
 

January 27, 2017 

 

TACS LEGISLATIVE UPDATE 

 

It has been a busy week in Austin. I will give you my personal impressions of the various meetings I 

attended and will report more generally on those I was not able to get to.  

 

ESSA: 

I started off the week at a TEA “stakeholder’s meeting” with Commissioner Morath and TEA staff. This 

was the follow-up meeting to the December meeting I reported on in my January 6th Legislative Update, 

and the topic was the Texas state plan for implementation of ESSA. Commissioner Morath discussed his 

“listening tour” of the state and the strategic plans that TEA has subsequently developed. While 

stakeholders at the meeting expressed appreciation for Commissioner Morath’s outreach around the 

state, they expressed deep concern that the ESSA requirement that TEA act as a conduit between the 

legislature and the people as the “convener of stakeholders” is being overlooked. Attendees stressed the 

unique opportunity that ESSA provides for flexibility in assessment and accountability. Commissioner 

Morath noted that he did not draw a “distinct need for discussions on ESSA” since he was already out 

talking to people around the state. Commissioner Morath suggested that since the amount of required 

testing is not reduced under ESSA, he didn’t see the need for stakeholder input. TAMSA pointed out that 

Texas continues to require more tests than required under federal law, that it has high stakes on students 

that are not required by federal law, and that ESSA allows states to explore using different types of tests, 

including nationally normed tests, portfolio assessments, and others. Mark Baxter, Director of Policy and 

Planning at TEA, is the ESSA coordinator and he said that they are planning 6 regional forums at ESCs 

around the state. When they announce times and locations, we will get that information out to you. Those 

will likely take place in March, April, and May. Commissioner Morath noted the tension in the room, and 

hopefully that will spur some real action on this issue. 

 

Vouchers and “School Choice”: 

Monday afternoon, the Coalition for Public Schools convened a Legislative Symposium on Vouchers. The 

national panel featured Dr. Julie Mead from the University of Wisconsin, Madison, Dr. Luis Huerta from 

Columbia University, and Dr. Julian Vasquez-Heilig from California State University. Dr. Mead stressed 

the reasons why public education is “public” and noted the affirmative duty, legislative obligation, and 

mandatory nature of public education in all 50 states. She discussed issues of access and that public 

education is required to “serve all” including ELLs, disabled, GT, strugglers, and all others. Dr. Mead 

discussed the goals of public education that include creating citizens and critical thinkers vital to the 

continuation of a democracy. She also spoke about the Milwaukee voucher program, which is the oldest 

in the nation and was launched in 1990. While it started small and targeted, it has grown exponentially at 

enormous cost to the state of Wisconsin, at the same time that Wisconsin public schools are funded at a 

level 13% below 2011 levels. This is a cautionary tale! Dr. Huerta focused on dispelling myths that 

voucher recipient schools are more effective and efficient than traditional public schools. He cited voucher 

proponents who use the parts of (non peer-reviewed) studies to make their case even when authors 

specifically warn that their findings cannot be used for this purpose. Dr. Vasquez-Heilig gave a compelling 



history of the origins of vouchers. Following the historic case of Brown –vs- the Board of Education, Milton 

Friedman, then Professor of Economics at the University of Chicago, introduced the concept of education 

vouchers. Friedman argued that vouchers would create profit and enable further segregation. The 

American Legal Exchange Coalition (ALEC) has adopted these and other laws proposed by Friedman, 

and they are the source of many anti-public education reforms. Dr. Heilig stressed that vouchers do 

precisely the opposite of what advocates claim. They are not intended to help poor minority students, but 

rather to segregate them while making a profit. Friedman’s goal was to close public schools, and that goal 

is being realized through voucher programs. 

 

The state panel included Kathryn Freeman from the Christian Life Commission, Craig Rothmeier from 

Make Education a Priority, Jolene Sanders, an Austin parent advocate, and Celina Moreno from 

MALDEF. We are fortunate to hear from many of these local advocates frequently so I’ll only highlight a 

bit of their fine presentations. Jolene, the mother an Austin ISD student with special needs, expressed her 

support for inclusion programs that proliferate in Texas public schools. While it is hard work to advocate 

for a child with special needs, she believes in the protections offered by IDEA, which are usually 

rescinded in voucher programs. Celina Moreno from MALDEF reported that 70 local, state, and national 

organizations met recently and created a consensus agenda. Not a single one of the participants 

supports vouchers, ESAs, tax credit scholarships, or other voucher schemes.  

 

On Tuesday, while I was buried in the halls of TEA, Governor Abbott, Lieutenant Governor Patrick, and 

others led a school choice rally. School choice advocates wearing fancy yellow scarves flooded the 

capitol and Governor Abbott promised to sign any school choice legislation that reaches his desk. 

Lieutenant Governor Patrick promised bills creating education savings accounts and tax credit 

scholarships and some school choice bills have already been filed. School choice week has been busy 

and this issue will not be going away any time soon.  

 

Accountability and A-F: 

Wednesday, I spent and long and exhausting day as a parent representative to the Accountability Policy 

Advisory Committee (APAC). The TEA representative leading the conversation noted that our committee 

recommendations on implementation of A-F from the November 2016 meeting were not reflected in the 

approach adopted by the Commissioner. In spite of that, we worked hard on recommendations for this 

year’s implementation and A-F. Among the issues I raised were: 

1. Why does Domain 1 include Level 3 achievement on STAAR when the statute does not require it? I, 

and others, pushed hard for passing to count much more, and for level 3 to be excluded from the system. 

Many agreed except for the education chair from the Austin Chamber whose father was the Executive 

Director for ALEC (https://www.alec.org/issue/education/) for years. Also in his camp was a former Dallas 

Morning News editorial columnist who now works at the Bush Institute that advocates for A-F, vouchers, 

ESAs, and other forms of privatization. Since it was school choice rally day, representatives to APAC from 

Senate Ed and from the Lieutenant Governor’s office were absent. Had they been present, they likely 

would have voted with the Austin Chamber and the Bush Institute. TEA representatives promised to raise 

this concern with the Commissioner. 

2. Why is the growth measure in Domain 2 a “meet the cutoff” or get no credit model? If a student grows 

99% of the 100% required for credit, then none is given. Commissioner Morath discussed his original 

interest in a “growth score model” which would have been more fair, but less transparent. We discussed 

many times the tradeoff between fairness and simplicity or transparency. One APAC member aptly noted 

that we should lean toward fairness, especially since “the simplicity and transparency train left the station 

long ago.”  

3. The APAC representative from the San Antonio ISD school board was vocal on Domain 3 and he 

requested more detail and distinctions between various levels of poverty. The measure used in this 

domain is “free and reduced lunch” but some districts have an average income in this classification of 

$38,000, while others are closer to $8,000. This request for more breakdowns within measures of poverty 

was noted as well. 

https://www.alec.org/issue/education/


4. Commissioner Morath has spoken publicly about the need to revise Domain 4. Elementary and middle 

schools need additional measures other than attendance (or chronic absenteeism) in that domain. 

Andrew Kim, Superintendent of Comal ISD, advocated getting rid of the attendance measure, but that 

would then bring standardized testing back up to 90% of the accountability rating which contravenes the 

intention of the law. Dr. Greg Smith, Superintendent of Clear Creek ISD suggested perhaps adding 

teacher retention, and we all brainstormed other measures to include in Domain 4. We were told that TEA 

moved to “chronic absenteeism” since the range between districts on attendance was small as so many 

are above 90%. This prompted one of my outbursts asking if the goal of the system is to see if districts 

and schools are doing their job or rather to sort and punish them. This prompted no reply. 

5. I also expressed concern that dual credit classes don’t count unless a student has taken 12 credits, 

where only 1 AP or IB class is needed to generate credit in this domain. I suggested this discriminates 

against small and rural schools. Randy Willis, Superintendent of Granger ISD spoke up throughout the 

day in support of rural schools and pointed out which policies and interpretations put rural schools at a 

disadvantage. 

6. HD Chambers, Superintendent of Alief ISD, spoke in favor of adding a measure of how well districts do 

improving performance of students who have been in a district for 4 years. He has done research to show 

that Alief is far more successful improving performance of the students who have been in its care longer. 

Clearly everyone wants to improve performance for all students, but to punish districts for students who 

have only been in their system very briefly is unfair and not a good measure. We will keep a look out for 

system changes that may address this issue. 

 

All of this is just a sampling of the issues discussed at the APAC meeting. Of course, the Commissioner is 

under no obligation to heed the advice of the committee, but since he has promised to revise the system 

of A-F that the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, and Senate Education Committee Chair all have promised 

to keep, it was worth all the discussion possible to influence changes that could lead to a fairer system for 

districts, schools, and students.  

 

School Finance: 

Also this week, Jane Nelson, Chair of the Senate Finance Committee, has been convening daily finance 

committee meetings. On Monday, she announced creation of a subcommittee to address school finance. 

Senator Larry Taylor was named chair of the subcommittee and Senator Nelson encouraged him to “start 

with a clean slate, and look at how to fix the system.” Subcommittee members include: 

Senator Larry Taylor: Chair 

Senator Paul Bettencourt 

Senator Brian Birdwell 

Senator Kelly Hancock 

Senator Juan "Chuy" Hinojosa 

Senator Kel Seliger 

Senator Royce West 

 

There will be a joint meeting of the Senate Education Committee and this Senate Finance Workgroup on 

School Finance this morning (Friday, January 27) at 9:15am. You can watch 

here http://www.senate.state.tx.us/av-live.php. 

 

Senate Education Bills: 

Here is a list of bills that have been referred to the Senate Education Committee. None has yet been 

heard, but if you want to get an idea of what education issues the Senate is focused on, please click 

here: http://www.capitol.state.tx.us/Reports/Report.aspx?ID=committee&LegSess=85R&Code=C530 

 

Grant Funding for Juvenile Case Managers: 

This week, TACS received a call from the Governor’s office about a program offering grant funding for 

juvenile case managers. The Governor’s office has allocated $6,000,000 in grant money for school 

http://www.senate.state.tx.us/av-live.php
http://www.capitol.state.tx.us/Reports/Report.aspx?ID=committee&LegSess=85R&Code=C530


districts to use to hire, train, and purchase supplies for juvenile case managers who will focus on reducing 

truancy. The case managers can be new hires or existing district truancy officers. The grant application is 

open for three more weeks and they have had very few applicants to date. If you are interested in 

applying for one of these grants, the links below explain the program and link to the application. 

https://egrants.gov.texas.gov/FileDirectory/TP-Truancy_Prevention_Announce-com_PY18.pdf 

http://texaseducatorsvote.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/TPI-Funding-Availability.pdf 

 

 

Thank you for your attention to this lengthy update! 

 

Regards, 

 

Laura Yeager  

TACS Governmental Relations 

https://egrants.gov.texas.gov/FileDirectory/TP-Truancy_Prevention_Announce-com_PY18.pdf
http://texaseducatorsvote.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/TPI-Funding-Availability.pdf

