
 

April 26, 2018 
 
TACS Legislative Update 
 
Last week’s multiple education-related hearings had public education advocates sprinting from one to the 
next. A wide variety of important issues were discussed, including school funding, A-F accountability, 
Hurricane Harvey, cyberbullying, and tax policy. I’ll highlight some key nuggets and implications for you 
below.  
 
House Public Education Committee Hearing (Wednesday, April 18) 
Chairman Dan Huberty convened the House Public Education Committee for a hearing to monitor and 
oversee the implementation of three bills passed in the 2017 legislative session. Invited panels of 
knowledgeable experts spoke on each issue and public testimony was so light that Chairman Huberty 
announced that witnesses would have 5 minutes to speak instead of the usual three. That may have been 
a first!  
 
HB 21 – School Finance 
Leo Lopez, Chief School Finance Officer at TEA, spoke about the implementation of HB 21. He said that 
130 school districts received hardship grants for FY 2018, with an average amount of $769,231 and a 
median grant award of $324,509. The smallest grant was for $364 to Hallsburg ISD and the largest was 
$10 million for Prosper ISD. As per legislation, grants totaled $100 million for FY 2018, and will total $50 
million for FY 2019. No application is or was necessary, as calculations are made for all districts and all 
eligible districts will receive a grant. 
 
He also reported that starting in FY 2019, some charter schools will begin receiving facilities 
funding based on the state average debt service tax rate for districts (estimated at 21 cents) or a rate 
that will deliver $60 million in additional funding to charters statewide. Funding is currently estimated at 
approximately $200 per student ADA but is subject to change. 
 
Associate TEA Commissioner, Monica Martinez, spoke about the autism and dyslexia grants created 
under HB 21. She explained that the bill states that ten $1 million grants will be awarded for each - autism 
and dyslexia. They will be renewable for a second year, bringing total grants of $2 million to each 
awardee over the biennium and total expenditures of $40 million. TEA received about 50 applications for 
the dyslexia grants and 30 applications for the autism grants and TEA is currently reviewing applications.  
 
TACS superintendents Kevin Chisum, from Guthrie CSD and Donna Hale, from Miami ISD testified and 
thanked the committee for providing much-needed hardship grants. They were both engaging and 
compelling witnesses and they exemplified effective advocacy.  
 
Since I sprinkle in editorial comments to keep you awake, I’ll note that charters are getting $60 million a 
year for facilities while they represent about 5% of Texas students. In contrast, an estimated 20% of 
students are dyslexic, but those programs will be getting only $10 million a year and no additional 
weighted funding. It seems to be a glaring inequity. Thanks again to Chairman Huberty who tried mightily 
last session to get more funding to help dyslexic students.  
  
Update on Hurricane Harvey 



Commissioner Morath made a presentation about Hurricane Harvey’s implications for public education, 
financial and otherwise. He said that 60 counties are included in Governor Abbott’s disaster proclamation 
and over 1.9 million students attend public schools in those 60 counties. Of those, 1.4 million were 
directly affected by the storm. He enumerated the actions TEA has taken to support students in these 
districts including eliminating the required third test administration for 5th and 8th grade STAAR, and 
waiving the related requirement for grade placement committees for affected students in those areas. 
Districts will have discretion about grade advancement for those students. No such action was taken for 
high school students to alleviate state-imposed requirements for passing EOCs to graduate.  
 
Commissioner Morath also stated that TEA has been gathering data on student displacement, facilities 
disruption, and staff displacements and will use findings to determine whether to issue grades for affected 
campuses and districts. He also reported that TEA has requested a USDOE waiver for rating certain 
campuses and districts where students have been displaced. Commissioner Morath said that districts will 
learn whether their district and/or specific campuses will be graded sometime in June. He hinted that 
many Harvey affected campuses will not be rated, possibly in the 4 digits. His timeline fits with a comment 
he made earlier about not wanting to exempt any campuses, districts, or students from the high stakes 
associated with state standardized exams before testing occurred as he feared it might encourage 
teachers not to teach and students not to learn. It saddens me to think our leaders have so little faith in 
Texas educators and students. It also concerns me that he is unaware of the vast research showing the 
effectiveness of intrinsic motivation and the limits of motivating through fear.  
 
Commissioner Morath also mentioned that TEA is working with the Higher Education Coordinating Board 
and the Health and Human Services Commission on the Hurricane Harvey Task Force on School Mental 
Health Supports to help address mental health needs at Texas schools. One way to alleviate some 
additional stress would have been to announce in advance that these campuses and districts would be 
given a reprieve, after what they’ve been through this year.  
 
SB 179 – “David’s Law” on Cyberbullying 
Leo Lopez reported that TEA is working with Health and Human Services on a new website that will be 
active in May. Chairman Huberty asked several questions about how the new guidelines in the bill are 
being introduced and whether there is funding to train counselors on their expanded responsibilities under 
the law. This led to a discussion of mental health and the rising rate of teen suicide in Texas and around 
the country. Chairman Huberty and Vice-Chair Bernal cited statistics showing that suicide is the second 
leading cause of death for people aged 10-24 and it its incidence is on the rise. Matt and Maureen Molak, 
the parents of David Molak, in honor of whom the bill was passed, testified about the positive feedback 
they have received from the schools and service centers they have worked with to help implement the law 
and they talked about the importance of teaching digital citizenship in schools. The Molaks reported that 
West Virginia and Maryland are working to adopt similar laws.  
 
HB 22 – A-F Accountability System  
Last but not least, we got to everyone’s favorite topic – the new A-F accountability system. Commissioner 
Morath presented his policy decisions for implementation of the rating system and he reminded the 
committee that district A-F ratings will be issued in August of 2018 and A-F campus ratings are scheduled 
to be unveiled in August of 2019. “What if” campus grades should be released in January 2019. 
Commissioner Morath proposed delaying the A-F district ratings until November. I can’t help but wonder if 
that could be related to the upcoming elections….and the backlash he anticipates from district ratings that 
will be based on his policy decisions.  
 
I’m not going to revisit the nitty-gritty details of the horrid system this week, but will note some points that 
got my attention. Commissioner Morath acknowledged that in past accountability systems, scores aligned 
closely with poverty (.7) but that this new system aligns slightly less with poverty (.47). I still find it absurd 
that we would rate districts, schools, teachers, and students based on a measure that is directly related to 
income level. If the goal were to improve education, we would allocate more money to alleviating poverty 
and to education, instead of more tests and confusing accountability systems. 
 
The panel of invited testimony included HD Chambers, superintendent of Alief ISD, Dr. Keith Haffey, 



Executive Director of Accountability and Research for Spring Branch ISD, and Dee Carney, Associate at 
Moak, Casey & Associates. Superintendent Chambers praised a few key parts of the new system – a 
reduction from 5 to 3 domains, inclusion of some non-test based indicators for high school and districts, 
and the possibility of using local accountability systems. Some of the concerns he raised included the 
decision for graduation to only count for 20%, while STAAR and CCMR count for 40% each; limited credit 
for substitute assessments, growth, and CTE coherent sequences; and complete reliance on STAAR for 
elementary and middle schools. He stated that unless Texas starts aligning resources (aka funding) with 
expectations, there is no realistic way for schools to meet the state’s ambitious 60X30 goals. He has 
encouraged the legislature (and the commission) to try to figure out what it would actually cost to give 
Texas educators a chance to meet their goals.  
 
Dr. Haffey, an ATAC member who also serves as a liaison to APAC, expressed many of the same 
concerns, and also suggested including non-test based indicators for elementary and middle schools that 
would diversify from STAAR. They both said that local accountability systems will only be of value if they 
are truly local, and not dictated by TEA. 
 
Dee Carney began her testimony expressing that “implementation decisions matter a lot, especially when 
allocating grades.” She modeled the new system and compared it to the current system that identified 
354 “IR” elementary campuses and 7800 “met standard” ones. In comparison, there would be 538 “F” and 
1200 “D”. She also demonstrated that using STAAR as the only measure, as the Commissioner intends 
to do for elementary and middle schools, it will be much harder for a campus or district to excel.  
 
Chairman Huberty asked why the recommendations of experts on APAC and ATAC were not adopted in 
regard to counting graduation at least equal with STAAR and CCMR. Commissioner Morath replied that 
TEA held focus groups around the state and got feedback from various groups. Again Chairman Huberty 
asked if experts agreed that graduation should count for more, why is it counting for a lower percentage. 
The Commissioner replied that “we” have a goal of continuous improvement for educators and students. 
Chairman Huberty asked who “we” was, and Commissioner Morath answered “I.” This exchange and the 
decisions made demonstrate the enormous amount of power given to the commissioner under the 
adopted version of HB 22. Moak Casey’s written submission states “The absence of a clear explanation 
for the state’s decision to minimize graduation rates leads us to wonder if TEA leadership is concerned 
about the appearance of having “too many” high schools earning “A” ratings. By reducing the value of 
graduation, fewer high schools will earn “A” ratings.  
 
I testified as a parent member of APAC and raised 5 concerns. 1. Overreliance on STAAR, 2. The low 
weight given to graduation, 3. Devaluing dual credit relative to AP and IB (and the discriminatory effect 
that will have on TACS districts) 4. Limits on the use of substitute assessments, 5. The limited value given 
to CTE coherent sequences. My conclusion was that the system is not being designed to measure what 
is happening in Texas public schools, but rather to devalue anything that is going well, in order to 
discredit public education and build support for vouchers and privatization of education.  
 
I am confident that Chairman Huberty and his committee will continue to fight for public education, 
assuming the new speaker keeps him in charge of the committee and staffs the committee with 
representatives who support public education. Making sure your staff and community understand the 
importance of voting in upcoming May and November elections for candidates who support public 
education will be pivotal to making this happen. Voting matters.  
 
Texas Commission on Public School Finance (Thursday, April 19) 
The Texas Commission of Public School Finance met all day to hear all about tax policy. I was amazed to 
find the discussion extremely interesting. Perhaps it was because I was watching and listening while 
participating in spin class, walking my dogs, and making dinner, but the discussion of how a state 
expresses its policy priorities through tax policy had me at the edge of my (bicycle) seat. To boil 8 hours 
of tax discussions down - what and how you tax reflects your priorities. No shocker. 
 
Texas Commission on Public School Finance – Expenditures Working Group (Friday, April 20) 
The subcommittee heard testimony on the Cost of Education Index (CEI), Compensatory Education, and 



the Transportation Allotment. Dr. Lori Taylor from The Bush School at Texas A&M described different 
approaches to measuring the cost of education, including measuring the cost of living versus measuring 
the cost of attracting educators to different areas of the state. She suggested that both small rural and 
large urban districts would likely benefit from an updating of the index, while mid-size schools are getting 
a good deal now and might not like changes they could see. During the Comp Ed discussion, Dee Carney 
of Moak, Casey & Associates highlighted the importance of including additional measures of poverty 
beyond free and reduced lunch counts in order to understand the full picture and range of student needs.  
 
I am almost as exhausted from recounting these meetings as I was watching them, so I’ll bring this to a 
close. I can’t end without reminding you how important it is to remain engaged with your local and state 
elected officials and to encourage your staff and community to do the same. The policies we get are 
determined by who sits in the leadership positions here in Austin. And they get to occupy those seats 
because of eligible citizens voting or not voting.  
 
Ross Ramsey from the Texas Tribune recently wrote these words of wisdom: “Here’s a simple political 
maxim: If you don’t vote, you don’t matter. You don’t have power until or unless you exercise it. …Nothing 
happens to politicians who ignore non-voters, unless they get so far off road that those people become 
voters. In the meantime, ignoring non-voters gives them more time to listen to the other voters and to the 
interest groups that might or might not have things going in the direction you'd like things to go. The 
people who got into office when those folks weren't voting would generally prefer that those folks stick to 
their habits — forever. They didn't need them to get where they are, and new entries into the game are 
potentially threatening to their careers. Want to protect them? Stay home. Watch TV. Mind your flower 
bed or your video game. Nobody cares what you do if you don't vote.”  
 
Enough said! 
 
Respectfully, 
 
Laura Yeager 
TACS Governmental Relations 

 


