 

tripped the wire for the school. It is no easy task. 

 No school can turnaround on a dime its teaching, homework, and scheduling 

practices. One AISD official pointed out to me that a high school a year ago received 100 

transfers in September many of whom had academic difficulties. Those students led to 

below-standard performance in particular cells a few months later. Raising test scores for 

particular groups of students whose history of academic success in school has been 

unspectacular prior to the next round of tests is nearly impossible to do. A crash 

intervention of tutors for one-on-one work and double-period test preparation will help in 

some cases but not for most of these students.  

 Some Texas districts, but not Austin, get state waivers to hold back 9th graders 

who failed one or more of their core subjects. These students reduce the cohort taking the 

10th grade test; scores tend to be higher for the shrunken cohort than they would have 

been had those absent 9th graders been included. Worse yet is that 9th graders retained in 

grade tend to drop out, a situation documented fully in Houston.230   

 The limits—in more angry moments I would have used the word “bankruptcy” 

rather than “limits”--of test-driven accountability as a state and federal policy can be 

clearly seen in a district such as Austin which has invested extra resources and tried 

everything to avoid “Unacceptable” ratings and still some schools get the “scarlet ‘U,’” as 

Forgione put it. 231   

 Getting long-term student gains on tests, as worked out in many districts including 

AISD, is to invest in targeted professional development. This highly valued strategy 

builds knowledge and skills of both teachers and administrators and promises payoff in 

demanding classroom lessons aligned to state standards. Such efforts of course, either 

through PLCs, coaches, or SWAT-like teams sent to schools to work with teachers (or all 

three) take much time for what is learned in these sessions to percolate into schools 

ending in changed teaching practices. Time has become the enemy of ambitious teaching 

and improved student achievement. Thus, this tension between securing swift test score 

improvement and sustained staff development aimed at teachers persists.    

 Forgione recognized the dilemma and has tried to manage ever-shifting state and 

federal accountability rules. “I don’t want a testing culture here,” Forgione said, “I really 

try to teach the standards.” Yet he knew that “you got the rising tide of accountability 

but you don’t have significantly more resources.” The Superintendent has plowed grants 

and AISD funds into PLCs and other forms of professional development confident that 

the compromises he has fashioned will help in the long run but in the short run will be 

unhelpful to Johnston and other schools in the latter stages of state and federal sanctions. 

Like many other urban superintendents, Forgione knows the terrain of the dilemma. His 

internal Global Positioning Satellite works well but navigating treacherous turns remains 

hazardous. Such maneuvering is especially tricky in negotiating the next dilemma.232    

 * How much AISD effort should be expended in erasing the disadvantages for 

learning students bring to school (i.e., poor health, parents working multiple jobs, 

crowded housing, frequent moves, child rearing practices, segregated neighborhoods, etc.) 

vs. how much AISD effort should be expended on school improvement (i.e., Blueprint 
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Schools, High School Redesign, etc.)?  Neither state nor federal accountability systems 

take into consideration what students bring to school. Policymakers crafting these 

systems assumed that schools alone are responsible for students’ academic performance 

and any lapses in that performance are completely attributable to educators. No excuses 

accepted.  

 AISD Board of Trustees and top administrators do not seek (or have sought) to 

lower standards or offer excuses. They understand that public schools have been the 

nation’s primary vehicle for addressing racial and ethnic discrimination, poverty, and 

other social ills. They seek both excellence and equity in schools. Still, facts cannot be 

sidestepped: 60 percent of AISD’s students come from poor families (2007)—a 20 

percent increase since 1999. One out of four students changes schools at least once every 

year; the number of ELL students increases annually. They know that these facts color 

academic achievement over and above what teachers and administrators do every day.233  

 The Board and Superintendent also know that AISD lacks the capacity and 

resources to solve the serious problems children bring with them to the schoolhouse door. 

But they also know that schools have to lessen the negative impact of the health, 

neighborhood, and poverty problems children carry in their backpacks along with pencils, 

paper, and books. AISD has done the best it could with local, state, and federal funds.  

 Since 1995, for example, the district has offered half-day and now full-day pre-

kindergarten classes (with transportation and no waiting list) for low-income and Limited 

English Proficiency (LEP) students. These programs prepare students in pre-reading, 

language, and math skills. In 2006, over 5,000 four-year olds (75 percent were Hispanic, 

15 percent were African American, 6 percent were white and the rest were Asian) 

attended full-day pre-kindergarten classes in 66 schools. Evaluators followed the 4 year-

olds who were in pre-K in 2002 through the third grade and measured how they did on 

the TAKS reading test. For the English TAKS in reading, 93 percent passed; for the 

Spanish TAKS in reading 90 percent passed. Pre-kindergarten experiences help level the 

playing field for many students.234 

  Moreover, AISD employs many support staff linked to neighborhood and city 

agencies. They intervene in difficult situations, offer tutoring through public libraries and 

business partnerships, and staff after-school programs. AISD also provides breakfast, 

lunch, and even a third meal before low-income children go home through Austin Food 

Bank and Kid’s Café. School nurse and dental programs offered through Seton and St. 

David’s medical centers help students as do campus recreation and social services 

coordinated between city and AISD. As worthwhile as these school- and district-based 

efforts are, particularly prekindergarten, they appear to a skeptic as worthwhile gestures 

yet fragmented and uncoordinated to deal sufficiently with the dire effects of poverty 

upon families and their children’s academic performance.235 

 Thus, like most urban districts in the nation, AISD officials are caught in the 

conundrum of seeking both excellence and equity with limited resources and the 

foreknowledge that families shape students’ attitudes toward learning and instill skills 

necessary for school success. Officials strike a balance between mitigating the harsh 

effects of poverty and racism upon children learning and work hard to improve the 
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schools children attend. It is not a new dilemma. Previous Boards of Trustees and 

superintendents have faced the same one and compromised by focusing upon school 

improvement while rendering minimum support services to students.   

 Recall that amid desegregation and busing—federally-driven reforms aimed at 

ameliorating the malignant effects of segregation on children--Superintendent Jack 

Davidson announced in 1978 new “educationally designed programs” for all-minority, 

historically low performing Metz, Blackshear, and Sims elementary schools. These 

schools would stress basic academics, have only 22 students per class with teachers who 

agreed to work 20 extra days and stay at these schools for at least three years. No follow-

up study established whether the school improvement program increased student 

performance.  

 After desegregation ended in 1986, Superintendent John Ellis introduced “Priority 

Schools,” a special program for largely minority and poor children in 16 elementary 

schools (including the three from 1978).  For five years these schools had lower student-

teacher ratios, more staffing, and full-day pre-kindergarten. These schools received double 

the funding of other district schools. Results were underwhelming. 

 In 2002, Forgione introduced “Blueprint Schools” after extensive criticism from 

Eastside activists about low performing schools. The program in four elementary (Sims, 

Blackshear, Harris, and Oak Springs) and two middle schools (Dobie and Pearce) placed 

new principals in five of the six schools. Principals hired certified teachers with at least 

two years experience (rather than newcomers) and who agreed to stay three years. 

Evaluations recorded substantial academic progress in the elementary schools with mixed 

results in middle ones. 

 Then in 2005, High School Redesign followed a similar pattern of emphasizing 

school improvement while trying to lessen student disadvantages. Low-performing largely 

poor and minority schools (Reagan, Travis, and LBJ) were directed to implement the 

model of First Things First which had been field-tested in Kansas City (KS) and Houston 

high schools with similar enrollments. Additional resources for students and faculties 

went to these schools. 

 For at least three decades, then, AISD has openly wrestled with this dilemma of 

school improvement vs. student disadvantages. In each instance, serious efforts were 

undertaken to reconcile conflicting values. In each instance, AISD opted to focus on 

school improvement in modest to substantial ways. Increasing numbers of poor families 

in Austin, however, without corresponding boosts in state and local funding, added to the 

implacable press of constantly changing state and federal accountability rules, have 

threatened the Board of Trustees’ and Superintendent’s flexibility in improving low 

performing schools.236 

 In sum, then, Forgione and his staff have been well aware of these inexorable 

dilemmas and have earnestly worked to manage them over the past decade. None of these 

tension-filled conflicts over dearly held values will disappear. They will be part of the 

welcoming party to greet the next superintendent. So will the fears over what will happen 

to High School Redesign.  
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 4. What threatens the success of High School Redesign?  A two-tiered school 

system has become apparent and, if unaddressed, can sink the ambitious reform. That 

may occur even in spite of the obvious gains AISD has made in strengthening the 

curriculum and instructional infrastructure and visible improvements in students’ 

academic achievement. 

 Ever-rising state and federal demands for higher test scores have narrowed efforts 

in predominately poor AISD schools to meeting benchmarks on state tests, avoiding 

TEA’s label “Academically Unacceptable,” and preventing closures (e.g., Johnston, 

Reagan, Travis high schools; Pearce middle schools). In these low performing schools, far 

reaching educational goals and a broad-based curriculum have been narrowed to doing just 

what will be on the state exam, a condition that Forgione abhors.  

 This two-tiered system of schooling has occurred amid signal achievements. 

District policymakers and staff, backed up by budget expenditures, have instituted a 

uniform curriculum aligned with state standards, tightened up graduation requirements, 

plowed additional resources into troubled schools, and prodded academically high-flying 

schools into working closely with ELL and at-risk students on their campuses.  

 Beginning in 2000, more and more schools have received acceptable, recognized, 

and exemplary ratings than in the 1990s. Between 2003-2006, the percentage of students 

meeting the state standard has increased each year in reading, math, writing, and social 

studies but with only slight reductions in the achievement gap between whites, Hispanics, 

and African Americans. When AISD students are compared to other urban districts on the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress at the fourth and eighth grades in both 2005 

and 2007, Austin scored first or second. The graduation rate has increased from 71 

percent in 2000 to 81 percent in 2005, again, however, with blacks, Hispanics, and poor 

students lagging behind whites. Those graduating seniors who chose to attend college 

increased from 55 percent in 2002 to 63 percent in 2006, but with disturbing gaps 

between white, Hispanic, and black graduates.237 

 Yet even with gains advertised widely by the Board of Trustees, Superintendent, 

the fever-pitch shrillness of test-based accountability, either in Texas-style ratings or 

NCLB bookkeeping, higher percentages of poor children enrolling and more ELL students 

have squeezed the Superintendent and Board into a corner. Between a rock and a wall, 

board members and top AISD staff implicitly accept that chronically low performing high 

schools are, basically, test-taking factories.238  

 At least one fact has become clear: test-driven accountability cloaked in threats 

and penalties cannot, in of itself, turn low-performing schools into high performers. What 

coercive accountability can do, however, is harden a two-tiered system of schooling that 

had its roots in decades-old segregated schools and poverty but gone largely unnoticed by 

media and civic and business leaders.239  

 Were bottom-tier schools to continue as test-taking factories—the signs are clearly 

visible in 2008--the notion of education being broader than items on a state test, a notion 

that both the Board of Trustees and Forgione are committed to and have advocated, is in 

danger of being strangled. Austin policymakers and administrators say again and again 

that they want an education that prepares graduates to be engaged citizens ready for 
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college and the job market; they want well-rounded human beings who can think for 

themselves, solve problems, and are aware of the arts and humanities. Many parents, 

Board members, and AISD educators—including Forgione--have sought these goals for 

years. 240 

 For most AISD schools, those broader goals are being achieved. Elementary and 

secondary schools unthreatened by state and federal sanctions, most of which are largely 

white and high socioeconomic status, often receive “Exemplary” and “Recognized” ratings 

from TEA. Parents move to neighborhoods where these schools are located and become 

outraged when district officials even whisper about tinkering with attendance boundaries. 

These schools offer an education far different than delivered in poor and minority schools. 

Which is why the annual ritual of parents staying in tents late at night to be first in line to 

get transfers to particular schools becomes the subject of newspaper articles. 241 

 Were a two-tiered system of schooling to become a media-hyped political issue in 

Austin, then, it would not be news. Two-districts-in-one, rich and poor, would, again, 

mirror the years of segregated schools and subsequent reform efforts during and after 

desegregation when AISD officials knew which elementary and secondary schools were 

low performers but did not publicly advertise the facts.   

 I mention these earlier AISD reforms when Boards and superintendents struggled 

with chronically low performing schools because another threat to the success of High 

School Redesign is the dominant social belief (and assumption) that schools alone can 

remedy poverty, the ill effects of segregation, and other social problems. This belief in 

schools as vital instruments of social reform is deeply buried in the history of U.S. public 

schools. And Austin is no exception.  

 Earlier descriptions of Austin’s decades of segregation, scores of years of 

“deliberate slowness” in desegregation, growing poverty in the city, a changing student 

population, and frequent spurts of immigration point to deeper factors—the metaphor of 

peat bogs comes again to mind—that make it impossible for schools to overcome these 

legacies of the past unaided. It is here that the prevailing social belief that public schools 

can correct societal ills by themselves becomes both mischievous and malign. 

For well over a century, Americans have believed that public schools can save the 

nation. In 1898, the Boston superintendent of schools told the National Education 

Association that public schools were “the salvation of the American Republic.” Not recorded 

then were the “amens” greeting the superintendent’s statement. That sentiment has continued 

for the next century.242 

Witness what reformers added to the school curriculum in the 20th century: courses 

on alcohol and tobacco drug to reduce the evils of drinking and smoking in the early 1900s; 

driver education to reduce accidents in the 1920s; sex education to reduce pregnancies and 

diseases in the 1950s. Historically, policy elites have used public schools as surrogates for 

social, economic, and political reform when other solutions such as banning sales of tobacco 

and alcohol, tougher enforcement of existing driving regulations and building safer roads were 

available but not necessarily politically feasible.243 
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Since the 1970s when responsibility for schools’ academic failure shifted from faulting 

children and their families to blaming educators’ low expectations and their inadequate efforts, 

the shift fit snugly into the current (and persistent) belief that schools can solve all sorts of social 

problems. That seems to be the case now among state and national policy elites who see good 

schools remedying poverty, erasing the lasting effects of decades of segregated schooling, and 

pumping up the U.S. economy through preparing all students for college. Policymakers now have 

schools open early and close late with morning tutoring, breakfast, and after-school programs. 

Policymakers offer year-round schools. Policymakers lower ages children can attend to 4- year 

olds. All of these school-based efforts seek to broaden the reach of schools into children’s lives 
and shrink the effects of poverty and racism. 

These strongly held beliefs in the effectiveness of schools to fight social and economic 

ills are also shared by parents who see schools as essential credential-bearing institutions 

necessary for sons and daughters to enter and succeed in highly competitive labor markets. 

Community-based activists from Austin Interfaith, for example, helped parents who wanted 

better schools to establish over a dozen Alliance elementary schools in AISD by 2002. Schools, 

then, are critical to both parents’ hopes for the future and policy elites’ dreams of what schools 
can do to solve larger problems. 

244
 

 Yet if looked at closely, public schools can hardly do all that policymakers, 

parents, and educators expect them to do. Poor, middle class, and wealthy communities 

expect schools to socialize children into dominant cultural values; they expect schools to 

pass on worthy knowledge and skills to the next generation and award credentials taken 

seriously by colleges and employers. Given these expectations, schools are hardly in the 

position to transform society or heal political, social, and economic ills stemming from 

deeply embedded structures quietly at work beneath the surface in the larger community. 

To expect public schools to remedy the cruel effects of multi-generational poverty on 

families or compensate for decades of legally separate schools, half-baked medical care, a 

discriminatory criminal justice system, shoddy housing, and menial jobs is to expect the 

impossible from a profoundly conservative community institution.  

 All of this is to say that such beliefs in the power of schools alone to close the 

achievement gap, reduce dropouts, and increase college-bound graduates, particularly for 

those schools in the bottom quartile that are in danger of being shut down, raise 

expectations far beyond what these historically low performing schools have done in the 

past and do now. In this way such inflated beliefs about the power of schools almost 

make it inevitable that eager parents, policymakers, and students--hyped by High School 

Redesign champions--will be disappointed over unsatisfactory test scores, low rates of 

graduation, and post-high school unemployment. 

 AISD’s record of the last decade is one that parents, educators, and the larger 

community can take pride in. But serious issues, questions, and dilemmas remain that still 

need both wise managing and honest answers.  

 

 ASSESSING SUPERINTENDENT FORGIONE AND AISD REFORM 

 

 In February 2008, Superintendent Pat Forgione announced that he would retire in 

June 2009 after completing ten years as Austin’s school chief. By then, he would have 
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equaled the benchmark tenures of two previous district superintendents (Jack Davidson 

1970-1980 and John Ellis 1980-1990). His years in Austin match big city superintendents 

who have received national awards for their district’s improvements such as Carl Cohn in 

Long Beach (CA) who served over a decade before leaving the post and Tom Payzant in 

Boston who retired in 2006 after ten years’ service.245   

 Simply surviving as a superintendent is often the default (and only) standard for 

determining success. Where CEOs can point to profit margins, stock values, and other 

“bottom line” measures, big city superintendents have far fewer and more ambiguous 

measures (e.g., improved test scores, reduced gap in achievement between minorities and 

whites, teacher turnover, dropout rates, college attendance) that key district stakeholders 

might agree can be used to judge the school chief’s performance. 

 In the absence of such agreement, turning to those indicators of success that 

appear in the research literature and that professional administrators use is a start. The 

usual markers of superintendent success are being in office at least five years as a sign of a 

district’s political stability plus winning passage of tax levies and bond referenda. These 

are clear signs of school board and voter support for a leader’s actions. Professional 

administrators also view reducing principal and teacher turnover and increasing staff 

stability as precursors for school improvement.  Finally, improved student outcomes 

showing progress over time across a range of indicators suggest that board and 

superintendent actions may have borne fruit in classrooms even though few existing 

theories or studies can directly link school board and superintendent actions to students’ 

test scores.246  

 What is the evidence thus far for Forgione’ success? Although he voluntarily 

retires in 2009, the Board of Trustees had extended his contract last year until 2011. 

Voters approved increased tax rates and passed a major bond referendum in 2004. These 

are clear signs of restored political stability and respect for district leadership after the 

turmoil of the 1990s. Had this been all Forgione did, the community would have owed 

him a hearty handshake and a loving pat on the back. But the energetic superintendent and 

his lieutenants did more. 

 Staff hard work in schools and classrooms had erased the “Unacceptable” district 

rating AISD received in 1999 and contributed to raising district test scores year after year 

in elementary schools with higher graduation rates, lower dropout statistics, and increased 

college attendance for secondary schools. Evidence of staff turnover being reduced and 

student outcomes improving are mixed, however. Although every year state and federal 

ratings show nearly 90 percent of schools meeting ever-rising benchmarks in these 

accountability systems, a half-dozen or more predominately poor and minority middle 

and high schools show up on these lists of low-performing or “ academically 

unacceptable” schools—with an occasional elementary school.  

 Under Forgione’s leadership, AISD administrators and teachers, in effect, have 

taken schools in the third lowest quartile of academic achievement—those below the 

middle—and had raised them to “Academically Acceptable” or “Recognized” status in 

state ratings—an uncommon feat for most urban districts. Too many urban school critics 

and policy pundits discount the importance of such victories. I do not. Such sustained 
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successes restore confidence in the abilities of urban superintendents and boards of 

education to improve schools academically for those performing unsatisfactorily while 

providing a sound education for everyone else.  

     Yet not all is tidy in Austin. Forgione has accomplished much while threading tiny 

needle holes that the Board of Trustees, community activists, state legislators, parents, 

and others handed him every few months. He has threaded those needles except two—

chronically low-performing secondary schools and dealing with the ill effects of the tight 

grip that state and federal accountability systems have (and will continue to have) on 

AISD. 

 Both are part of the unfolding story on High School Redesign. How the district-

wide re-invention of high schools will play out in three to five years no one can say in 

2008. Serious questions need to be continually asked and prickly dilemmas need to be 

carefully managed. Were Forgione to have stayed until 2011, the story’s ending would be 

clearer than it is now. His reputation, however, will not hang on Redesign.  

 After nearly a decade as superintendent, using these multiple indicators, 

Forgione’s record would be judged by most impartial observers as successful. He has 

earned bragging rights. But Forgione does not boast. He sees what remains undone in the 

time remaining and is concerned that the Board of Trustees and his successor sustain the 

high school reforms that they launched.  

 Politically savvy, entrepreneurial, and determined as Forgione is, he has remained 

steadfast in pursuing improved teaching and learning in a two-tiered system of 

schooling—a situation he has inherited and dislikes. He knows the limits of what schools 

can and cannot do. He knows that other social and economic institutions are responsible, 

as much as schools are, for the inequities among children when they walk through the 

schoolhouse door. Nonetheless, he has plowed forward putting out the inevitable peat 

bog fires that flare up from deep strata of earlier reforms. Whether the Board of Trustees 

can appoint a successor to Forgione who can complete the work already begun and 

sustain the gains already made is a question that cannot yet be answered.  

What Can Be Done?  

 The Superintendent’s early announcement of retirement gives the Board of 

Trustees a splendid gift of time to fully vet candidates for the post and consider a menu 

of policy options available to them. The “spinning wheels” syndrome that AISD has 

avoided in the past decade still remains strong in urban districts and different candidates 

for the superintendency will come bearing favorite reforms that they promise will solve 

district problems. A brief summary of what present and past policy options pursued in 

big cities is in order before making suggestions of what AISD leaders can consider as they 

pick their next superintendent. 

 Amid the constant policy churn that has marked urban districts for the past half-

century, national, state, and local policymakers have pursued three basic options in trying 

to improve urban students’ academic performance.  

 *Change the mix of children in schools. Since the U.S. Supreme Court Brown v. 

Board of Education decision in 1954, desegregating schools to bring black and white 

students together was a policy pursued by the federal government for a few decades but 
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by the mid-1980s had sputtered and by the end of the century had come to a virtual halt. 

The residue of those reform policies between the 1960s and 1980s can still be seen in big 

city magnet schools and specialty alternatives for parents to send their children, including 

AISD. Recent efforts to bring together students from different socioeconomic 

backgrounds in a few districts such as Raleigh, North Carolina and Cambridge, 

Massachusetts are variations of racial and ethnic desegregation and further confirmation of 

who goes to school with who matters. 

 Much evidence has accumulated for strong links between racial and socioeconomic 

integration of students and improved academic and non-academic gains (e.g., positive 

attitudes toward differences in ethnicity, race, and class). However, U.S. Supreme Court 

decisions over the past quarter-century and popular discontent with initiatives that took 

students from their neighborhood schools have stalled racial desegregation and slowed 

socioeconomic mixing of students while accelerating the re-segregation of urban schools 

by race, ethnicity, and class. Few elected policymakers were (and are) willing to push 

racial or socioeconomic integration in the face of strong political support for neighborhood 

schools.247  

 Except for occasional smaller urban and suburban districts, this policy is seldom 

explicitly pursued now. That is the case for AISD. 

 *Change schools. Whole school reform or changing one school at a time by 

focusing on leadership, curriculum, instruction, organization, or climate (or all at the same 

time in a total school reform) has been the most popular road taken by school reformers 

to improve academic achievement in the recent past and currently. But fashions in whole 

school reform have come and gone, particularly for urban schools.  

 In the 1960s and 1970s, popular innovative reading and math programs installed in 

schools gave way in the 1980s to Effective Schools and in the 1990s to Success for All, 

Accelerated Schools, School Development Program (Comer schools), and dozens of other 

reform-driven plans to transform one school at a time. Federal legislation gave whole 

school reform a huge boost in 1998 with the Comprehensive School Reform law (CSR) 

that sent money to states to fund nearly thousands of schools to implement programs 

that had test-based evidence of success. CSR became part of No Child Left Behind.  

 In Austin, whole school reform dates back to Superintendent Jack Davidson’s 

“Design for Excellence” program for low performing schools during desegregation, the 

establishment of “Priority Schools in the mid-1980s and John Ellis’s endorsement of 

“Effective Schools.” In the 1990s, the whole school reform program called Accelerated 

Schools found a home in AISD (e.g., Walnut Creek Elementary), and in the past decade, 

AISD funds were plowed into “Blueprint Schools” which were home-grown versions of 

whole school reform that borrowed from many other models. Also federal CSR funds 

came to Johnston, LBJ, and Travis high schools through the Texas High School Initiative. 
248   

 Changing one school at a time, especially in a big city is painstakingly slow, too 

slow for impatient policymakers who seek tangible results before the next election. They 

look for other policy levers to quickly transform far more schools. Thus, a third option. 
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 *Change district governance and bureaucratic structures. Altering how schools 

are governed and operated to increase both educational efficiency and effectiveness while 

giving parents more choices in where to send their sons and daughters is another option 

that has gone in and out of style over the past half-century among reform-driven 

policymakers. Impatient with one-school-at-a-time and annoyed at the slow pace of 

officialdom in getting changes into gear, eager reformers over decades have tried 

outflanking cumbersome urban bureaucracies by decentralizing district authority to let 

parents run schools (e.g., community control in the 1960s and 1970s; charter schools 

since the 1990s) or principals and teachers to operate schools (e.g., site-based 

management in 1970s and 1980s). Devising structures to give parents more choices 

beyond their neighborhood school created satisfied patrons and loyal stakeholders. To 

achieve this end, reformers established alternatives to neighborhood schools and 

reconfigured district bureaucracies sufficiently to give individual schools enough breathing 

room and flexibility to establish programs aimed at improving academic performance.249 

  For other urban school reformers decentralization was the problem. They saw 

centralization as a far better way to streamline district offices and offer parents choices of 

schools. Energetic and hard-driving district leaders reorganized existing bureaucracies and 

established new structures aimed at lifting academic achievement in schools. 

Superintendents established district standards linked to state tests, secured textbooks that 

tracked the standards, monitored school-by-school achievement closely, and held students 

and staff responsible for achievement gains and losses. Called “systemic reform” or 

“standards-based, accountability,” beginning in the early-1990s, many big city districts 

adopted this option (e.g., San Diego’s Alan Bersin, New York’s Rudy Crew). Systemic 

reform also included a growing collection of choices among schools open to parents 

including charters, magnets, and other alternatives—all held to the same academic 

standards as neighborhood schools.250 

 An important variation of this option was for some districts to shift policymaking 

authority from the school board to urban mayors. Mayors would appoint 

superintendents to become another part of their departmental administration and at the 

same time be held politically accountable to voters for students’ academic achievement 

(e.g., Chicago, Boston, Cleveland, New York City). 251 

 Of course, other big city systems, with or without mayoral control, deliberately 

pursued hybrids of top-down and bottom-up approaches to more tightly steer schools 

toward uniform curriculum standards and make bureaucracies more efficient and effective 

while creating portfolios of schools from which parents could choose.     

 Under the leadership of AISD’s Board of Trustees, Forgione has pursued this 

latter approach vigorously in the past decade. An increasingly sharp focus on meeting 

state standards, the building of an instructional infrastructure, extensive professional 

development, the reorganization of the district office to press forward with secondary 

school reform, and a slowly growing portfolio of parent choices of schools had become 

obvious by 2008. Transforming the 11 comprehensive high schools into small learning 

communities through High School Redesign embodies both the top-down and bottom-up 

approaches to governing and operating AISD schools.   
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 Of these three policy options, AISD leaders, like most other urban district leaders 

across the nation, have largely abandoned the first policy direction of changing the 

children. Except for existing magnets, the creation of a few new schools open to all 

students, and allowing parents to transfer their children, I see no political will either in the 

Board of Trustees, organized groups of parents, business and civic leaders or the larger 

community to challenge the primacy of the neighborhood school and the existing high 

level of residential segregation in Austin. Including more choices of schools and providing 

transportation for those parents willing to send their sons and daughters outside their 

neighborhoods will slowly but marginally erode AISD’s two-tiered segregated schools for 

a small percentage of involved white and minority parents.   

 But the two options of changing individual schools and changing district structures 

are alive and well in High School Redesign through First Things First and home-grown 

creations at Lanier and other high schools. As middle schools get further involved in 

district-wide efforts to improve, whole school reforms will take hold, again in the chronic 

low performers first and then spread to other middle schools. Redesigning the district 

office and creating new organizational units to be flexible in accommodating school 

requests while allowing school-site discretion is occurring as well. The question I raise 

concerns the re-emergence of a two-tiered system of schooling in a largely segregated 

district and what can be done about it in the transition between the Forgione years and the 

next administration.  

 Some ideas to consider. The basis for a smooth transition is in place with the 

Board of Trustees having time to recruit and appoint a new superintendent as reforms are 

being implemented in the 11 high schools and ready to be launched in middle schools. 

Moreover, there is a clear vision of what an educated Austin graduate should know and 

do. That vision, laid out in the Strategic Plan and other documents calling for larger 

purposes to be achieved beyond higher test scores, needs to be persistently 

communicated to parents and the larger Austin community as the Board seeks a successor 

to Forgione.  

 Like doing a major renovation of a house, Forgione has shored up the foundation, 

fixed the leaky roof, torn down walls, moved stairs, installed new appliances creating a 

smartly outfitted home but one that still needs serious work.  The Board of Trustees and 

Forgione’s successor can raise the ceiling higher as they also work toward lifting the floor.  

 Consider one way (but not the only way) of raising the ceiling. For example, at 

least a dozen schools have received repeated “Exemplary” and “Recognized” state ratings. 

Such schools enjoying frequent accolades could be designated as special AISD schools 

with more autonomy in budgeting, hiring, and waivers of certain district constraints. In 

exchange for that autonomy they would be expected to reach for broader school goals or 

increase their focus on particular ones they had always wanted to pursue but felt 

constrained by district rules and the imperatives of test-based accountability. Of course, 

these schools would have to maintain the level of performance that made them eligible for 

the increased freedom they would have.252  

 Such a structure—already in place with the three levels of High School Redesign--

could be extended to the entire district. Entering the category of consistent high performer 
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operates as an incentive for principals and faculties in the quartile just below them to 

strive for higher ratings so that they, too, could enjoy the benefits from expanded freedom 

of operation. While the suggested structure may widen the gap between high and low 

performing schools, it is a risk worth taking because the ceiling for high fliers needs to be 

raised also.  

 For the bottom tier of schools where the state and federal strategy of test-based 

accountability has failed miserably, new incentives also need to be considered. In that 

bottom tier are two kind of schools: those that are “Academically Unacceptable” in 

consecutive years and in various stages of remediation or close to being shut down; and 

those schools that teeter on the edge of consecutive “Unacceptables” and slip in and out 

of that category. At least 3-4 high schools, 2-4 middle schools, and 4-6 elementary 

schools are in those categories or about 8-10 percent of AISD schools.    

 Those schools that slip in and out of the bottom tier because handfuls of students 

in certain sub-groups trip the wire in the accountability grid of cells need undramatic 

responses. Insuring that stable principal and teacher leadership continue at these 

schools—increased turnover in principals and unstable staff for more than two years are 

the clearest indicators of impending academic trouble—plus wise application of financial 

incentives for staff and additional support for identified students needing help should 

keep this small number of schools in the “Academically Acceptable” and even bump a 

few higher into the  “Recognized” category. Along that line, the Board of Trustees already 

have a “Strategic Compensation Initiative” in operation for 12 pilot schools and recently 

approved bonuses for 32 middle and high school principals and teachers who stay at their 

schools—or in bureaucratic jargon, “retention incentives.”253 

 But for those AISD schools about to be closed in a year or two, the facts are 

obvious nationally as well as locally: Fear fails to turnaround a school. State and federal 

threats about taking over schools, reconstitution or contracting out to companies has 

failed to resurrect schools into high fliers. Nor do aggressive educational entrepreneurs 

turn around schools and keep them turned around. Neither do charismatic drum major-like 

principals rally staff to teach their hearts out. Nor do whole school reform models that 

worked in another city and marketers say could be duplicated right here in River City 

effect those turnarounds. 

 Turnarounds occur because a principal and staff figure out, with district office 

support, what model, what program, what people best fit a school’s history and 

neighborhood and then they work together with parents day in and day out to tailor the 

different components to fit the school, adapting it every time a pothole in the road 

appears. This happens one school at a time. Success spreads when district officials make 

it possible for turnaround teachers and administrators to share their wisdom with those 

staffs ready and willing to improve.   

 Such a slow, labor-intensive process runs counter to what many state, federal 

policymakers, and foundation officers champion: They scorn individual schools turned 

around here and there; they want a dozen, a score of schools “going to scale” with a sure-

fire model in place not in five years, not in a decade, but in the next few years. Reforming 

one school at a time through seasoned principals, teachers, and parents helping one 
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another is to these policymakers and donors like reviving Mom and Pop groceries stores 

in an age of fast- and full-serve supermarkets—but the evidence merits the return of that 

earlier cottage industry.254  

 For Austin’s chronic low performers, something more dramatic needs to occur 

beyond the usual special programs that AISD has rolled out such as Design for Excellence 

in the late 1970s, Priority Schools in the late-1980s, and Blueprint Schools in 2002.  

 In the past four decades, AISD has slowly built an informal structure of parental 

choice including magnet schools, International Baccalaureate programs, career academies, 

and other special programs. Parents line up early to get transfers to these and other 

schools. Still the district has yet to authorize charter schools although the state has 

chartered over a dozen schools in the city of Austin such as KIPP and the University 

Charter School—started by the University of Texas. The Board and Superintendent could 

be more open than it has been to groups of teachers, parents, and charter management 

organizations that may wish to enter into a contract with the district to operate a 

persistently low performing elementary or secondary school for parents in bottom-

quartile schools.255    

Nor should the Board and Superintendent avoid versions of small high schools that go 

beyond the conventional college prep model currently in vogue in AISD. Why not have a 

school-within-a-school or separate one organized by Austin business leaders that stress both 

academics and technical preparation for careers in high-tech industries? Cisco Networking 

Academies, for example, offer entry-level and advanced courses leading to certificates for 

technical jobs. Why not have a school-within-a-school or separate one organized by civic 

leaders that coordinates city/school academics and social services to make it a one-stop social 

service, community-based learning center for both adults and children? Why not have a high 

school that pursues progressive ideas and practices that are intellectually stimulating, have 

cross-disciplinary curricula, and promote personal well-being where teachers and students 

work together to improve both the immediate school community and the larger society. There 

are, for example, currently community-based, democratically governed, and social-action-

oriented high schools, such as the Robert F. Kennedy Community High School in Queens, 

New York City; Hanover High School in Hanover, New Hampshire; and Metropolitan 

Regional, Technical and Academic High School in Providence, Rhode Island.256 

  Such openness to different kinds of schools would not preclude even considering 

public boarding schools such as SEED developed in Washington, D.C. and Maryland. 

Foundations and private donors there have raised money to provide public residential 

settings for minority poor students. The obvious attraction is to have a total institution to 

increase the impact of caring adults just as private boarding schools do. 257 

In short, formalizing a structured array of school choices—some experimental, some 

tried elsewhere--for parents of youth in chronic low-performing schools that go beyond the 

existing unplanned growth of informal options for all AISD students would bring both 

attention and focus to the pressing need for lifting the lowest performers out of the cellar. 

Beyond new structures and models, there are individual incentives that could be 

examined. In selected low-income minority elementary and middle schools, giving each 
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student a scholarship IOU to attend a Texas college or university contingent on satisfactorily 

completing high school employs individual incentives for students and their families who 

would have a hard time scraping together money for college. The “I Have A Dream” program 

has 75 current projects in scores of districts for over 13,000 elementary school students and 

children living in public housing projects. Variations of such efforts or independently designed 

programs can be easily tailored to Austin’s low-performing schools.258 

 All of these suggestions for chronic low performers in both categories suggest that 

different structures including expanded parental choice and individual incentives need to 

be cultivated for students mired in these schools rather than relying on state and NCLB 

threats. New options for students to choose from can come from groups of teachers 

(including Education Austin), parents, and community activists organizing their own 

small schools or it can come from charter school organizations or AISD and city officials 

venturing into entrepreneurial territory and developing alternatives for students in these 

schools that cross attendance boundaries and include district-supported busing for 

parents who are willing to send their children to such schools. Surely, schools alone 

cannot remedy the ill effects of poverty or erase the legacies of ethnic and racial 

segregation but a broader palette of choices offer more chances to succeed than the dismal 

history of state and federal threats.   

 The point that must be underscored repeatedly is that state and federal test-driven 

accountability has no more bullets to fire in frightening schools stuck in the bottom 

quartile. Being threatened repeatedly to improve your test scores or face closure often 

leads to either paralysis or corrosive cynicism (or both if they occur year after year).  

 Or it leads to gaming the Texas and NCLB systems. In the final year prior to 

closure, for example, a district can tell the TEA that it is “restructuring” by adopting a 

whole school reform model, as Reagan and Travis have done with First Things First. TEA 

has agreed to this final stage option chosen by AISD and can stretch out the closure 

process—as perhaps Johnston may do in the next year. Such clever tactics delay the 

reckoning that bottom quartile schools face. Yes, it is possible that such restructuring may 

in fact, turnaround the school for a while. Prior reforms, however, suggest that these end 

game moves fall short. In such a situation, more creative ventures and experimentation are 

needed. It is in that spirit that I offer these suggestions. Clearly, I have not exhausted the 

possibilities. 

 Superintendent Pat Forgione has been, if anything, a politically smart entrepreneur 

who assembled a team of experienced educators committed to improving student 

achievement and reaching public school goals that often go unnoticed in the fervor for 

test-based accountability. He has brought nearly a decade of stability to district affairs 

and an unrelenting focus on student learning. High School Redesign is still baking in the 

oven and no one can say with confidence whether it will rise or how well it will come out. 

The reform is being implemented steadily and with care. Whether, as the theory of the 

reform assumes, teaching practices will change in the desired direction and whether those 

changed teaching practices will yield a reduced achievement gap, fewer dropouts, more 

graduates and college attendance—no one can yet say.  
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 Elsewhere, much goes well in the district yet much remains to be done, especially 

as the Board of Trustees hands the baton to Forgione’s successor. The issues of low-

performing schools and threatened closures will persist because those schools are deeply 

entangled in Austin’s history of segregation and poverty; well-intentioned reforms aimed 

at freeing students from the effects of poverty exacerbated by segregation, desegregation, 

and resegregation have ultimately fallen flat. From time to time, crises in these bottom tier 

schools will flare into peat bog fires that will need immediate dousing and then will 

simmer beneath the ground until the next burst of flame. 

 Both the flare-ups and the simmering beneath the ground must be addressed 

sooner rather than later so as not to lose a single step by the next superintendent in 

moving schools, especially chronically low-performing ones upward in achievement 

without losing sight of the simple fact that most teachers and parents know in their guts: 

that test scores are only a beginning, not an end to educating the young. Insuring that High 

School Redesign will proceed as intended and that middle school reform will be launched 

while the inescapable issues of implementation are worked through in these secondary 

schools should remain action items on the Board’s agenda as they proceed to pick the 

next superintendent. 

 For now, then, AISD Board of Trustees and Superintendent have accomplished a 

great deal. Their drive and commitment have provided direction for district administrators, 

principals, and, most important, teachers. Both qualities of leadership have profited most 

but not all students. Time will tell whether the Forgione years and those of his successor 

will both raise the ceiling and lift the floor—a feat that no big city district has ever done.  
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