
Following is an excerpt of the letter sent by the Houston Independent School District to 60
Minutes II.

December 15, 2003
 
Mr. Michael Rosenbaum
Producer
60 Minutes II
Via Email
 
Dear Mike:
 
Thank you for giving us an opportunity to answer your additional
questions and to make written statements prior to your broadcast
Wednesday.

Here are the responses to your questions:
 

60 Minutes II Question: "Many of the people we talked with, both on-
and off-camera, allege that many HISD students were held back, or
retained, in the 9th grade...sometimes even held back twice ... even though
they may have passed all, or most, of their courses.  As you've
undoubtedly heard before, some of those people say this was done to
avoid taking the old 10th grade TAAS test. What's the HISD response to
this?  Also, we talked with former Austin (High School) student Perla
Arredondo, and looked at her transcript. It shows she passed all her 9th
grade courses in '98-99 but was held back and assigned to some of those
same courses the next year. Can you comment on this?"
 
HISD Response: “We feel strongly that the premise of the 60 Minutes II
story is false. Some high schools used classification waivers to help
children make the academic progress they needed in order to graduate.
Clearly, their strategies worked. The graduation rate at Austin High
School, to use your example, increased strongly, from 67.2% in 1998 to
74.6% in 2002. More students were graduating, not fewer as your
reporting would seem to assert. Every child had to pass the state exam in
order to graduate, whether they took that exam in the 10th grade, 11th grade
or 12th grade. While the scores of 11th graders didn't figure in to the
accountability ratings given by the state to schools, nonetheless their
scores counted and were reported to the local media and the public in
general every year. So the suggestion that kids were held back to avoid
taking the 10th grade TAAS collapses under the weight of its own lack of
credibility: the students still had to pass the TAAS to graduate, and we're
in the business of graduating students. Our first responsibility is to educate
children. If a student does not make enough progress to earn promotion to



the next grade, in HISD that student will not be promoted. Social
promotion is harmful to students and is being abolished in Texas and in
other places around the America. A great deal of educational research
shows that it is a terrible mistake to push children into the next grade
before they are ready for the academic rigors of that grade.
 
Your note doesn't say with whom 60 Minutes II spoke, but we can surmise
who some of them may be based on other recent reports. We urge 60
Minutes II to produce a fair and balanced story on this issue rather than
simply allowing disgruntled employees such as Bob Kimball and [alleged]
apologists for the failed education policies of the past such as Linda
McNeil to say whatever they want without challenge. We also urge that if
60 Minutes II airs an interview with Bob Kimball as part of this report,
you also report that Kimball was disciplined by HISD after an independent
counsel investigation found that he and others at Sharpstown High School
knew the school was going to report zero dropouts but failed to do
anything to stop it. We believe that information is important for viewers to
know so that they can make an informed judgment on Kimball's credibility
as a frequent critic of HISD.
 
Aside from that formal statement, here is additional supporting
information.
 

• Respected national education researchers have defended HISD's
academic progress as real and substantial.

      Here is the text of a letter to the editor sent by Kati Haycock,
director of the Education Trust in Washington, to the Washington
Post in response to that paper's recent story. We urge 60 Minutes II
to use it as part of your broadcast of this story as a way of
producing a fairer and more balanced report by showing that
respected educational authorities outside of HISD sharply disagree
with the critics of HISD.

 
 "November 8, 2003

 
EDITOR:

 
I'm sorry that The Post has decided to join in the pile-on on
the Houston Independent School District.  In doing so, you
have unfairly-and inaccurately-demeaned the efforts of
thousands of dedicated Houston-area educators and
diminished the accomplishments of the students under their
guidance.

 
I have little doubt that Houston officials underreport their
probable drop-out rates.  So, too, does every other school



district, urban and suburban, in America.  Developing data
systems to accurately track students is expensive and time
consuming.  Frankly, both education and policy leaders
decided long ago-well before the era of high-stakes testing,
I might add-not to bother.  And nobody has cared enough
to make much of an issue of this, because as a nation we
have thought of these youngsters as expendable.

 
That said, it is terribly important for Post readers to know
what I told reporter Michael Dobbs, but was not included
in the article.  Our staff has looked closely at the Houston
data over many years.  And there is no way that fudged
drop-out statistics-or, for that matter, an "easier test," as is
erroneously implied in your chart--explain away the
significant gains in the achievement of Houston students at
every level.  Those gains are absolutely real.

 
This country has a sad history of treating successes among
low-income and minority students with deep suspicion.
From the ETS investigation of the performance of Jaime
Escalante's students on the AP Calculus Exam twenty years
ago, to the public trashing of Houston today, we seem
unable to accept the fact that these kids actually can learn.
How very sad.

 
Kati Haycock
Director
The Education Trust"
 

      Here is the statement from Michael Casserly, executive director of
the Council of the Great City Schools, on December 3 in response
to an attack that day by the New York Times against HISD. The
Times fraudulently compared HISD's state accountability test
results to the Stanford 9 results:

"This very disappointing article is meant to undermine the
credibility of HISD, the No Child Left Behind legislation, and
the reforms of many urban school districts across the country.
Our own analysis of TAAS and the SAT-9 indicates that
significant gains were made in reading and mathematics by the
Houston Independent School District. The premise of this story
appears to be that because gains on the SAT-9 were slower
than the gains on the TAAS, the TAAS gains weren't real. This
is patently false. HISD made gains on the standards the state
set for it. What the Times did was to look for the measure on
which HISD made the least gains and then use those to
generalize its overall progress. The SAT-9 and TAAS were built



to do fundamentally different things. One measures against the
standard, and the other measures against peers. The New York
Times has tried to equate these measures in a completely bogus
fashion. ... The people in Houston, for their part, should stand
tall. I'd like to say, though, that the New York Times had it
right about one thing. It was no miracle; it was good hard
work, and it was real."

• Warner Ervin, an HISD district superintendent, former Madison
High School principal, and one of the most respected educators in
Houston, strongly disagrees with assertions about the classification
waivers. Here is what Mr. Ervin said:

"This waiver was requested to raise the level of concern and
accountability for all students.  This waiver was for 9th, 10th,
and 11th grade students.  All students had to pass core courses
and TAAS before graduation.  Prior to the waiver, students
were being socially promoted or placed in the next
classification because they had been in school a certain
number of years.  Ultimately, when they became a 4th year
student and had not met all core requirements or passed TAAS,
someone told them they could not graduate.  I believe that this
would cause a student to become disgusted and perhaps not
return.  Madison's waiver caused students to become more
diligent by going to night school, tutorials and summer school
to be classified on grade level with their peers.  No student was
ever required to repeat courses in a grade they had already
passed."
 

Regarding Perla Arredondo, I am very limited in what I can say because of
federal private (sic) protection guidelines.
 
 Thank you for your consideration.
 
 
Sincerely
Terry Abbott
Press Secretary
Houston Independent School District
 
 
 


