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October 30, 1997

The Honorable George W. Bush

The Honorable Bob Bullock

The Honorable James E. “Pete” Laney
Members of the 75th Texas Legislature
Commissioner of Education

Dear Ladies and Gentlemen:

I am pleased to present this report on the one-year progress of the Houston Independent School District
(HISD) in implementing my Texas School Performance Review’s comprehensive report, Children
First, authorized by Senate Bill 1, adopted by the 74th Legislature in 1995.

As with all our reports, Children First sought ways to move scarce education resources to the class-
room, rather than wasting them on red tape and paperwork. In short, as the title suggests, we gave the
district 228 detailed recommendations designed to direct the district’s every effort toward serving the
educational needs of the students who attend Houston schools.

So far, the results have been outstanding, but the first year marks only the beginning of change in the
district. Within the last year, the district has completed 85 percent of the recommendations, and another
13 percent are underway, already saving Houston area taxpayers $8.2 million. In fact, over the next
five years, district officials estimate savings of nearly $119 million, which would exceed my original
five-year projections of $116 million. HISD’s projected reinvestments over the same time period of
$41 million are somewhat less than my recommendation of $46 million.

However, I caution that this is only the first year of a five-year implementation schedule. Unless the
next four years are just as productive as the first, HISD will have wasted this opportunity. Much work
remains ahead of the district. There are still far too many administrators and bureaucrats in the district.
The district has failed to invest in its aging bus fleet, a key safety issue. And far too many children are
still being taught by uncertified teachers. While the district is to be commended for taking these initial
steps to ensure that children come first in the Houston public schools, both the district and the commu-
nity must remain diligent to make sure that the progress made in the last year is not lost.

Sincerely,

%/ =t

JOHN SHARP
Comptroller of Public Accounts
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Children First:

A One-Year Progress Report

“If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, it expects

what never was and never will be.”

he Texas School Performance Review
T (TSPR) has spent the past seven years

helping local school districts rise to the
challenge implicit in Thomas Jefferson’s words.
If nations cannot long survive without quality
education, neither can local communities. Yet,
efficient and effective schools are increasingly
difficult to achieve at a time when resources are
spread thin across the wide array of public
demands.

That’s why TSPR looks for every possible
way to help school districts spend their scarce
education dollars in the classroom, rather than on
red tape, paperwork, and needless bureaucracy.

Created by state lawmakers as part of the
State Comptroller’s office in 1990, TSPR fields
invitations from public school districts of every
size and shape — large or small, rich or poor,
rural or urban. Each review team settles in for
months of detailed study, at no extra charge to
district taxpayers. With the help of outside
management experts, we consult a wide range of
community groups, business leaders, students,
parents, teachers, principals, and administrators.
We solicit suggestions from front-line district
employees and ask students for their best ideas.
We hold public meetings, arrange special focus
group forums, and conduct private interviews.
And we encourage every concerned citizen to
call our toll-free 1-800-BEAT-WASTE hot line to
share their thoughts and suggestions.

TSPR’s goal is to come up with ways to
hold the line on costs, reduce administrative
overhead, streamline operations, and improve
educational services — in short, to help school
districts operate more efficiently and effectively

Thomas Jefferson, 1816

with available resources. Most of the
Comptroller’s recommendations come directly
from teachers, parents, students, and others who
live or work in the district. TSPR has found that
these hard-working folks have often known for
years what would help them improve their
schools, if only someone would ask. The
Comptroller asks.

Since 1991, TSPR has offered nearly 2,600
detailed ways to save taxpayers nearly $300
million in 25 public school districts throughout
Texas. And TSPR has done all this without ever
recommending the firing or laying off of a single
classroom teacher.

Districts studied by the TSPR team to date
include San Antonio, Richland Springs, San
Saba, Cherokee, Lubbock, Victoria, West
Orange/Cove Consolidated, Lake Travis, Dallas,
Austin, Calhoun County, Midland, Paris, San
Marcos Consolidated, Brownsville, Longview,
San Angelo, Beaumont, Waco, United in Laredo,
Tyler, Houston, Texarkana, Corpus Christi, and
Spring. Reviews of the Ysleta and Socorro
districts are underway, and Port Arthur,
Wimberley, Hamilton, Mount Pleasant, and El
Paso ISDs will come under our microscope
during the coming year.

In addition, TSPR conducts follow-up
reviews of those districts that, in most cases,
have had at least one year to implement our
recommendations. Because of the sheer size and
complexity of HISD, a six month review was
conducted in an effort to not only keep tabs on
progress, but to assist the district in the monu-
mental task of implementation. The six month
review showed that more than 88 percent of

If nations cannot
long survive
without guality
education,
neither can local
communities.
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only an impartial third party is truly able to touch
certain “untouchable” topics in a district.

By acting on TSPR’s proposals, all of the
districts reviewed to date have cut their operating
costs. In Lubbock, for example, then-Superinten-
dent Mike Moses (now the state’s Commissioner
of Education) wrote that the 1992 “Texas School
Performance Review was one of the primary
reasons [that] the Lubbock Independent School
District was able to regain credibility with this
community.”

Anyone seeking detailed information on a
particular district’s previous performance review
is encouraged to call the Texas School Perfor-
mance Review toll-free at 1-800-232-8927.

TSPR in Houston, Texas

Most school reviews start with a request
from the school board or the superintendent. But
TSPR’s look at of the Houston Independent
School District (HISD) had a different beginning
— namely, the 1995 session of the Texas
Legislature, where state lawmakers led by
Senator John Whitmire directed the Comptroller
to conduct the performance review.

In response, Comptroller Sharp began a six-
month review of HISD in early April, 1996.
Despite the fact that they had not been invited in
by the district, the Comptroller and his team
were welcomed warmly, if somewhat apprehen-
sively, by HISD Superintendent Dr. Rod Paige
and then-board president Paula Arnold.

The review team targeted 12 areas of
operation:

* District organization and management

¢ Educational service delivery and

performance measures

* Community involvement

e Personnel management

» Facilities and energy management

e Asset and risk management

* Financial management

e Purchasing and warehousing services

* Information services

* Food service

¢ Transportation

» Safety and security

As in previous reviews, the Comptroller’s
team drew upon the expertise of outside manage-
ment consultants. In HISD’s case, the firm of
Neal & Gibson reviewed transportation, food

services, and safety and security, while Empirical
Management Services conducted public input
and reviewed community involvement, and
Coopers and Lybrand reviewed all other func-
tional areas of the review.

During district visits, TSPR interviewed
representatives from business groups, district
employees, school board members, and commu-
nity leaders. Hundreds of people attended one of
the public meetings held in each area district, and
hundreds of other concerned citizens responded
to a survey published in the Houston Chronicle.
More than 4,100 community members partici-
pated in telephone surveys. Still others re-
sponded to 120,000 flyers sent home with
students.

What TSPR discovered was a huge urban
school district — by far the largest in Texas and
the sixth largest in the nation — with a staff of
some 22,000 men and women striving to serve
more than 205,000 students on 272 campuses
spread over an area of 312 square miles, an area
almost half the size of Houston itself. HISD’s
annual operating budget topped $1 billion —
more than all but a handful of Texas cities.

The district’s student population was 51
percent Hispanic, 35 percent African American,
12 percent Anglo, and 3 percent of Asian or other
ethnic descent. About 65 percent of all HISD
students were classified as economically
disadvantaged. With a student enrollment
growing at a rate of more than 6 percent over the
last five years, and faced with the resulting
overcrowded facilities, the district was about to
go to voters with a $356 million bond proposal.
That ballot proposal, in May 1996, was rejected.
Then, just days before the beginning of the 1996-
97 school year, a roof collapsed at the Houston
Gardens Elementary School cafeteria, drawing
even further attention to the condition of
buildings and other facilities throughout the
district.

Ultimately, TSPR’s performance review —
Children First — contained 228 detailed
recommendations, identifying key challenges in
each area of the district’s operations. These
recommendations promised savings of $116
million over five years, while calling for rein-
vestments of $46 million.

Real change takes more than a year, and
that’s why our reports have five-year time
frames. HISD will only succeed by keeping up
the pressure for progress. So far, however, the
results have been outstanding. Within the last

State lawmakers
led by Senator
John Whitmire
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Comptroller to
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review,
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The factis, a
great deal
remains to be
done to reach
TSPR’s long-term
goals for the
Houston
Independent
School District.

year, the district has completed 85 percent of the
recommendations, and another 13 percent are
underway, already saving Houston area taxpay-
ers $8.2 million. In fact, over the next five years,
district officials estimate savings of nearly $119
million, execcding TSPR’s five-year projections
of $116 million by some $3 million. HISD’s
projected reinvestments over the same time
period of $41 million are somwhat less than
TSPR’s recommendation of $46 million.

What still needs to be
done?

At a glance, nearly all of the first-year
recommendations contained in Children First,
the Comptroller’s comprehensive performance
review of HISD, have either been completed or
are in the process of implementation.

Only five of the original 228 proposals have
been rejected outright, meaning that HISD has at
least begun to act upon nearly every suggestion
we offered. And even the rejected recommenda-
tions received careful consideration before being
turned down; in no case does the district’s
decision not to go with our proposals seem to
have been taken lightly or without due delibera-
tion.

Looking deeper, however, some of the 194
recommendations HISD terms “complete” have
earned that designation mainly because a short-
term solution was found to address an immediate
challenge or because specifications and plans to
eventually set a recommendation into motion
have been developed.

The fact is, a great deal remains to be done
to reach TSPR’s long-term goals for the Houston
Independent School District.

That’s why the Comptroller strongly urges
the district to ensure that this first-year progress
report isn’t interpreted as the end of the school
performance review process, but rather as a good
start toward the kind of lasting reform that will
propel the district to the forefront of public
education.

There’s a specific precedent for our caution.
In 1992, TSPR’s performance review of the
Dallas Independent School District (DISD)
proposed a full range of innovative ways to make
the district more efficient and effective. At the
end of the first year, the district reported that 98
percent of those recommendations had been
completed. Yet, five years later, DISD again

finds itself in turmoil and facing challenges that
could have been avoided had the district not
reverted to its old ways the moment TSPR turned
its back.

To give Houston students and taxpayers the
quality schools they deserve requires a sustained
commitment to the recommendations in Children
First. While this progress report doesn’t discuss
each stalled proposal in detail, the following are
issues on which TSPR encourages HISD to
concentrate in the months and years ahead.

Reorganization and streamlining

Children First outlined many ways to
reorganize and streamline HISD’s organizational
structure, allowing the district to have already
eliminated, through attrition, 160 of the 320
administrative positions originally recom-
mended. Much remains to be done, however, to
complement the district’s commitment to site-
based decision-making and truly reduce the top-
heavy cost of central administration.

TSPR recommended that between 15 and 20
superintendent-level positions should be reduced
in rank or eliminated altogether by the second
year. HISD has reduced 10 positions during this
first year, mostly through attrition. Next year, the
district will face the tougher challenge of
identifying and eliminating an additional five to
10 high-level administrative positions — not just
superfluous job slots, but current positions filled
by those about whom HISD officials must make
hard choices.

Some of the district’s reorganization and
streamlining actions are already planned, and
guaranteed savings are written into contracts for
the implementation of technology improvements.
Moreover, increased technological efficiency
will bring about a decentralized approach to
budgeting, purchasing, and human resources,
reducing the need for certain central office staff
members. If the district is to follow the spirit of
TSPR’s recommendations, it will have to further
reduce another 150 positions between now and
December 1998, when much of the technology
improvements are slated to be fully in place.

TSPR urges HISD to guard against the
natural tendency of any bureaucracy to justify
unnecessary positions or to retain central office
personnel even after the new technology makes it
possible to move the work to the campus or area
district level.

HISD: A One-Year Progress Report



Technology

HISD took TSPR’s observations during the
six-month review and sought ways to better
manage the implementation of the many technol-
ogy projects underway, including a human
resources and district payroll system, a financial
and procurement system, upgrades to other
existing systems, and more efficient local
tracking systems. In the short-run, a number of
smaller systems have been developed, plans and
specifications for others have been drawn up,
and performance guarantees have been written
into contracts to accomplish some part of TSPR’s
suggested change and ensure taxpayer savings.

Many of these recommendations were
deemed by the district to be “complete” or
significantly in progress, based on the letter of
the original proposal. But HISD administrators
and TSPR agree that to accomplish the spirit of
the proposals, these systems must be fully
implemented and entire departments reorganized
or streamlined to realize the benefits originally
envisioned.

The coming year will represent a turning
point for HISD. More effective district opera-
tions will not be achieved without some disrup-
tion, and the need for a little fine-tuning here or
an adjustment there will be likely to make the
new systems operate efficiently. Fear of change
must not be permitted to slow or deter the full
implementation of Children First’s recommenda-
tions.

Transportation

In its original report, TSPR pointed out that
contracting with outside companies or other local
governmental agencies wouldn’t produce
taxpayer savings; HISD’s transportation costs
were already lower than the entities examined by
the review team. Still, TSPR recommended a
number of ways to further improve the efficiency
of the district’s transportation operations — most
of them involving reinvestments to increase the
children’s safety.

Although HISD adopted a policy to replace
its buses and even presented a budget to the
board for approval, the district hasn’t set aside
any additional funds — it’s business as usual.
Not only does this underscore a serious safety
issue, but it is also costing taxpayers more in
maintenance expenses and downtime for buses.

HISD currently budgets $4 million a year
for bus replacements — an amount that would
indicate that the district plans to keep all of its
buses up and running some 10 years past their
projected useful lives. Obviously, this is unrealis-
tic and dangerous.

If HISD were to replace one-tenth of its fleet
each year, the cost would entail an additional
annual reinvestment of $3 million. Based on the
age of the current fleet and years of inadequate
transportation budgets, however, HISD now
estimates that as much as $59 million will be
needed over the next five years to replace its
oldest buses — a number that continues to grow
each year the district underfunds its needs in this
area.

The Comptroller strongly encourages HISD
to increase the budget for the replacement of the
old and unsafe buses by $3 million per year. That
way, the majority of buses will be operating at
the end of ten years. In the absence of this
reinvestment, the district should look without
delay for another solution to its aging bus fleet,
including the possibility of lease-purchase
arrangements.

Teaching Force

In Children First, TSPR recommended that
the district improve the quality of its permanent
substitute teachers (Recommendation #80) and
that efforts be made to recruit more qualified
teachers (Recommendation #77). While HISD
has technically implemented the letter of these
recommendations, their spirit remains unenacted.
The district’s own count shows that it employs
more uncertified teachers, or teachers working
outside their areas of certification, than any other
district in Texas.

The extensive use of permanent substitutes
(663 as of March 1997) circumvents the system
by allowing men and women without academic
degrees or teaching certificates to have long-term
instructional assignments in the district. The
assumption is that the bureaucracy and the
mostly-manual human resources system have
made it possible, and even desirable, for some
principals to settle for a permanent substitute
rather than hiring from a qualified applicant
pool.

Having uncertified people pinch-hitting for a
day or two when a teacher is absent is sometimes
necessary. But no parent knowingly wants his or
her child placed in a classroom for an extended
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follow the spirit
of TSPR’s
recommendations,
it will have to
further reduce
another 150
positions
between now and
December 1998.

HISD: A One-Year Progress Report



If HISD is going
to hold campuses
accountable for
outcomes,
campuses must
control their
funds and
resources.

time with a teacher who has no training. HISD
should rethink its current processes and move
quickly to comply with the spirit, and not just the
letter, of TSPR’s original recommendations.

Administrative
Checks-and-Balances

Children First outlined many opportunities
for redefining the roles of the board and HISD’s
superintendent, and it’s important to note that a
number of significant steps have been taken to
improve the relationships among individual
board members and the district’s administration.
Recent reports from other large school districts
of inefficiency or outright abuse of the public
trust underscore the importance for HISD of a
board that continues to set policy and hold the
superintendent and administration accountable.

Maintaining an adequate system of checks-
and-balances (in no way a reflection on the
current superintendent or his administration) is a
prudent practice. Moreover, periodic evaluations
and reviews of the superintendent and high level
administrators should be accepted for what they
are — opportunities to assure the board and the
public of the integrity of the district, not as
meddling on the part of the board.

TSPR Key
Recommendations

A year has passed since the Texas School
Performance Review (TSPR) published Children
First, the results of its examination of the
Houston Independent School District. Adminis-
trators and board members alike report that the
review accelerated many of the initiatives the
district had begun before the review began and
that the review has been an effective catalyst for
change in the district.

Every HISD employee, whether administra-
tive or instructional, was forced to rethink how
they did business. HISD officials told TSPR staff
that the report opened a window of opportunity
for substantive changes. Saving money was
important, but making a change in the culture of
a massive organization like HISD required a
focused push to make it happen. The TSPR
review has provided that push to HISD’s own
efforts to improve its operations and perfor-
mance.

After one year, the district staff has found
that certain TSPR recommendations have

emerged as key. These recommendations, which
are summarized below, are arranged by chapter
and area of operation as spelled out in Children
First. The comments in italics below each
recommendation come from district staff.

District Organization and
Management

#2. The board should identify and modify
its policies and practices to avoid micro-
management.

The board took several significant steps to
address the issue of micro-management,
including the creation of policies to clarify
the role of the board and superintendent
and to establish complaint procedures and
a peer censure process when board
members engage in inappropriate
behavior. Most recently, the board
instituted a personnel hiring policy to
removed the board from hiring and
termination decisions except for the
decision to hire or terminate a superinten-
dent. According to the board president,
other decisions, such as limiting board
meetings to only one per month also have
reduced the tendency of the board to
become involved in the district’s day-to
day operations. Overall, administrators
complimented their improved relations
with the board and the board’s dramatic
change in practices.

#8 Analyze disparities in dollar resources
and staffing of area district administra-
tive offices.

Administrators believe that over the long-
term the shift to allocating money using
the weighted pupil basis is going to
significantly affect how HISD operates.
They noted that this change is not just a
change in how the money is distributed,
but is indeed a philosophical change from
central office control to true decentraliza-
tion. If HISD is going to hold campuses
accountable for outcomes, campuses must
control their funds and resources. The
downside will be that the central office
could previously discern small pockets of
need and channel money to that need.
Now, discretionary funds will still provide

HISD: A One-Year Progress Report



a safety net for special needs, but the
overall decisions will be up to the
campuses.
#14 Update HISD’s policy manual and
incorporate Senate Bill 1 changes.
#15 Systematically revise all administrative
procedures pursuant to Senate Bill 1.

Up to this point, district administrators
said that writing and updating policies
and procedures was accomplished on a
piecemeal basis and that maintaining the
policy book was considered a compliance
issue. Since the TSPR review, policies and
procedures are no longer simply thought
of as a way to comply with the law that
says you must have a policy book. Instead
district administrators said they are using
the process as a system for problem
solving and problem avoidance. This
effort to review and update all policies
and to write corresponding procedures is

Educational Service Delivery and
Performance Nieasures

#20

#21

#22

Design and implement a curriculum
policy that includes a statement of
philosophy, a curriculum development
plan, curriculum monitoring require-
ments, guidelines for teacher training, a
curriculum review cycle and the use of
test data to improve instruction and
design and implement a high quality
curriculum management system.

Develop and maintain a complete HISD
curriculum scope and sequence chart
supported by written curriculum guides
for at least 70 percent of all courses
offered in elementary, middle and high
schools.

Develop quality curriculum guides and
sustain quality through an effective
curriculum management system.

A curriculum committee made up of a

the first fundamental review of policies “Let’s not require
and procedures performed by the district. broad group of central office, district everyone fo
As one administrator said, “Let’s not office, and school level personnel and discover
require everyone to discover solutions teachers developed policies and proce- solutions
individually — when solutions are found, dures that were later adopted by the individually —
everyone should benefit.” board. A chart of all HISD courses taught when solutions
by grade level was prepared and more are found,

#16 Link the strategic planning process to than 150 scope and sequence statements everyone should

budget development. were written. Indications from teachers on benefit.”
a recent survey conducted by the Houston

#17 Implement a strategic planning process Federation of Teachers shows the most
that requires the central office and area positive responses were received in the
districts to develop long-range strategic area of curriculum; a distinct change from
plans and short-term management the surveys conducted by TSPR during the
plans. review.
Thanks to the Children First recommen- HISD staff also noted that Recommenda-
dations, the district used strategic tions #22 through #26 were significant to
planning to help prepare its annual this whole process. Although curriculum
budgets, starting at the school level. guides cannot in themselves address the
School administrators received strategic educational needs of the students in the
goals from the district leadership and district, administrators said that these
applied the goals to prepare their budget recommendations when taken as a whole
requests. Now, every department and serve to pull together a fabric out of the
campus is preparing improvement plans many threads.
that contain long and short range goals,
as well as performance measures to gauge ~~ Community Involvement
campus, department, or district successes
in implementing those plans and achiev- #48 Transfer the responsibilities of the
ing districtwide goals. assistant superintendent of Media

HISD: A One-Year Progress Report 7



District
administrators
and members of
the Mayor's staff
note a new spirit
of cooperation
emerging
between the City
of Houston and
HISD.

#49

#50

#57

#58

#64

Relations to the Media Relations
Director.

Eliminate two Media Relations Coordi-
nator —sitions.

Centralize the community relations and
information services functions.

These Community Involvement recommen-
dations, along with eight other recommen-
dations touching on reorganization and
refocusing on the public interest, have
been identified as significant by the
district, although implemented sometimes
differently than recommended by TSPR.
During the six month review, district staff
said that streamlining was and will remain
a priority.

Develop a strategic management plan to
address the [Communications and
Public Relations] department’s modi-
fied mission.

Develop and implement evaluation
criteria for programs within each of the
organizational units to determine
program effectiveness.

The Office of Communications and Public
Affairs established a strategic manage-
ment plan based on the goals and visions
of the district and superintendent. This
plan and mission appear to focus the
department’s efforts on improving two-
way communication with the public and
as well as on building trust in the commu-
nity. In addition, each department under
Communications and Public Affairs
created a strategic management plan. As
part of the strategic planning process, a
system control review was conducted to
see how resources were being used, and
what could be done to improve how the
staff conducts its business. Performance
measures were established and programs
will be continually evaluated and im-
proved.

Identify and establish cost-effective,
community-based partnership agree-
ments with state and local governments

such as joint facility use for after-school
programs, playgrounds, and libraries.

District administrators and members of
the Mayor’s staff note a new spirit of
cooperation emerging between the City of
Houston and HISD. At the time of the
review, both parties spoke of obstacles to
cooperation. Now, numerous programs
have begun, including a program that puts
a library card in the hands of all third
graders in HISD. City officials pointed to
the use of HISD facilities and an agree-
ment that opened HISD swimming pools
to the public during the summer months.
And another plan is underway for after-
school care that will involve community
groups. All of these initiatives appear to
benefit not only HISD students but all of
Houston’s taxpayers.

Personnel Management

#72

#73

#83

#85

Develop and implement strict policies
for using codes 089, 398, 399 and any
other miscellaneous codes that allow
employees to remain on the payroll in
unfunded or unproductive positions.

From a strict dollar viewpoint, adminis-
trators said this recommendation has been
most significant to the district, saving
nearly 31 million so far and promising
savings of more than $5.7 million over the
five years.

Strengthen performance contracting by
consistently demoting or terminating
poor performers.

The teacher evaluation process should
be modified and principals should be
required to prepare an improvement
plan for all teachers.

Adopt an administrative evaluation
system that focuses on facilitating the
educational process and establish a
tracking system to monitor the evalua-
tions to ensure compliance with S.B. 1.

These recommendations, along with a
recommendation urging the reduction of
employees assigned to questionable

HISD: A One-Year Progress Report



employment categories, were cited by
district staff as key to emphasizing the
importance of consistently encouraging
student performance and success in HISD
classrooms. As new appraisal systems
come into place, hopes are high for more
personalized and useful professional
assessments of educators at all levels.
“The key here is accountability,” accord-
ing to one administrator.

Facilities and Energy
Management

#91

#98

Develop a districtwide process to
determine needs based on identified
district standards that take into account
current use as well as the current
condition of each facility.

HISD should conduct a complete
evaluation of facilities using a compre-
hensive evaluation format.

These recommendations, as well as eight
others concerning the facility assessment
and planning process, have provided
HISD a master plan for addressing the
district’s facility needs. HISD has discov-
ered through this process that good
facilities management is an integral and
ongoing part of a well-run district.

#116 Adjust the current formula for deter-

mining the number of custodians
needed at each school so the overall
district average is one custodian per
about 17,500 gross square feet of space.

Custodial standards were only one of the
performance standards written in to the
management contract for all maintenance
Jfunctions of the district. District staff
noted that this recommendation began a
search for benchmarks in other mainte-
nance operations such as grounds keeping
and maintenance operations. The overall
result is a guaranteed savings over five
years of more than $11.6 million.

Asset and Risk Management

#128 The district should establish clear

guidelines that maximize the timely and

efficient collection of delinquent taxes
within the guidelines of state laws.

By stepping up its pursuit of delinquent
taxes, the district has already claimed
more than $2.8 million in unpaid taxes
and expects that number to rise to more
than $12 million over the five years.
District staff told the TSPR team this
recommendation gave renewed focus to a
challenge that has persisted for years. In
fact, the district has issued an RFP for all
current and delinquent tax services in an
ongoing effort to minimize tax collection
costs and maximize tax collections.

Financial Management

#136 HISD should move forward with

implementing a new financial system.

#149 The Office of Business and Fiscal

Administration should ensure the
expeditious implementation of a new
payroll and human resource system.

HISD administrators told TSPR that they
had a request for proposal drafted and
specifications planned more than two
years before the Comptroller’s review, but
TSPR’s emphasis on getting the system in
place helped to shake the process loose
and put it on the right track. Full imple-
mentation of the human resources system
is expected by September 1998, and the
financial system is expected to follow soon
thereafter.

Purchasing and Warehousing
Services

TSPR’s emphasis
on getting the
system in place
helped to shake
the process loose
and put it on the
right track.

#150 Implement an automated order process

for all orders placed through central
Purchasing.

#157 Reorganize and retrain Purchasing

staff to manage the new purchasing
process with reduced staffing levels.

As noted in the six-month review, the
department’s new management has been
updating policies to prepare for an
automated purchasing system. Under
decentralization, staff is to be trained to
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An investment in
technology
should repay
itself in a matter
of years by
reducing
overlapping or
duplicated tasks
and increasing
productivity.

handle all aspects of purchasing decisions
as opposed to the previous “assembly
line” model that had each staff member
specializing in one aspect of purchasing.
When the new purchasing system is
installed, the department will be poised to
accept the automation and move forward
rapidly to achieve all of the efficiencies
the system can offer. An investment in
technology should repay itself in a matter
of years by reducing overlapping or
duplicated tasks and increasing productiv-
ity — HISD'’s purchasing staff is deter-
mined to reach these goals.

#163 Reduce Central Warehouse staff.

This recommendation prompted a zero-
based review of all positions in the
facilities management, operations, and
transportation areas. As of August 31,
nine positions have been eliminated
through attrition and $282,700 saved, a
number that is expected to grow to $1.3
million over the five-year period.

information Services

#172 Establish policies to distribute technol-

ogy equitably among districts and
schools.

#173 Identify all systems and software

requiring technical training and
support and prepare a plan to address
those needs.

The district’s technology plan gives focus
to techrnology across the district including
instruction. More importantly, purchases
are now equalized across the district, by
grade level. Also, strategies for identifying
training needs and conducting training
are being developed that go beyond the
regular classroom style of training. For
example, the district decided to assign
each teacher with three or more Algebra
classes a lap top computer to use. This
decision rewards teachers for teaching in
a critical shortage area, and provides the
teachers with a technological resource
that will help them do their job.

Food Services

#165 Place Facilities Maintenance Organiza-

tion (FMO) Data Services, Data
Management and Food Services data
organization under the responsibility of
the assistant superintendent for Tech-
nology and Information Systems.

Moving all of these technology-related
functions under one manager has gone a
long way toward improving the overall
coordination of technology-related
services and eliminating some duplicative
task. One recommendation called for the
review and elimination of obsolete reports
produced in the Mainframe Department.
Since consolidating these functions, a
systematic review of reports generated in
FMO is now being conducted. Plans to
house all of these departments in one
location is still pending, but is expected to
be completed in January 1998.

#171 Require minimum computer compe-

tency for school personnel to help
ensure instructional technology is
properly used in the classroom.

#179 Consider outsourcing HISD’s Office of

Food Services.

Beginning in July 1998, HISD contracted
with an outside vendor to manage the
Food Services operation. The contract
contains a series of guarantees, including
productivity savings, participation levels,
number of children identified for the free
and reduced-price lunch program as well
as elements dealing with customer service
and customer satisfaction. HISD's
employees remain HISD employees, but
the management company is providing
significant levels of training and retrain-
ing for employees in the area of food
preparation, presentation, and the like.
According to district officials, employees
were understandably reluctant when the
project began, but have responded
positively to the new management
structure. Not only is morale up, but
productivity is significantly improved, and
savings over the five-year period are
expected to reach nearly 37.8 million.

For the month of September, more than
16,000 additional meals per day were
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being served to students in HISD. One
parent noted that their child refused to eat
the food last year, and now refuses to take
their lunch — the food is nutritious and it
tastes good!

Transportation

#200 Create an in-house certification pro-
gram that would add new mechanic
levels and ultimately improve perfor-
mance and mechanic morale.

#214 Establish a formal training curriculum
for mechanics to maintain and improve
the skills of existing mechanics.

As recommended by TSPR, revised wage
scales and certification levels, along with
an in-house mechanic certification
program, are in place. The district has
developed a list of skills and knowledge
that all mechanic should have, and is now
testing the mechanics to determine what

in HISD. They believe this recommenda-
tion is key to keeping the children safe and
improving the overall performance of the
transportation department. Unfortunately,
the board during the budget process did
not respond to this need and has not
funded implementation.

Safety and Security

#222 HISD should develop a formal, long-
term strategy for safety and security.

From its birth to maturity, the district
police department has grown rapidly. But
with the recommendation to devise a long-
term strategy, continued rapid growth is
not expected. Department leaders plan to
focus instead on improving programs on
gang intervention and the crossing guard
program. Emphasis also will be placed on
linking the police more closely to pro-
grams in alternative school environments.
In an update to the six-month progress

they know today and where they should report, HISD's police department notes One parent noted
enter the training program. that crime has decreased by 14 percent in that their child
HISD, and the staff is working with other refused to eat the
#201 Implement a warranty program and law enforcement agencies. Recently, a food last year,
create a warranty supervisor position to bicycle patrol was initiated with Harris and now refuses
monitor and enforce the warranty County Constable Trevino in an effort to to take their
recovery and control program. bring the police force closer to the lunch — the food
students, improve safety, and spot gang is nutritious and
The district created and budgeted for the activity. it tastes good!
position of warranty supervisor, but the
position has not yet been filled. Once .
hired, the warranty supervisor will Exemplary Practices
establish procedures and begin implemen-
tation. Although no savings are indicated, During the performance review, TSPR
the district believes that significant identified a number of exemplary programs and
savings can result from the district practices, and highlighted them in the final
performing its own warranty work. report. These programs and services are pre-
sented below, with updates from the district in
#212 Adopt a policy to replace vehicles after italics showing how HISD has enhanced them
10 years of service; establish a fleet further since the original report. The Comptroller
procurement plan to replace 10 percent encourages other districts throughout Texas to
of the fleet annually and a five-year study them and determine whether they can be
capital budget for fleet purchases. adapted to meet their own needs.
HISD administrators say they have done HISD’s Community Development Initiatives
all they can do to make this recommenda- unit is commended for soliciting business
tion work. They know what buses they partnerships resulting in $8 million in scholar-
have in the fleet that need to be replaced, ships and technological program awards for
and they know how much it will take to the district.
systematically replace the buses, and keep A more aggressive campaign to expand
the buses safe for the children transported partnerships has been implemented. Exemplary
HISD: A One-Year Progress Report 11



The district
added 7,200
computer
workstations and
5,500 network
users.

scholarship and mentorship programs have
strengthened the Community Partnerships
Department’s efforts to encourage and assist
students in their post-secondary educational
pursuits and careers.

The Media Resource Center and Film/Video
library within the Instructional Media
Services unit are commended for conducting
frequent and comprehensive teacher and
parent workshops and for providing a wide
selection of instructional videos used by
teachers.

In 1996-97, the number of workshops
increased by 48 percent.

HISD is to be commended for aggressively
seeking to fill critical bilingual teaching
vacancies.

The HISD has increased the number of
bilingual interns to 52 and is actively recruiting
candidates for the next cycle. In addition, the
district is advertising through TENET, Region
IV’s Internet Service, and the Texas State
Teachers Association monthly postings.

HISD is commended for paying competitive
teacher salaries compared to other Texas
school districts.

The district has committed to a three-year
plan to achieve teacher salary levels at the top of
the local scale. Salaries for 1997—-1998 in-
creased by 5 percent with an additional 1 percent
placed into the district’s Incentive Program.

The district is commended for implementing a
wellness program to encourage employees to
pursue healthy activities.

Beginning January 1, 1998, all participating
health care vendors will have a contractual
obligation to assist the district in providing
wellness activities. Including vendors in the
district’s wellness program will maximize the
program’s effectiveness.

The Technology Department, with primary
support from Network Operations, has
successfully implemented a Wide-Area
Network (WAN), which reaches every school
and administrative office in the district.

The district added 7,200 computer worksta-
tions and 5,500 network users. Currently, the
district is adding e-mail servers for both admin-
istrators and students. To date, HISD has 1,500

students on the HISD network, with an antici-
pated 7,500 before year’s end.

HISD’s Grant Development Department is
commended for effectively applying for and
receiving significant grant money for the
district.

New grant monies have increased by
$1,093,714, including $299,000 from the
Telecommunications Infrastructure Fund and
$275,000 from the U. S. Department of Educa-
tion.

The HISD Purchasing Department is com-
mended for its participation in the Texas
Department of Information Resources
purchasing cooperative.

Since the six-month review the district has
entered into additional purchasing cooperatives
with the Region IV Educational Service Center,
the Harris County Department of Education, the
Texas Purchasing Consortium, and the Texas
General Services Commission.

The Transportation Department personnel do
a good job of transporting students in a
safety-conscious manner, despite a difficult
working environment and limited resources.

The district has received more students who
qualify for public transportation and expanded
its services to charter and alternative schools.
Even with these increases, the transportation
division continues to meet the majority of needs,
which accompany increasing enrollments,
special populations, and extra-curricular
activities in a safe, efficient, and effective
manner.

Food Services is commended for achieving
free and reduced-price participation rates
well above 60 percent at its elementary
schools. In addition, Food Services was
recently ranked third among U.S. public and
private schools for providing varied, low-fat,
vegetarian meals for breakfast and lunch.

Following the six-month review, the district
entered into a management contract for the Food
Services Department. The contract provides for
performance, service, and customer satisfaction
guarantees.

Since 1994, HISD has developed a municipal
style police department, which has trans-
formed the operation into a well respected,
professional organization.

12
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The HISD Police Department has had a
positive impact on campuses throughout HISD.

HISD is commended for participating in the
Absent Students Assistance Program and
increasing school attendance of at-risk
students.

The Absent Students Assistance Program is
still in operation and continues to be effective.

With district support, the Coalition for School
Improvement appears to be a model example
of how involved parents and community
members can make schools work for children.

The Coalition for School Improvement,
which was established in January 1995, remains
viable, and the charter school cluster continues
to demonstrate academic excellence.

HISD is to be commended for its annual
review of attendance boundaries to maximize
the use of school buildings and to avoid
overcrowded conditions.

This review has proven an effective way to
respond to demographic changes within the
community and the district in a timely manner.

The Facilities and Grounds Support Services
(FGSS) section should be commended for
using a vendor trade-in program to secure
new equipment.

FGSS is using this practice to purchase
equipment, as well as canvass vendors who do
not use this method to increase savings in the
future.

The Utilities, Energy, and Communications
Department is to be commended for aggres-
sively pursuing energy management programs
with a minimum of staff and creatively using
available programs and policies to save more
than $2.5 million.

The Utilities, Energy, and Communications
Departments evaluated other schools and
determined it advantageous to enter into a
second energy savings program titled ESCO II.
-..e district identified 51 schools that offer
excellent opportunities for savings, in excess of
those the district had already achieved under
ESCO1

HISD is commended for bringing its state
accreditation rating up from academically
unacceptable in 1995-96 to acceptable in 1996-

97, and for reducing the number of low-
performing schools due to dropouts from 17
to four.

Since the review’s release, HISD has
continued to focus on keeping students in school
and reclaiming those who are not currently
enrolled in school.

HISD is commended for the high quality of
the curriculum guides that were developed
under Project ACCESS and for maintaining a
comprehensive scope and sequence of curricu-
lum guides at the elementary and middle
school levels.

The curriculum alignment project has been
extended into the1997-98 school year with the
appointment of a lead teacher on each campus
who will help teachers interpret and implement
alignment documents currently available on each
campus. This [curriculum alignment] project has
been credited as one of the reasons for the gain
in the district’s TAAS scores.

HISD’s exhaustive review of district reading
instruction using outside expertise gave the
district a solid basis for realistically helping
all students read at grade level.

Teacher training has been completed for
3,333 K-3 teachers. The Balanced Approach to
Reading has been implemented in all elementary
schools. Principals have been trained to success-
Sfully monitor implementation.

This [eurriculum
alignment]
project has been
credited as one
of the reasons for
the gain in the
district’s TAAS
scores.

By volunteering 20 schools to the Perfor-
mance Management System pilot project, the
district signaled its desire to use TAAS results
to improve teaching and educational results.

The district has made available resources
for analyzing and interpreting TAAS scores to all
schools. The district obtained the services of the
Educational Productivity Council to provide the
data and training necessary to understand and
analyze campus data. The principals have found
the information helpful in making program
changes for instructional improvements. This
service will continue in the future and will be
refined to improve the delivery of data and
training to each campus.

HISD is commended for developing a data-
base aligning HISD textbooks to TAAS
objectives and helping classroom teachers
design activities to improve student learning.
At the time of the audit, the database was
distributed on disks to each school. Now the

HISD: A One-Year Progress Report
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The Career and

Technology
Education
department is
seeking ways to
develop a skilled
entry-level
workforce.

database is available on-line via the district’s
intranet. Teachers have now correlated newly-
adopted textbooks to TAAS targets. The curricu-
lum alignment project offers great promise by
providing a common vocabulary and under-
standing among HISD educators.

HISD is commended for providing occupa-
tional training opportunities for students
through career and technology offerings at
magnet high schools.

The Career and Technology Department is
collaborating with other magnet high schools to
integrate work-based learning programs in their
curriculum. Lamar High School and Reagan
High School are among the magnet schools that
also improved their specialized program
offerings with occupationally specific career and
technology courses.

Business and industry partnerships support
the development of quality curriculum,
provide HISD students with work-based
learning opportunities, and reduce the need to
purchase specialized equipment.

The Career and Technology Education
department is seeking ways to combine the
resources of business and industry with career
and technology programs to develop a skilled
entry-level workforce that can move directly into
Jull-time employment and/or pursue studies at a
post-secondary institution.

Since the review’s release, negotiations have
begun with the National Automotive Technicians
Education Foundation, Inc. (NATEF) to imple-

ment the Automotive Youth Educational Systems
(AYES) training program in HISD's Career and
Technology Education programs. Bellaire High
School has been identified as the pilot school in
this venture.

Additionally, Baker-Hughes Oil Tools has
agreed to provide Reagan High School students
advanced work-based learning experiences in
the Machine Shop I course.

By grouping related areas under the Achieve-
ment Institute and raising the status of
curriculum in the superintendent’s cabinet,
the district has recognized the need to coordi-
nate and reinforce curriculum, staff develop-
ment, and student assessment across the
district.

Since the performance review, the Achieve-
ment Institute has continued to pursue its
mission and refine its contributions to the
schools and student achievement through
integrating the functions of curriculum, profes-
sional development, and student assessment.

HISD has dramatically increased its Medicaid
reimbursements since 1993-94 to expand and
improve Special Education programs.

Since the review, the district has decided to
help other districts establish reimbursement
programs specifically tailored to their own
schools. In addition, the district is working with
the state to expand the SHARS/Medicaid
reimbursement opportunities to cover other
services provided to students.
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Appendix A
HISD'’s Ideas For Improving the
Texas School Performance Review

Every public school district faces unique
challenges. That’s why every time the Texas
School Performance Review examines the
operations and practices of a different school
district, the results are different. This fact was
certainly true when TSPR staff was assigned the
state’s largest and the nation’s sixth largest
school district. While TSPR’s review processes
were proven ones, adjusting its methodology to
review how HISD exercised its enormous
reponsibility for thousands of students, staff, and
faculty involved some special challenges.

After nearly two years since the process
began in HISD, TSPR staff asked district
officials and others for their recommendations on
how to improve the review process itself. TSPR
welcomes these ideas. After all, if we accept an
invitation to study a community’s schools and
sound off on ways to improve them, we must be
willing to take some constructive criticism in
return.

There is little doubt from conversations with
district officials that the school performance
review had a significant impact on the way HISD
is doing business today. In hind sight, adminis-
trators and board members alike said that the
review was fair and well presented, and it
changed the way they look at themselves. One
comment regarding food services sums up the
way HISD has used the repor ‘Our focus was
on having a positive fund balance and making
the food nutritious, now it is on quality!”

The one-year review also brought forth
a number of helpful hints from HISD adminis-
trators about how TSPR can do its own job
better — reviewing the reviewers, if you will.
The following is a compendium of comments
from the district’s officials.

* The number of individual information
requests of HISD personnel from TSPR’s

consultants was enormous and in some
cases repetitive. The district controlled
the problem by maintaining its own list
of materials already supplied and simply
telling consultants that the information
they were requesting had already been
provided to them or someone else on the
team. Interestingly, TSPR anticipated this
problem because multiple consulting
teams were working independently, and
had created a database and a library of
gathered data. While the system worked TSPR staff asked
to some degree, the problem persisted, district officials
and there is little doubt that the informa- and others for
tion gathering process needs refinement their recommen-
in future reviews. dations on how to
improve the
At the time of the one-year review, HISD review process
officials notified the Comptroller’s staff itself.
that, in some cases, documents supplied
to the consultants were on loan, and
some of these materials have not yet
been returned. Consultants have been
notified, and the missing documents will
be returned immediately. Since the
Houston review, TSPR established a
workpapers retrieval system, whereby all
workpapers are to be presented to the
Comptroller within two weeks after the
report is released. Any workpapers that
must be returned to the district will be
returned at that point.

HISD staff noted that the recommenda-
tions, especially in the facilities chapter,
were hard for the lay reader to compre-
hend. In some cases, it appeared that the
recommendations were calling for
identical pieces of information. After
discussions with the consultants and
TSPR team, district representatives

HISD: A One-Year Progress Report
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Many indicated

that the six-
month review
actually changed
the way they
were looking at
particular
recommendations,
and significantly
changed how
they approached
implementation
in the second six
months.

understood the different components,
which enabled administrators to address
these issues in the facilities assessment
contract.

District officials expressed concern that
some recommendations appeared to be
repeated in various chapters. For
example, recommendations throughout
the report reference the new human
resource and financial management
systems. The district felt these recom-
mendations could have been consoli-
dated and addressed in one recommenda-
tion or series of recommendations. TSPR
staff believed that addressing the
component recommendations in the
functional areas would help the reader to
understand that the systems could not be
developed in isolation, and that indeed,
systems should be designed to meet the
needs of many functional areas, instead
of the functional areas having to conform
to the system’s capability.

HISD felt strongly that the caliber of the
consulting team was critical to the
overall review. In most of the areas,
HISD thought the consultants were
highly qualified and conducted them-
selves in a most professional manner
throughout the review. HISD’s adminis-
trators, however, thought the consultants
could have benefited from greater
familiarity with Texas law and govern-
mental accounting in general. TSPR staff

will be sensitive to this problem when
selecting consultants for future projects.

District officials also pointed out that the
timing of interviews and on-site observa-
tion of district operations was important.
According to one department, an on-site
visit was conducted during a shift
change, which gave the impression that
more people were assigned to the area
than were normally there during the
remainder of the day. TSPR will be
mindful of this issue as interviews and
visits are scheduled for future reviews.

Several administrators said the six-month
review was extremely helpful, because it
gave them an opportunity to discuss
issues with the TSPR team and ask
questions. In fact, many indicated that
the six-month review actually changed
the way they were looking at particular
recommendations, and significantly
changed how they approached imple-
mentation in the second six months.
They believed it would have been more
beneficial if the discussions that occurred
after six months had been held only three
months after the report was released.
After three months, administrators felt
everyone would have had time to read
and analyze the report and form their
own opinions about how or whether a
recommendation should be implemented.
If requested, TSPR will gladly provide
this service to any district under review.
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