February 13, 2008

Dear Board Members:

I testify on behalf of the English Language Arts College Readiness Vertical Team, which I co-chair. (I am also a faculty member in the departments of English and Rhetoric & Writing at UT-Austin, where I also serve as chair of the writing department.) 

Background: As you know, House Bill 1 mandated that vertical teams be formed to develop college readiness standards. I’ve appended HB 1.  It reads (in part):


[T]he vertical teams shall complete the development of or establish minimum standards for 
the curricula and related materials under Subsection (b)(5). The vertical teams shall 
develop or establish minimum standards for the English 
language arts curricula and 
materials . . . . The vertical teams shall complete the development of or establish minimum 
standards for the English language arts curricula and materials for approval by the State 
Board of Education not later than June 1, 2009. The English language arts curricula and 
online materials 
must be made available to high school 
students beginning with the 2009 
fall semester.

The vertical teams began their work in January 2007 by reviewing all nationally recognized standards.

Additionally, Governor Perry formed the Commission for a College Ready Texas (CCRT). I have also appended the official press release, dated April 2, 2007 and posted on the Governor’s website.  A few sentences underscore the point that the work of the CCRT should inform the TEKS revision:


 
The commission will provide leadership and guidance to the State Board of 
Education to improve college readiness programs by aligning high school curriculum 
with college standards.


The commission will hold public meetings from April through fall 2007.  The 
commission will consider the public testimony from these meetings to make 
recommendations to the State Board of Education, which has the authority to adopt, 
align and define college readiness standards for Texas.*
The vertical team co-chairs served alongside 21 citizens, who are considered leaders in business and industry, community service, and education. I had the honor of serving with Board Member Barbara Cargill.

Given the above, members of the ELA vertical team are dismayed that the TEKS revision process took little—if any—account of the College Readiness Standards. 

We were assured by many, including the Commissioner of Education, the Commissioner of Higher Education, and Senator Florence Shapiro, who sponsored HB 1, that the CR standards were critical to the revision of the ELA TEKS. In fact, on September 18, 2007, at Barbara Cargill's request, ELA co-chair Selena Jackson and I met with (then acting) Commissioner Robert Scott, several SBOE members, including Chairman Don McLeroy, and members of the Governor’s staff in this very building. Selena Jackson and I offered to meet again, but the invitation was not taken up.)

The College Readiness Standards have not only undergone formal review as mandated by law, but also informal reviews by many stakeholders—a sign, I hope, of how earnestly we sought, reviewed, and incorporated feedback. 

Note as well that the ELA College Readiness Standards received a unanimous vote of support from the Governor's Committee on a College Readiness Texas. We had worked hard to honor testimony from citizens across the state (e.g., Midland/Odessa, Lubbock, McAllen, Arlington, San Antonio). We listened and we learned. This is a matter of public record.

What’s more, public response to the ELA standards, which were posted for public comment in Fall 2007, was overwhelmingly positive. The ELA standards received approval ratings in the 90s, few of its 200 plus items received an approval rating below 90%. This too is a matter of public record.

The standards are based on research that is questioned by few experts. On request, we can provide written or oral testimony from researchers from across our state, or, if you prefer, from across the United States, as support.

Not only did the team review nearly every nationally recognized set of standards (College Board, ACHIEVE, etc.), the public school and higher ed faculty on the ELA VT participated in writing and reviewing them.

The citizens of Texas have weighed in throughout this process; the CCRT standards reflect that view. Given this, why were the CR Standards not considered by the TEKS revision team? If the SBOE found them defective—and we’ve not heard from the SBOE since our September meeting—we respectfully request that you explain in particular ways where this research-based, publicly vetted and approved document goes wrong. Vertical team members concur that the standards document is no longer our work, but rather it’s the public’s work. 

I do not wish to sound confrontational. My colleagues and I are genuinely perplexed by this process, the more so since HB1 and Governor Perry’s directive to the CCRT make plain that our work and yours should be done collaboratively. The financial cost of the TEKS revision—consider the many millions taxpayers will spend on ELA textbooks—would seem to warrant working jointly. We do not wish to usurp your role; we wish to fulfill ours. Education will be better for it.

Thank you for your consideration. 

Yours sincerely,

Linda Ferreira-Buckley, Co-chair, ELA College Readiness Standards Team

*Although the first two duties certainly fall to the SBOE, HB 1 would indicate that the third does not.

**Please note that in September 2007, Dean Nafziger presented a document to the SBOE that he was preparing for the Commission for a College Ready Texas. That research report had been neither vetted nor approved by the research subcommittee nor by the Commission as a whole. In fact, we pointed out inaccuracies in the document that misrepresented the standards documents it sought to capture. As a consequence, that document was not included in the Report of the Commission for a College Ready Texas; its suggestion that most leading national standards documents suggest a grammar-focused curriculum is incorrect. In fact, research clearly demonstrates that for students to master grammar and mechanics, they must study them as part of the writing process and not in isolation.

