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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Executive Summary

ver the past two decades, U.S. states have developed education
Oaccountability frameworks to ensure students have access to
opportunities for success after graduation. These efforts vary; some states
emphasize academic indicators like test scores, while others focus on
career and technical education or work-based learning. Texas policymakers
developed the A-F Accountability System with an emphasis on preparing
students for the future through new College, Career, and Military Readiness
(CCMR) indicators. What began in 2013 with a flexible graduation structure
and reduced testing has evolved into a multifaceted rating system shaped
by legislative directives, ongoing input from advisory committees, shifting
workforce demands, and a changing understanding of postsecondary
success. While the system has been refined, its evolution has not been linear;
it has faced disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic and misalignments
between policy vision and implementation.

Understanding these frameworks is crucial for policy- Key Findings

makers, advocacy groups, school districts, and commu- . . .
. L . L The findings are organized into three parts correspond-
nity organizations, as they shape educational priorities . .
. . ing to our research questions:
and resource allocation and define readiness for college

and careers. These metrics also help identify disparities .
P yasp Part 1. How the accountability system, and

in opportunities and achievements across student pop- o
PP pop specifically the CCMR framework, were developed

ulations, targeting efforts to promote equity in access

to CCMR opportunities and postsecondary outcomes. 1. The development of Texas’ accountability system
This study investigates Texas’ accountability land- was driven by federal mandates and implemented
scape, focusing on the development and impact of the by the Texas Legislature, the Texas Education
state’s CCMR standards—a key component of the A-F Agency (TEA), and advisory committees. However,
Accountability System. We employed a mixed-methods there was a disconnect between the TEA and its
approach to examine how the CCMR accountability advisory committees regarding the integration of
system has evolved and the resulting changes for school feedback, leading to perceptions that stakeholder
districts and students. input was overlooked.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

2. The state mandated transparency in the 1. For policymakers:

development process; however, complexities often X . .
. . . a. Create guardrails to guide the design and
hindered clarity, particularly for CCMR. . L.
refinement of the accountability system, providing

3. Continuous disruptions occurred during clarity while allowing flexibility.

the implementation and refinement of the

accountability system, especially with evolving 2. For TEA/CCMR advisory committees:

CCMR indicators a. Define and formalize the decision-making process,
ensuring communication and engagement with all
Part 2. Whether the system considered equity stakeholders.
1. The new system aimed to identify metrics b. Support research to evaluate how effectively
recognizing various postsecondary pathways, current CCMR indicators connect to postsecondary
creating a broader definition of readiness. outcomes.

2. Equity discussions were present during policy ; )
L. ) Close persistent equity gaps.
development, but achieving targeted equity goals

was not a primary concern in the finalized policy. While there has been a commitment to equity, this
focus has often been sidelined by concerns about sim-
Part 3. How changes affected school districts plicity and compliance. Addressing the needs of specif-
and students ic student groups in new systems or metrics can help

reduce disparities.
1. The percentage of students deemed College,

Career, and Military (CCM) ready (CCMR rates) 1. For policymakers:
immediately declined after the A-F Accountability a. Embed equity and opportunity into accountability
System was implemented in 2017, then increased
from 2018 to 202 3. However, statewide CCMR

rates remain at or below pre-2017 levels.

by addressing disparities in CCMR access, aiming to
close gaps that remain after 10 years of the A-F system.

2. For TEA/CCMR advisory committees:

2. Urban/suburban and non-metro/rural districts o )
a. Include all opportunities for readiness at the local

were affected differently by accountability policy . .
. .. . level, such as work-based learning and dual-credit
changes, with non-metro/rural districts showing

L . . options already available in districts.
more variation but higher overall readiness rates. p Y

3. Differences in CCMR rates across demographic b. Support research on effective strategies for creating
groups remained consistent, with emergent inclusive systems for students needing extra support.
bilingual students and those receiving special c. Invest in targeted postsecondary supports for

education services experiencing the greatest gains historically underserved students

after policy changes.

Recommendations

Based on these findings, we propose evidence-based
recommendations for policymakers and stakeholders:

Strengthen and formalize the process for development
and refinement of accountability systems.

Our research highlighted the need for a system that is
accessible and transparent while supporting various
stakeholders. The design and implementation process
included frequent indicator changes and setbacks that

could have been avoided.
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INTRODUCTION

Introduction

tates have been defining and implementing accountability frameworks

for postsecondary readiness to ensure students are prepared for life after
graduation. Some states focus on academic indicators, while others include
career and technical education and work-based learning. These frameworks
shape educational priorities, influence resource allocation, and signal to
students what it means to be “ready” for college or careers. Additionally,
these frameworks help identify gaps in opportunities, making them essential
tools for promoting educational equity and guiding systemic improvement.
Accountability frameworks are not static; they evolve in response to
changing workforce and labor market needs.

In this study, we investigated Texas’ evolving ac- comprise the A-F Accountability System, established
countability landscape, which incorporates multiple in 2017. Texas’ evolving college, career, and military
measurement areas (i.e., Student Achievement, School readiness (CCMR) standards—a key component of
Progress, and Closing the Gaps?'), that reflect aspects the accountability system—have had implications for
of school or district performance. These measures school districts’ and students’ readiness rates across
ultimately set the campus and district ratings that the state.

What is College, Career, and Military Readiness (CCMR)?

In Texas, CCMR refers to efforts to ensure high school graduates are prepared to either attend college, enter the workforce,
or serve in the military. CCMR is also a key component of the state’s accountability system and is an

important determinant of how schools and school districts are graded.

1 The Student Achievement domain evaluates performance across all
subjects for all students, CCMR indicators, and graduation rates.
The School Progress domain shows how students perform over
time and how a school’s performance compares to other schools
with similar economically disadvantaged student populations.
The Closing the Gaps domain focuses on how well a school or
district is ensuring that all student groups are successful.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last decade, CCMR has become a critical part 2. How were equity considerations discussed and

of Texas’ education landscape, influencing students’ incorporated into the new accountability system
postsecondary paths and school preparation (Barton and its CCMR components?

etal., 2022). However, minimal research exists on 3. How were changes in CCMR policy associated with
the system’s development, its effects on students and the number and proportion of students deemed
schools, and whether equity implications were consid- “prepared” for postsecondary life? Did these

ered during policy changes. Using a2 mixed-method ap- changes affect students equitably across school
proach, our study examined the system’s evolution and districts and demographics?

how it related to CCMR rates for Texas students and

By examining the evolution and impact of Texas’ ac-
districts. We combined qualitative analyses of legisla- Y 5 P

countability framework and embedded CCMR indica-

tive documents and TEA meeting minutes with quan- L. .
& d tors, this study offers insights for policymakers, educa-

titative analyses of TEA data on CCMR trends across o . .

o . tors, and stakeholders striving to design more equitable
school districts and student demographics to answer .
. . and effective systems.
the following questions:

1. What guided the development and shift to Texas’
new accountability system (i.e., new domains and
the A-F Accountability System)? Specifically, how

did the CCMR component evolve over time?

Who Remains ‘College, Career, and Military Ready’ in the Context of a Shifting Accountability Framework? H



BACKGROUND

Background

The History of Texas’ Postsecondary
Accountability Frameworks

Over the past couple of decades, a series of federal
educational policies, including No Child Left Behind
(2002), Race to the Top (2009), and the Every Student
Succeeds Act (2015), significantly influenced the
education culture in the United States, shaping prac-
tices and attitudes toward teaching, learning, and
accountability in schools (Cawelti, 2006; Douglass et
al., 2018). These laws sparked national movements

to build accountability systems that tracked student
performance, disaggregated data based on race, gen-
der, and socioeconomic backgrounds, and incentiv-
ized improvements (Henig, 2013; McDermott, 2011).
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) era established a
test-centric culture, with standardized tests becoming
the dominant measure of school success, a legacy that
still impacts education systems (Douglass et al., 2018;
Guilfoyle, 2006). NCLB is crucial for comprehending
states’ accountability frameworks, as it was the first pol-
icy to set specific benchmarks and require demographic
breakdowns of performance data, making disparities in
educational opportunities and outcomes more visible
(Lee & Orfield, 2006).

In 2015, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) aimed
to address the punitive nature and “teaching to the
test” culture created by NCLB. ESSA reduced federal
oversight, granting states more autonomy in setting
goals and determining accountability measures (Weiss
& McGuinn, 2016). Although Texas had established

its own accountability mechanisms prior to NCLB

and ESSA, these federal laws introduced new require-
ments and pressures that reshaped state policies. In the

1990s, Texas’ first accountability system began with the
Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS), which
assigned letter grades to schools and districts based

on standardized test scores, and utilized the Texas
Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) to evaluate
student performance (Alford, 2001). This early system
focused on testing without considering factors like stu-
dent demographics or socioeconomic status.

To expand beyond standardized testing, the AEIS

was reintroduced in 2004 with new metrics to mea-
sure achievement gaps across diverse student groups.
This system included graduation rates, attendance
rates, and yearly progress in academic achievement.
The TAAS test was replaced by the Texas Assessment
of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) standardized test
around this time as well (Alford, 2001). In 2012, Texas
aligned its assessments with federal requirements

and transitioned to the State of Texas Assessments of
Academic Readiness (STAAR), a standardized test tied
to federal benchmarks.

Over the last decade, as ESSA allowed states more
flexibility in designing accountability measures, Texas
rapidly expanded and refined its systems for captur-
ing students’ postsecondary readiness. Texas’ CCMR
initiatives significantly transformed the landscape with
new laws, frameworks, and measures that emphasized
college and career readiness metrics, offering students
multiple options to demonstrate CCMR.

As we discuss the development of the new account-
ability system and its focus on CCMR, we will cover
several key indicators used in the accountability system.
Table 1 provides definitions for these indicators.

Rice University | Houston Education Research Consortium



BACKGROUND

Key indicators for CCMR in Texas

e )

ACT/SAT

The two most widely recognized standardized
tests for college admissions in the United States.
These tests are often used to assess readiness for
college coursework, gain entrance to four-year
institutions, and/or obtain scholarships.

AP (Advanced Placement)

A program administered by the College Board
that offers students the opportunity to take
advanced-level courses and examinations in six
academic areas: arts, English, history and social
sciences, mathematics and computer science,
sciences, and world language. Students can earn
college credit by completing these courses.

CTE (career and technical education)

High school courses that focus on the skills and
knowledge required for specific jobs or fields.
CTE programs combine academic learning with
career-oriented skills essential for connecting
students to the labor market.

IB (International Baccalaureate)

A nonprofit educational foundation that provides
three programs for students aged 3 to 19, aimed
at developing the intellectual, personal, emotion-
al, and social skills needed to thrive in a rapidly
globalizing world.

IBC (industry-based certification)

A third-party credential that verifies an individ-
ual’s knowledge and skills in a specific industry
based on established standards. It serves as a for-
mal, standardized method for employers to assess
the qualifications of potential hires, demonstrat-
ing that a person possesses the practical skills
and knowledge required for a specific job.

IEP (individualized education program)

For children eligible for special education ser-
vices, an IEP includes information identifying
the student’s disability, strengths, areas of need,
goals, and the special education and related ser-
vices necessary for success. Schools must imple-
ment the IEP once completed.

OnRamps

Offers college credit opportunities through
dual-enrollment courses designed by faculty at
the University of Texas at Austin. Students can
enroll through a partnered school or district to
earn credit on a UT Austin transcript.

State standardized assessments
Criterion-referenced achievement tests that
measure how well a student has learned and

can apply defined knowledge and skills at each
tested grade level. The Texas Assessment of
Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) program was used
until 2011 and was replaced by the State of Texas
Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR) pro-
gram in 2012 to measure academic achievement,
although TAKS scores continued to be used to
assess postsecondary readiness until 2017.

TSIA (Texas Success Initiative Assessment)
Designed to help Texas public institutions of
higher education determine whether students
are ready for entry-level college coursework in
English Language Arts and Reading (ELAR) and
mathematics. Students scoring at or above the
benchmarks are considered “college ready” and
eligible to enroll in any entry-level college course
without remediation.

Who Remains ‘College, Career, and Military Ready’ in the Context of a Shifting Accountability Framework?



BACKGROUND

Shifts in Texas’ accountability system

Index Accountability System (before 2018) A-F Accountability System (2018-present)

Indexes:

® Student achievement: whether students

approach grade-level performance

® Student progress: measures progress from year

to year

® Closing performance gaps: emphasizes

high achievement among economically
disadvantaged students and the lowest-
performing students

B Postsecondary readiness: measures how well

campuses prepare students for postsecondary
success

Performance ratings:
B Met standard

® Improvement required

Domains:

® Student achievement: evaluates performance

across all subjects for all students, CCMR
indicators, and graduation rates

B School progress: shows how students perform

over time and how the school’s performance
compares to other schools with similar
economically disadvantaged populations

— Part A - Academic growth

— Part B - Relative performance

® Closing performance gaps: assesses how well
a school or district ensures success for all

student groups
Performance ratings:
® A - Exemplary performance
B B - Recognized performance
B C - Acceptable performance
® D - Needs improvement

B F - Unacceptable performance

Building Their Own System: The A-F
Accountability System and CCMR Initiatives

Beginning in 2013, Texas developed its accountability
system, reflecting broader shifts in educational prior-
ities. Initially focused on standardized test scores and
academic achievement, the system evolved with the
introduction of the A-F Accountability Rating System,
which takes a more holistic view of student success
beyond academics. The system currently evaluates
schools and districts within three domains: Student
Achievement, School Progress, and Closing the Gaps.
Schools and districts receive a letter grade from A-F,
indicating their performance across all domains. This
policy took effect during the 2018-2019 school year,
though it had been conceived and developed since
2013. Legislation required the TEA to report what per-
formance would have been for the 2017-2018 school
year if the A-F rating system had been in place. See
Table 2 for marked shifts in this system before and after
policy changes.

While “Postsecondary Readiness” was removed as

a core domain, postsecondary indicators, particu-

larly through CCMR initiatives, were expanded and
became part of all three domains. Unlike the larger
system, CCMR indicators have been continually added,
dropped, refined, and updated to align with workforce
needs. As the A-F system evolved, it prioritized specific
indicators of college and career readiness and expanded
the ways students can be deemed CCM ready. In 2023,
the A-F Refresh? updated the domains with new cut
scores, refined methodologies for measuring academ-
ic growth, and an expanded list of CCMR indicators
based on feedback from discussions with school district
administrators, regional education service centers, leg-
islative offices, and community members. This refresh
aimed to maintain and enhance the system's rigor, fair-
ness, and transparency in evaluating performance.

2 The A-F Accountability System intended to keep the same
calculations and cut scores in place for up to 5 consecutive
years, without annual adjustments, to support more consistent
year-over-year performance comparisons. The 2023 A-F Refresh
is the first iteration of the A-F Accountability System refreshes
scheduled to happen every 5 years.
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METHODOLOGY

Methodology

o answer the research questions, we used a mixed-methods approach

for data collection and analysis. By conducting extensive document
analysis of Texas Legislature and TEA records, combined with statistical
analyses of district and individual-level data from the TEA, we gained deeper
insights into 1) the development of the accountability system, with specific
attention to CCMR standards over time; 2) how equity considerations
influenced the system’s development; and 3) how changes affected CCMR
rates across districts and among different student groups.

Our analyses focused on the period from 2014 to 2024, | change implementation years.? These documents in-

capturing the development and implementation of cluded state government reports, TEA advisory com-
the A-F Accountability System. We included the most mittee meeting summaries, legislative bill summaries,
recent publicly available CCMR rates for students (the and legislative reports. We also collected legislative bills
2023 graduating cohort) to calculate A-F accountabil- related to CCMR and the accountability system to trian-

ity for the 2023-2024 school year, reflecting the 2023 gulate data sources during the 2014-2024 period.

accountability refresh.
Y To analyze these documents, we employed an inductive

Qualitative Data Sources and Analysis research approach using a two-cycle coding method.
Two researchers coded all relevant documents and

In the first phase, we conducted document and nar- grouped them by accountability year. First, coders iden-
rative analyses to understand how the CCMR system tified relevant topics or discussions related to chang-
developed over time and whether equity considerations | esin the accountability system. Second, researchers
were made. Documents for this analysis were selected mapped considerations around major accountability
from 2014 to 2024 to align with major accountability domains (e.g., Student Achievement, Closing the Gaps)

3 A note regarding accountability metrics and legislative sessions by
year: Each accountability year (and respective TEA accountability
manual) aligns with the end of each school year. For example, the
2018 accountability year uses metrics from July 2017 to June
2018. The Texas Legislature meets every 2 years on odd-numbered
years for 140 days. Typically, a law that has passed during the
session becomes law 90 days after the end of the session, or on the
effective date stated within the bill’s text. If a bill is signed by the
governor before the end of the legislative session, it can become
law immediately. For the time covered in this study, five legislative
sessions occurred: the 84th in 2015, the 85th in 2017, the 86th in
2019, the 87th in 2021, and the 88th in 2023.

Who Remains ‘College, Career, and Military Ready’ in the Context of a Shifting Accountability Framework? n



METHODOLOGY

by accountability year. This refined coding highlight- The key findings from this study were organized into
ed shifts in the system and the growing prevalence three distinct parts corresponding to the research ques-
of CCMR. After identifying patterns and categories, tions guiding this research:

researchers produced memos to organize findings and

. . Part 1. Development of the accountability system
build a narrative. . . .
and CCMR framework: This section summarizes

Quantitative Data Sources and Analysis findings regarding the rnotivajci'ons behind the de\‘zel—
opment of the new accountability standards, partic-

To understand how changes in the accountability sys- ularly TEA’s response to legislative changes while

tem related to CCMR rates across Texas, we collected maintaining simplicity and transparency.

data from the Texas Academic Performance Reports

(TAPR) for 2014-2022 by district. We also used individ-

ual-level data from TEA’s Public Education Information

Part 2. Consideration of equity: This section ex-
amines whether the system considered multiple
th to CCMR and their implicati fi it
Management System (PEIMS) for the same period. . Way§ ° an il 1ca'1 1ons tor equity
among different student demographic groups.

The first step in the quantitative analysis involved a
P d Y Part 3. Impact on school districts and students: This

descriptive analysis of state, district, and individual-lev-
P Y section analyzes trends in CCMR rates to under-

el data. We calculated overall and subgroup summary
statistics of CCMR rates; these helped identify trends
over time and differences across districts and student

stand how accountability changes affected school
districts and various student groups across Texas.

subgroups. Researchers then estimated a discontinuous
growth model to examine how changes in the account-
ability system and the COVID-19 pandemic were
associated with CCMR rates. The analysis included 980
districts with complete information over 9 years, total-
ing 8,678 observations. Results from this model helped
identify how CCMR policy changes over time relate to
CCMR rates, independent of district characteristics or
demographic composition.

Bridging the Qualitative and Quantitative
Analyses

We integrated the qualitative and quantitative com-
ponents of our study to explore what changed in the
CCMR framework and how those changes mattered.
Research team meetings served as structured analytic
spaces to compare findings across methods, interro-
gate contradictions, and refine insights. We mapped
policy developments over time against evident shifts in
CCMR rates from our descriptive analyses. This trian-
gulation allowed us to consider changes in CCMR rate
trends within broader policy developments and deci-
sion-making processes by the TEA. Our collaborative
mixed-methods approach deepened our understanding
of how system-level shifts translated into real changes

for students.
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PART 1

Part 1: What Guided the
Development of the A-F

Accountability

System and

its CCMR Indicators?

In mapping the development of the A-F Accountability System, we reviewed
the last decade of CCMR-related bills that became law and analyzed how
the TEA and advisory committees responded. Our analyses showed that

Texas’ accountability system and its CCMR indicators were influenced by
federal mandates (i.e., NCLB and ESSA), shaped by the goal of maintaining

transparency and fairness, and adjusted in response to major disruptions

like the COVID-19 pandemic.

Key Finding 1

The development of Texas’ new accountability
system was driven by state legislation in
response to federal mandates and was
implemented by the Texas Legislature, the
Texas Education Agency (TEA), and TEA
advisory committees; however, there was an
evident disconnect between the TEA and its
advisory committees, reflecting an erosion of
trust and collaboration.

Drafting a new Texas accountability system
through legislation

The changes to Texas’ accountability system and CCMR
indicators were driven by federal expectations from the
transition between NCLB and ESSA and actions taken
by the Texas Legislature. The signing of ESSA in 2015
intensified efforts to revamp the state’s accountability
system, granting states more control over changes with-
in expected parameters. Beginning in 2013, House Bill

Who Remains ‘College, Career, and Military Ready’ in the Context of a Shifting Accountability Framework?

5 (HB 5)*laid the groundwork for the accountability
system and caused a pivotal shift in Texas high school
education by introducing a flexible graduation struc-
ture with multiple endorsement pathways,® reducing
the number of required state assessments, replacing the
existing curriculum with the Foundation High School
Program (FHSP),% and emphasizing postsecondary
readiness. This plan allowed students to tailor course-
work to their career or academic interests, highlighting
CCMR, contrasting with the previous system that pri-
oritized uniform academic rigor and standardized test
scores. HB S expanded the definition of postsecondary
readiness by recognizing multiple pathways besides

4 House Bill 5, passed by the 83rd Texas Legislature in 2013,
restructured high school graduation requirements by introducing
the Foundation High School Program (FHSP) with career-focused
endorsements, reduced the number of required end-of-course
exams, and revised the state accountability system to include
postsecondary readiness and expanded Career and Technical
Education (CTE) pathways.

5 Endorsements are course pathways that allow students to focus
on specialized areas. In Texas, students can choose from five
endorsement pathways: STEM, Business and Industry, Public
Service, Arts and Humanities, or Multidisciplinary Studies.

6 The FHSP is Texas’ default graduation plan that requires 22 core
credits and allows students to earn endorsements to graduate
with a total of 26 credits. It also offers flexible pathways aligned
with college and career readiness.



PART 1

college and embedding these into graduation plans

and accountability. It also reformed the accountability
system structure, introducing measures for student
achievement, school progress, and closing performance
gaps for underserved students, laying the foundation
for Texas’ current A-F Accountability System.

Subsequent legislation from 2015 to 2017 refined ac-
countability measures and restructured CCMR place-
ment within the system (Figure 1). The main legislation
establishing the A-F Accountability System was HB
2804,7 but other laws introduced key changes, includ-
ing enhancing counselor training programs to improve
CCMR outcomes (HB 18)% and embedding CCMR
indicators within the new system’s measure of student
achievement (HB 22).° Legislative efforts also increased
flexibility for low-rated school districts to adopt innova-
tive strategies in designing and submitting their turn-
around or rating-improvement plans and expanded eli-
gibility for blended learning and dual-credit programs.

Efforts from 2019 to 2023 included linking funding
to CCMR outcomes to incentivize schools to enhance
postsecondary readiness (HB 3 and HB 4545).1°
Interventions like the Strong Foundations Grant
Program and permanent Individual Graduation
Committees!! offered tailored support for struggling
students, while updates to performance metrics, in-
cluding Texas National Guard enlistments and drop-
out recovery, further refined accountability measures.
Collectively, these policies emphasized strengthening

7 House Bill 2804, enacted by the 84th Texas Legislature in 2015,
adopted a new accountability system for evaluating public school
districts and campuses that included additional performance
indicators unrelated to state standardized testing, and required
the TEA to assign A-F performance ratings beginning in the
2017-2018 school year.

8 House Bill 18 (2015) aimed to strengthen college and career advising
by requiring school districts to integrate postsecondary education
and career planning into the curriculum. It mandated training
for counselors and emphasized informing students and parents
about endorsements, college readiness, and financial aid options.

9 House Bill 22 (2017) simplified the proposed Texas
accountability system by reducing it to three domains (Student
Achievement, School Progress, and Closing the Gaps) and delayed
the implementation of the A-F rating system for districts and
schools until the 2018-2019 school year.

10 House Bill 3 tied financial incentives to CCMR outcomes, and
House Bill 4545 provided funding and support for students not
performing at grade level.

11 The Strong Foundations Grant Program provides funding
and resources for schools to implement effective instructional
strategies. Individual Graduation Committees allow eligible
students who fail one or two required end-of-course exams to be
considered for graduation based on a holistic review.

and equalizing various postsecondary pathways and
providing greater flexibility and targeted support for
schools to prepare students while meeting accountabil-
ity standards.

An emerging disconnect between the TEA and its
advisory committees

Our analyses identified three interconnected groups
involved in developing and transitioning to the new
accountability system:

® The Texas Legislature
® The TEA
® The TEA’s advisory committees.!?

While the Texas Legislature meets biennially to consid-
er and pass bills, the TEA assembles advisory groups
annually?®? to help develop essential components of the
state’s accountability system (Figure 2). Although these
groups have had various titles, they have been pivotal in
providing recommendations toward the ongoing refine-
ment and implementation of the accountability system.

12 The TEA advisory committees included the:

= Accountability Technical Advisory Committee (ATAC):
composed of representatives from districts and regional
education service centers.

®  Accountability Policy Advisory Committee (APAC): composed
of representatives from legislative offices, school districts,
parent groups, and the business community.

B  Texas Accountability Advisory Group (TAAG): composed of
representatives from school districts, legislative offices, and
the business community.

From fall 2014 to spring 2020, the ATAC and APAC met
separately. They began meeting jointly in spring 2021 through
spring 2022 as the Accountability Advisory Committees (AAC),
then merged into the TAAG in fall 2022. These groups advise the
commissioner of education on accountability policy and technical
matters and provide feedback on major policy and accountability
system issues.

13 Under Texas Administrative Code Title 19, Chapter 161, the
commissioner of education is authorized to establish and appoint

members to advisory committees, which may be created by law,
state board recommendation, or at the commissioner's discretion.
TEA’s accountability system has relied on the advisory groups
(i.e., ATAC, APAC, and TAAG). By 2024, TAAG members were
selected through a nomination and appointment process based on
expertise in education, assessment, and data analysis. Members
serve 3-year terms, with limits, and lobbyists or vendor-affiliated
individuals are ineligible.
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Legislation shaping the evolution of the A-F Accountability System and CCMR

From 2013 legislative session

HB 5: Laid d k for A-F i
= Legislative session 2015 SRS T

— = Start of school year *

HB 2804
¥ New accountability system
with five domains:

2016 — Student Achievement
— School Progress
— Closing the Gaps
— Grad/Enlistment Rates
— School Community
2017 B Assigned A-F ratings

Into effect: 2017-2018 school year
HB 22

= Delayed implementation of A-F rating
until 2018-2019 school year

© Reduced domains:

Other related CCMR bills

Supporting students
SB 149 | SB463 | HB 1603
B Established individual graduation
committees as alternative
graduation route
HB 18
B Established systems to improve school
counselors’ CCMR guidance

HB 4545

B Provided tailored support/increased — Student Achievement
funding to students not performing at — School Progress
grade level — Closing the Gaps

Interventions & Sanctions

HB 1842 | HB 1553 | HB 2263 | HB 4205 *

¥ Enhanced/streamlined

interventions by TEA Alignment & refinements

B HB 3:Tied financial incentives to
CCMR outcomes

B HB 330: Excluded students with
major injuries/illness

B Required more detailed
turnaround plans 2020

Encouraged partnerships
Provided proven modelto ]

accelerate turnaround plans “eovie Transparency . .

B HB3007: Required TEA to provide
schools with copy of data sources used
to compute performance ratings

2021 *
% HB 773: Indicator added for CTE
B Established & refined new program completion
accountability system 2022 " HB 1147: Indicator added for
B |ncreased transparency for parents enlistment to Texas National Guard
and public % S$B1365: Added “Not Rated” category
¥ Ensured fair CCMR calculations
for schools
B Createdinterventions & sanctions
2023 CCMR 2023 Refresh

for underperforming schools

(enactment pending legal challenge)
Not legislative—driven by TEA
: : B Creates stricter thresholds/standards

¥ Eliminates certain indicators
B Makes it harder to achieve high ratings

B Aligned systems under new
CCMR standards

B Built support systems to help students
meet requirements

Who Remains ‘College, Career, and Military Ready’ in the Context of a Shifting Accountability Framework? m
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Legislative processes

CCMR bills become law

Technical Advisory Committee
Accountability Policy Advisory Committee
Texas Accountability Advisory Group

While legislation provided general policy direction,
many details depended on decisions made by the TEA in
partnership with its advisory committees. The TEA ad-
visory committees represented the public in the account-
ability system development process, meeting regularly
to discuss recommendations. From 2014 to 2017, there
were several instances of the commissioner providing
the committees with direct guidance, such as aligning
new domain thresholds with the state’s 60x30 Texas
Higher Education Strategic Plan'4 (TEA ATAC, 2016,
May 18) and facilitating committee-to-committee (ATAC
with APAC) voting and agreement on design decisions.

By spring 2018, just prior to the new system’s im-
plementation, committee members began to express
concerns about a disconnect between their guidance
and the TEA’s decisions. They felt the TEA “was not
considering the committee’s recommendations” (TEA
APAC, 2018, February 13) or was being “unrespon-

14 The 60x30TX Strategic Plan for Higher Education was launched
by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board in 2015, and
aimed to ensure that by 2030, 60% of Texans aged 25-34 would
hold a certificate or degree. The plan also set goals related to
credential completion, marketable skills, and student debt control
(Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2015).

TEA & its advisory committees

Law translated into tangible metrics

Step-by-step process of developing and implementing guidelines and support

Districts/schools

New guidelines and support implemented

REN

sive to ATAC concerns in general,” (TEA ATAC, 2018,
February 1-2) along with frustration at the lack of
impact ATAC was having on the accountability system’s
development (TEA ATAC, 2018, February 1-2).

The committee voiced more specific concerns regard-
ing certain decisions “not [aligning] with the messaging
from the commissioner” (TEA ATAC, 2019, November
19-20), and that TEA decisions would “be made with-
out ATAC and APAC feedback” (TEA AAC, 2021, April
26). The TEA responded that it would solicit commit-
tee feedback. Nonetheless, the exchanges revealed a
decline in trust and collaboration at the post-legislative
level of system development. The lack of clarity on how
the TEA’s decision-making process involved the com-
mittees’ feedback contradicted transparency, one of the
three main goals of the new system emphasized by both
the Texas Legislature and TEA commissioner.

Rice University | Houston Education Research Consortium


https://reportcenter.highered.texas.gov/agency-publication/miscellaneous/60x30tx-strategic-plan-for-higher-education/

Key Finding 2

Transparency and public understanding were
mandated and emphasized throughout the
development of the new accountability system;
however, the complexities of developing a
system that worked across various contexts
often challenged how clear and straightforward
ratings could be, especially for CCMR.

A commitment to transparency

The primary task of the TEA Advisory Committees was
to respond to state legislative mandates and ensure
alignment with federal oversight. However, with the
creation of HB 2804 in 2015—marking the beginning
of changes to Texas’ accountability system—legislators
emphasized transparency for public understanding.
While not federally required, transparency became
crucial for policymakers and advisory committees
designing the accountability system. Thus, ensuring
transparency and accessibility became a key task for the
TEA Advisory Committees starting in 2015-2016.

“The three guiding principles of the

new accountability system [were]
transparency, fairness, and rigor.”

In fact, “the [Education] commissioner reiterated that
the three guiding principles of the new accountabil-

ity system [were] transparency, fairness, and rigor”
(TEA ATAC, 2016, November 14, p. 1) to the advisory
committees. This emphasized that transparency was as
important as meeting legislative requirements. The A-F
rating system was seen as a means for continuous im-
provement and greater transparency (TEA ATAC, 2016,
November 14, p. 1). In the former Index Accountability
System, schools were rated as “Met Standard” or
“Improvement Required,” but A-F ratings were em-
braced for reflecting varying degrees of success (TEA
ATAC, 2016, November 14, p. 1). Using familiar grades
as indicators of school quality was viewed as an accessi-
ble way to support parent and public understanding.

Who Remains ‘College, Career, and Military Ready’ in the Context of a Shifting Accountability Framework?
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This commitment to transparency alongside the
committees’ legislative responses was evident through-
out the accountability years. From the early phases of
the committees developing the new system’s domain
calculations with “hopes of maintaining transparen-
cy and meeting legislative intent” (TEA ATAC, 2016,
November 14, p. 3) in 2016, to later committees in
2022 seeking clarification on whether the “legislative
intent to make the A-F system” was “to be just like a
letter grade,” the TEA clarified that per HB 22 (2017),
it was merely intended to “inform the public” (TEA
TAAG, 2022, October 19, p. 2). Committee members
frequently asked questions to clarify standards, ensure
clear communication, and challenge rating calculations
lacking transparency.

A significant effort to support transparency was seen in
discussions between the TEA and advisory committees
comparing Texas’ evolving system with those of other
states, which became more prominent starting in the
2020 accountability year. For example, when discuss-
ing ESSA requirements, officials indicated they tried to
be comprehensive in their comparisons to other states:
“We have looked at every state’s ESSA plan. When con-
sidering a graduated point system for Closing the Gaps,
we specifically referenced Oregon and Washington
(TEA AAC, 2021, April 26, p. 2).”

From the adoption of A-F ratings to continuous com-
parisons with other states, the focus on public under-
standing remained central. However, it was challenging
to design a system tailored to diverse schools while
maintaining accessibility and clarity.

Balancing simplicity with a complex system
Transparency for the public was a recurring focus, but
committee members recognized the tension between
accurately evaluating the complexities of diverse school
types while maintaining simplicity. This became evident
in discussions about the new system not being suitable
for rating every school in Texas, given that some rural
schools, alternative education models, and special edu-
cation programs required different evaluation approach-
es. Committees worried that the public would not under-
stand the tailored rating systems created. For instance,
in discussions with the TEA concerning accountability
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ratings for Alternative Education Campuses (AECs)'5
meant for students at risk of dropping out, the 2020
Accountability Policy Advisory Committee stated:

The A-F system was built to be easy to understand,
but the public does not understand that there’s

a subset of schools that have a different system.

We need to communicate the issue of rating these
schools differently because they have special provi-
sions (TEA APAC, 2019, October 16, p. 3).

The TEA acknowledged the challenge of fitting these
campus types within the A-F system:

These campuses exist for special purposes, so how
do we establish a set of criteria that measure them
against the purpose for which they exist? The
current accountability system does not meet all the
needs of AECs. It’s difficult to distinguish a high-per-
forming AEC versus a low-performing AEC ... Also,
this is a national issue. Texas has a long, well-estab-
lished [Alternative Education Accountability (AEA)]
history and has many more AECs than other states
(TEA APAC, 2019, October 16, p. 3).

In addition to specialized schools like AECs, HB 22
(2017) allowed Local Educational Agencies (LEAs),
including public school districts and state-recognized
open-enrollment charter school networks, to develop
and submit their own Local Accountability System
(LAS)*¢ for evaluating local campus performance, pend-
ing TEA approval. The TEA emphasized the challenge
of maintaining public transparency with a complex
accountability system: “Like California, [Texas is] very
large and unique [...] We give local control to districts”
(TEA APAC, 2019, October 16,2019, p. 4).

15 An Alternative Education Campus (AEQC), as defined by the TEA,
is a campus serving grades 6-12 where at least 75% of students
are considered at risk of dropping out, and which meets specific
operational and instructional criteria to be evaluated under
a separate set of Alternative Education Accountability (AEA)
provisions (TEA, 2023b).

16 While HB 22 (2017) restructured the state’s public school
accountability system by introducing an A-F rating system, it
also included a provision establishing Local Accountability
Systems (LAS) that allowed districts and open-enrollment charter
schools to develop TEA-approved local plans that included locally
designed domains in addition to the three in the state A-F rating
system. Participation in a LAS is voluntary, plans last 3 to 5
years, and combined ratings are allowed for campuses rated A-C,
provided the state rating comprises at least 50% of the total.

TEA repeatedly emphasized to advisory
committees the challenge of maintaining

public transparency when Texas has
“a complex accountability system.”

As accountability years progressed toward the 2023 A-F
Refresh, and legislation focused more on system refine-
ments than major changes (see Figure 1), transparency
concerns shifted from creating a publicly understand-
able accountability rating system to ensuring a straight-
forward transition into the new standards. Committees
discussed worries about small elements of the system
that might confuse the public, such as domain names
differing from public perceptions (TEA AAC, 2022,
February 8, p. 2) or whether the public understood the
difference between a “distinction” and a “badge” (TEA
AAC, 2022, February 8, p. 5).

The transition to the 2023 A-F Refresh raised concerns
about making too many changes and reducing trans-
parency. Committees worried about “confusing the
public if we have so many metrics” (TEA AAC, 2021,
October 27, p. 4) and that “the more complex [they]
make this system, the harder it is going to be to keep
teachers” (TEA AAC, 2022, February 9, p. 3). The
ongoing development of the CCMR indicator within the
accountability system similarly raised concerns about
public clarity, with committees noting that “CCMR is
challenging because it changes every year” (TEA TAAG,
2023, January 18, p. 3), and frequent changes made
the system “even more complex, making it difficult for
[officials] to communicate how [they] get to the final
[CCMR] score” (TEA TAAG, 2023, March 29, p. 3).
Although the system refresh was intended to occur
every five years, its arrival seemed disruptive, especially
during the COVID-19 recovery years.
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Key Finding 3

The implementation and refinement of the
accountability system encountered continuous
disruptions, particularly the ongoing evolution
of CCMR indicators and the upheaval caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Ongoing uncertainty in CCMR development

The development and implementation of the new
accountability system faced significant disruptions.
Committees noted that “much more work [would] need
to be done to develop the new rating system” (TEA
ATAC, 2014, December 8-9, p. 4) as early as fall 2014.
Even after HB 22 in 2017 delayed the A-F system’s im-
plementation to the 2018-2019 school year, developing
CCMR indicators remained unresolved well into 2017,
with the committee questioning whether to “reset cut
points annually as CCMR develops” (TEA ATAC, 2017,
November 16, p. 1) and suggesting a “5-year transition
period for the CCMR component to allow districts to
realign their programs” (TEA ATAC, 2017, November
16, p. 2). One member reiterated that the “system is
supposed to be static for 5 years, but we enter the first
year with CCMR indicators still in development. This
is a problem” (TEA ATAC, 2017, November 16, p. 2).
The lack of consistent definitions for measuring CCMR
contributed to the development delays. An advisory
committee even suggested that the Commissioner of
Education apply “his authority in areas not defined by
statute, particularly in the case of CTE CCMR credit”
(TEA ATAC, 2017, November 16, p. 2).

The COVID-19 pandemic and system disruption
The first year of the A-F system was followed by the
COVID-19 pandemic in spring 2020, further delaying
progress and shifting priorities. Advisory committee
meeting minutes were not recorded from March 2020
until April 2021; it was unclear whether this gap was
due to canceled meetings or a failure to record min-
utes. The initial meetings in April 2021 immediately
addressed the COVID-19 impact on accountability
ratings, including CCMR and graduation rates for the
classes of 2020 and 2021. The committees sought
clarification on whether they would “have an oppor-
tunity to provide their opinion on [TEA’s] response to
COVID-19” (TEA AAC, 2021, April 26, pp. 1-2), to
which the agency responded: “Yes. The Commissioner
has requested [the advisory committees’] feedback on
how districts have been impacted by COVID-19. The
Commissioner has also requested [the advisory commit-
tees’] feedback on the [2023 A-F Refresh].”

Who Remains ‘College, Career, and Military Ready’ in the Context of a Shifting Accountability Framework?
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Many subsequent conversations reflected the tension
between navigating COVID-19 and the 2023 A-F
Refresh, with one committee member asking the TEA:
“Why are we resetting the targets now? My concern is
we are acting like COVID never happened” (TEA AAC,
2022, February 8, p. 2). Another member expressed
concerns about COVID-19’s long-term impact, stat-
ing that “the 60x30 plan is the ‘north star’ for guiding
standards in Texas. Given COVID, that 2030 timeline
may need to be adjusted, and if so, we need to adjust our
long-term targets” (TEA AAC, 2022, February 8, p. 3).

Post-pandemic tensions with the 2023 A-F Refresh
Managing the COVID-19 recovery period created
additional challenges in refining the A-F Refresh as the
2022-2023 school year approached. Maintaining the
intended refresh standards at the 5-year mark of the
A-F system raised questions about “the validity of the
cut scores since they were set before COVID ... baselines
were set on 2016-17” (TEA AAC, 2021, September 29,
p- 3). Initial expectations set by state and federal leg-
islation pressured TEA officials to move forward, with
them informing the advisory committees:

We have to set long-term and interim targets per the
USDE [U.S. Department of Education]. With every-
thing going on with COVID and the STAAR redesign
we are trying to make sure that we consider fairness
while meeting the USDE requirements. We cannot
have the targets set to where we were 5 years ago. We
can consider them as interim targets, but we need

to have an aspirational target per the commissioner
and legislature. Targets should be reasonable and
aspirational. (TEA AAC, 2022, February 8, pp. 2-3).

The ongoing development of the A-F Accountability
System, its refresh, and the CCMR indicators reflect a
complex interplay of legislative mandates, agency-led
design, advisory committee input, and the desire for
public transparency. While federal legislation such

as ESSA catalyzed a reimagining of the system, Texas
lawmakers, the TEA, and its advisory committees
ultimately shaped its structure to meet state-specific
needs. The dialogue among the Texas Legislature, TEA,
and its advisory groups yielded a nuanced framework
that moved beyond single summative ratings toward
improved alignment between school performance and
various forms of postsecondary preparedness.
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Part 2: How Did the New

Accountability

System

Consider Multiple Pathways
to Postsecondary Success

and Equity?

n the 2023-2024 school year, half of public school students in Texas were

Hispanic, one-quarter were White, 13% were Black, and 5% were Asian.
Additionally, 1 in 3 students were classified as economically disadvantaged,
and about 1 in 4 were classified as emergent bilingual (TEA, 2024). In the

context of increasing diversity and changing postsecondary opportunities,

a key narrative in developing the accountability system is how stakeholders

aimed to create equitable postsecondary opportunities and various pathways

to success—whether college or career—for students across the state.

Key Finding 4

The new system aimed to identify metrics
that recognized the variety of postsecondary
pathways available to students and created a
broader definition of postsecondary readiness.

A significant aspect of the A-F Accountability System
was the ongoing development of the CCMR indicators
and their evolution toward offering students multiple
pathways for postsecondary success. Defining CCMR
with a fixed set of indicators raised concerns about ac-
curately measuring each one and when postsecondary
preparedness should begin. As early as 2015, commit-
tee members discussed the challenges of identifying col-
lege and career readiness indicators for elementary and
middle school students (TEA ATAC, 2015, December
2-3, p. 6). In addition to discussions about when CCMR
should begin, committee members addressed the com-
plexity of measuring readiness at different grades (TEA

TAAG, 2023, March 29, p. 2) and the need to develop a
system that recognized a variety of metrics.

CCMR indicators expanded over time to reflect the
diverse ways students can be deemed postsecondary
ready, regardless of their chosen path. This is illustrated
in Figure 3, which shows how the number and type of
CCMR indicators have greatly expanded as the state
transitioned from the index system to the A-F system
and, more recently, the A-F refresh. The goal of both
the new accountability system and its evolving CCMR
indicators was to ensure “students be ready for a mean-
ingful life” (TEA TAAG, 2022, October 19, p. 2). This
meant recognizing various ways to be prepared for life
after high school as equally important. The expansive
process of developing CCMR indicators was crucial

in meeting workforce demands. One committee mem-
ber even asked, “should ‘acquire gainful employment’
be on the CCMR indicator list?” (TEA APAC, 2017,
December 4, p. 1).
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CCMR indicators of postsecondary preparedness before and after the
A-F Accountability System implementation

Index Accountability System A-F Accountability System A-F Refresh CCMR
(1993-2017) (2017-2022) adjustments (2023)
s N e B s N
Three indicators 60% of graduates 88% of graduates
() u (] raau
accounted for 25% 2 2
must meet at least one must meet at least one
of Postsecondary . ae . . e .
N indicator for an A rating indicator for an A rating
Readiness Index 4 score
|\ J o J |\ J
e N e N e N
Postsecondary ready College ready College ready changes
B Meet TSI/TAKS/SAT/ACT B Meet criteriaon AP/IB B Updated TSl criteria, can
standards examinations also be completed through
B Credit for 2+ AP or dual- B Meet TSIA/SAT/ACT/ a college prep course
credit courses college prep criteria \ <
B Complete CTE course B Complete dual-credit course dv ch
sequence B Earnassociate degree (.:arger ready C. anges .
\_ ) ap on earning sunsetting
B Complete OnRamps course IBCs
N\
B Completed CTE sequence
e N P
Career ready . no longer an indicator )
B EarnIBC
B Complete CTE course ( h

Military ready changes
B Added Texas National
Guard enlistment

sequence
B Complete IEP and

workforce readiness - J
B Earnlevellorll certificate
B Graduate under advanced
degree plan for students
receiving special education
\_ J
4 N\

Military ready
B Enlistinthe U.S.armed
forces

Only graduates meeting at least one of the listed criteria were considered college, career, or military ready.

Criticism of the accountability system awarding CCMR | pointed out a misalignment with the postsecondary
points equally across an expanding list of indicators space, stating:
revealed tension among advisory committee members.
. 8 “ Y Many AP/IB courses aren’t accepted by colleges
One member questioned how “a student can earn a . . .
. . while dual-credit courses are widely accepted, yet
full [CCMR] point by completing a college prep course,
which requires far less effort than an IBC” (TEA AAC,

2021, July 29, p. 3), while another called it “inconsis-

the accountability system awards credit for meeting
the criteria on any one subject area AP/IB examina-
tion but may require 9 credits of dual credit in any

tent” f tudent to “ full [CCMR] point by sim-
ent” for a student to “earn a full [ I point by sim subject area (TEA APAC, 2018, February 13, p. 2).17

ply testing for AP/IB” while requiring the completion of
“the program of study [which involves the completion

of multiple courses,] and an IBC” to receive the same 17 TEA provides a tool for students to explore credit policies by
point (TEA AAC, 2021, July 29, p. 3). Another member course and by college.
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Since 2005, Texas colleges and universities have been
required to adopt and implement a policy to grant un-
dergraduate course credit for incoming freshmen who
have completed the IB Diploma or achieved required
scores on one or more AP examinations (TEA, 2023c).
Regardless of the accuracy of this member’s statement,
it reflects the kinds of conversations the committee
was having about the different CCMR indicators.

In response to these concerns, committee members
suggested awarding “a full [CCMR] point to those that
earn an [IBC] without completing a program of study”
(TEA AAC, 2021, July 29, p. 2) or awarding “half a
[CCMR] point for completing the program of study and
a full [CCMR] point for the IBC.” IBCs frequently arose
in discussions regarding postsecondary readiness due
to their ties to existing CTE curriculums and ongoing
workforce demand.

The connection of CCMR to immediate workforce
demands was primarily driven by efforts to strengthen
this link between IBCs and CTE programs of study,
with an emphasis on expanding the availability of
IBCs. This expansion and the determination of which
IBCs are considered valuable credentials resulted from
collaboration among multiple actors, such as the Texas
Workforce Commission (TWC), the Texas Higher
Education Coordinating Board (THECB), and the
College, Career, and Military Prep (CCMP) division at
the TEA. In response to a question about how an IBC’s
“value” was determined, TEA indicated that they were
“working with the [TWC] and THECB. CCMP works
closely with both agencies. The IBC list is updated every
two years, with the rigor evaluated each cycle” (TEA
TAAG, 2022, November 16, p. 3).

Despite this clear focus on developing IBCs, the messag-
ing from the advisory committees consistently returned
to the notion of “all students [being] ready for CCMR
regardless of which component they fall into” (TEA
TAAG, 2022, October 7, p. 4). This objective of treating
the various postsecondary opportunities as equally im-
portant remained central even in conversations about
adjusting the CCMR methodology due to the CCMR
outcomes bonus.'® Committee members insisted that

18 The CCMR outcomes bonus is meant to reward school districts
for preparing students for college, career, or the military, as well as
for students enrolling in postsecondary institutions, completing
a credential and/or enlisting in the military. Bonuses are paid
annually for the accomplishments of graduates above a certain
percentage threshold for each of the three groups measured:
economically disadvantaged, non-economically disadvantaged,
and students served in special education programs (TEA, 2024).

they “should use a CCMR system that is equally weight-
ed or adjust the indicators” regardless of the outcomes
bonus; failing to do so would make the system appear
to prioritize college readiness over career or military
readiness (TEA TAAG, 2022, October 7, p. 4).

Key Finding 5

Equity discussions were present throughout
the policy development process, but achieving
a targeted equity goal was ultimately not a
predominant concern of the final policy.

While equity-related discussions were present through-
out TEA and committee meetings, the conversations
were limited and centered on system-level fairness than
student-level disparities (i.e., a system that supported
all students generally vs. one that created specific aims
for individual demographic groups). The following
section explores how equity-related topics emerged

in these policy discussions, what was emphasized or
omitted, and how systemic constraints shaped the final
accountability system design.

Even considering their limitations, state accountabil-
ity systems have been key in addressing racial and
socioeconomic inequities in education, holding pol-
icymakers and educators responsible for promoting
equity (Scheurich & Skrla, 2004). Additionally, state
accountability policies are often the most effective
means for tackling disparities in educational access
and achievement (Wong, 2020). However, discussions
about equity were limited, appearing explicitly only 10
times in TEA and TEA advisory meeting minutes from
2015 to 2022. Early discussions on system develop-
ment focused on incorporating varying STAAR scores
for specific subgroups, such as STAAR L,*° but did not
address the unique needs or disadvantages experienced
by individual students across demographic groups. For
instance, they overlooked students who are economical-
ly disadvantaged and non-emergent bilingual Hispanic
or those in special education who are Black. Instead,
committee members concentrated on broader student
categories. This was evident in their concerns about
“counting some students more than once” (TEA ATAC,
2016, September 26-27, p. 3) when developing Domain

19 STAAR L was an online version of the STAAR test designed
for emergent bilingual students who required linguistic
accommodations; STAAR L was phased out after the 2016-2017
school year, followed by linguistic accommodations being
integrated into the general STAAR assessment for eligible
emergent bilingual students.
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II1, later named the Closing the Gaps domain in the A-F
Accountability System. They also expressed worries
about districts with “a higher proportion of [testers
requiring linguistic accommodations]” being “negative-
ly impacted by the inclusion of [those students’] tests”
(TEA APAC, 2017, January 24, p. 1), and debated the
“equitability of applying a new A-F rating system that
rated campuses of choice” against “campuses that are
required to accept students who live in their attendance
zones” (TEA ATAC, 2016, September 26-27, p. 2).

Efforts to address equity for specific student subgroups
were primarily concentrated in the Closing the Gaps
domain, which accounts for 30% of a school or district’s
overall rating and is directly linked to federal ESSA
metrics. However, a desire to simplify the system made
targeted equity discussions challenging for committee
members. One member noted, “It does look bad that we
have different [Closing the Gaps] targets for different
races/ethnicities, but taking into consideration the lim-
ited resources for economically disadvantaged students
seems reasonable” (TEA AAC, 2022, February 9, p. 3),
while another added:

The more complex we make this system, the harder
it is going to be to keep teachers. If we can keep this
simple so we can easily explain it to teachers and
stakeholders, we can better recover from some of
these struggles and the more engagement we will
have (TEA AAC, 2022, February 9, p. 3).

In this discussion, even the TEA agreed that having
different Closing the Gaps targets by race/ethnicity was
undesirable, stating, “the simpler the system is, the
better” (TEA AAC, 2022, February 9, p. 3).

Conversations about targeted support for specific
groups—mainly emergent bilingual students, students
receiving special education services, or economically
disadvantaged students—did occur, but they were often
countered by discussions that emphasized a “mainte-
nance for all” approach. This tension was evident early
on, as illustrated in the following exchange between
committee members and the TEA commissioner:

... committee members expressed reservations
toward weighting advanced level of achievement so
heavily, as many low-income districts may not have
a large number of students reach the advanced level.
Ultimately, the majority of the committee voted to
either adjust the weight for the levels of achievement
to put less emphasis on the advanced level or com-

PART 2

pletely exclude the advanced level from Domain I
(TEA ATAC, 2016, November 14, pp. 1-2).

In response, the commissioner:

... spoke about the Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board’s goal of 60% of Texans ages
25-34 holding a postsecondary credential or de-
gree by the year 2030 and encouraged committee
members to recognize this goal while considering
the 60% target for Domain I (TEA ATAC, 2016,
November 14, p. 2).

This exchange underscored the emphasis on supporting
all students generally, aligning with the state’s higher
education strategic plan, rather than making specific
exceptions for subgroups in low-income districts. This
perspective led to discussions that tiered demographic
characteristics, particularly regarding domain calcula-
tions. “Subdividing student groups by their economical-
ly disadvantaged status,” for example, was “preferred”
because “economically disadvantaged status is more
important than student group or race” (TEA AAC,
2021, April 26, p. 2). Socioeconomic, special educa-
tion, and emergent bilingual statuses received the most
attention across all advisory council meetings.

Another significant tension arose when addressing
equity through compliance with federal subgroup
requirements. Strategies like “supergrouping” were con-
tentious. Supergrouping involves combining subgroups
such as emergent bilingual students, students with dis-
abilities, and economically disadvantaged students into
one larger group for evaluation purposes. While this can
address small sample sizes and data privacy, it may ob-
scure disparities between subgroups, complicating the
identification of specific student needs (Ushomirsky et
al., 2017). Efforts to differentiate economically disad-
vantaged and non-economically disadvantaged students
for the Closing the Gaps domain faced resistance from
the U.S. Department of Education. When a committee
member inquired about “consider[ing] sliding scale
targets that adjust for low and high economically disad-
vantaged,” the TEA responded that “the USDE has not
approved a state plan with targets such as this” (TEA
AAC, 2021, July 29, p. 1). In a separate meeting, a com-
mittee member asked, “Is the student group design also
up for discussion? Specifically, breaking each student
group into economically disadvantaged and non-eco-
nomically disadvantaged?” to which the TEA replied
that this had “not been well-received by the [USDE]”
(TEA AAC, 2021, July 29, p. 2).

Who Remains ‘College, Career, and Military Ready’ in the Context of a Shifting Accountability Framework? m
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Concerns about subgroup fit were highlighted when

a committee member stated: “In the supergroup it
makes sense to group the economically disadvantaged
and emergent bilingual students, but it does not make
as much sense to include special education students.
They’re such a different population of students” (TEA
AAC, 2022, February 9, p. 4). In discussing targets for
the Closing the Gap domain ahead of the A-F Refresh,
committee members questioned whether supergrouping
combines “[emergent bilinguals], special education, and
economically disadvantaged, but does it also remove
them from race/ethnicity groups?” (TEA AAC, 2022,
February 9, p. 2). TEA officials cited Connecticut as an
example of overlapping characteristics to illustrate:

[Connecticut] only evaluates two groups of students
which are the All Students group and High Needs
Group (ELs, special education, and economically
disadvantaged). Connecticut reports race/ethnici-
ty data where the students are duplicated but they
chose to remove race/ethnicity groups, except for all
students, and focus on those two groups for school
improvement ... reducing the evaluation focus down
to just these two groups would undoubtedly have

an impact on [Texas] campuses (TEA AAC, 2022,
February 9, p. 2).

Overlapping characteristics complicated discussions
and decisions for officials. The location of students was
another factor, given Texas’s many rural areas. Concerns
arose about rural or smaller districts being overlooked in
various accountability features. For example, in refining
IBC and CTE offerings as CCMR indicators, commit-
tee members expressed concerns about rural districts’
ability to provide sufficient opportunities: “Committee
member shared concerns about smaller districts being
disproportionately impacted by staffing implications
and being able to deliver course instruction” (TEA
TAAG, 2024, April 2, p. 1). Another committee member
stressed the importance of localized context, stating:
“The [IBC] list is incomplete. It doesn’t reflect the needs
of the local communities ... the commissioner should re-
main cognizant about the local needs of districts” (TEA
APAC, 2018, February 13, p. 2). Conversely, super-
grouping was viewed as beneficial for “rural campuses
that have the same students who meet multiple indica-
tors” (TEA AAC, 2022, February 9, p. 2).

The balance between targeted equity for underserved
populations and a more generalized approach produced
several caveats from officials. Federal requirements that
fit Texas’ educational context also introduced challeng-
es that both legislation and advisory committees aimed
to address. The TEA made it clear that it wants to
champion equity while pursuing goals like transparency
and meeting strategic objectives. Supergroups appear

to be a pathway to achieve these goals, as discussions
about their use continued into the 2023 accountabili-
ty year. When asked if “the reason [TEA is] proposing
super groups [was] to have less calculations?”, the TEA
responded: “The reason is to have more students eval-
uated statewide. You currently need 25 tests (or gradu-
ates) to be evaluated. This would narrow focus on equity
in all our campuses, making sure underserved students
are evaluated” (TEA TAAG, 2022, October 19, p. 4).
Nonetheless, the numerous constraints and differing
viewpoints may stem from the complex nature of the ac-
countability system’s design, as suggested by a commit-
tee member who stated that “perhaps the problem for
aligning state and federal is a flawed Closing the Gaps
design” (TEA ATAC APAC, 2021, October 28, p. 1).

In sum, the development of Texas’ A-F Accountability
System, particularly through the evolution of CCMR
indicators, reflected competing goals: a deliberate effort
to expand postsecondary readiness measures that align
with students’ varied aspirations while maintaining
systemwide simplicity and compliance. While equity
remained a recurring theme—especially regarding rural
access, subgroup representation, and resource dispar-
ities—the final policy leaned more toward a uniform,
simplified system rather than one explicitly tailored to
address historical inequities. The ongoing negotiation
between state objectives, legislative requirements, and
committee feedback underscores the system’s bal-
ancing act between broad inclusivity and operational
feasibility, all while emphasizing transparency. This
background offers critical insight into what the system
aimed to achieve and what it overlooked by not center-
ing equity more intentionally, which research shows is
essential for meaningful accountability.
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Part 3: How Were Changes

in CCMR Policy

Related to

District and Student CCMR
Rates Over Time?

he analysis of the Texas accountability system reveals a complex

policy evolution shaped by legislative mandates, transparency needs,

and ongoing disruption, primarily due to the COVID-19 pandemic and

the 2023 A-F system refresh. While Part 1 of our analysis examined how

state legislation responding to federal mandates drove these changes, Part

2 highlighted the system’s attempt to incorporate diverse postsecondary

pathways while navigating equity considerations that were ultimately

secondary to other policy priorities.

These insights provide essential context for under-
standing the observed results from these policy shifts
on the student population. To complete this picture, we
examined how policy changes manifested in observed
CCMR outcomes over time. Our findings help identify
school districts and student groups disproportionately
affected by changes to the accountability system, as well
as those better prepared to adapt to the changes imple-
mented by the TEA over the past decade.

Key Finding 6

While there was an immediate decline in the
percentage of students deemed CCM ready
(CCMR rates) when the A-F Accountability
System was implemented in 2017, and an overall
increase between 2018 and 2023 —except for
2019-2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic—
statewide CCMR rates remain at or below pre-
2017 levels.

To understand how accountability policy changes relat-
ed to CCMR rates over time, we examined CCMR rates
across Texas using graduate cohort data from 2014

to 2023. Figure 4 shows the percentage of students in
the graduating cohorts from 2014 to 2023 statewide
deemed college, career, and military ready based on the
CCMR indicators for the accountability system in place
that year, as shown in Figure 2. Graduating cohort
CCMR rates for a specific year factor into the account-
ability ratings for the following year. For example, the
CCMR rates for the graduating cohort of 2017 would be
used to calculate the ratings for the 2017-2018 school
year. While the new A-F Accountability System and
expanded CCMR indicators were officially implement-
ed for the 2018-2019 school year, legislation required
TEA to report to the Texas Legislature what the per-
formance would have been for the 2017-2018 school
year if the A-F rating system had been in place. For the
2017-2018 school year, districts were rated on the A-F
rating system, and campuses were rated using the previ-
ous index rating system.
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Policy changes led to a decline in CCMR rates and then a recovery, though rates

remain at or below levels achieved before the changes in CCMR policy.

CCMR rates of graduating cohorts, 2014-2023
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From the previous Index Accountability System to
the first year of A-F implementation (2014-2017)
For the graduating cohort of 2017, CCMR rates dropped
significantly from the previous year, declining from 79%
for the cohort of 2014 to 54% for 2017, a 24-percent-
age-point decrease (Figure 4). Students across various
racial and ethnic backgrounds, socioeconomic statuses,
and emergent bilingual statuses all experienced lower
CCMR rates during the A-F Accountability System’s
implementation. Our analysis confirmed these trends
persisted even after accounting for demographic and
district characteristics.

Concerns about this decrease were raised in committee
meetings, potentially leading to the delay of implemen-
tation until the 2018-2019 school year to mitigate poli-
cy shock and retroactive standards. Several factors may
explain these trends. In the prior Index Accountability
System, advanced and dual-credit courses contributed
to postsecondary readiness. Under the new A-F system,
only dual-credit courses counted towards CCMR.

In the previous system, 48% of students were consid-
ered postsecondary ready based on advanced/dual-cred-
it courses, while only 21% met readiness criteria in

2017 based solely on dual-credit courses, a decrease of
27 percentage points (see Figure 5).

The decline in CCMR rates does not imply that dis-
tricts failed to meet student needs but rather that
adapting to the removal of advanced courses as indica-
tors took time.

Analysis of individual student data indicates that the
percentage of students graduating with dual-credit
coursework increased by 5 percentage points in the first
year of the A-F system, as shown in Figure 6, suggesting
districts were adjusting to the new requirements.

A-F implementation (2017) to pre-COVID-19
pandemic (2019)

After the transition year and before the COVID-19 pan-
demic, CCMR rates increased by 19 percentage points
as districts adapted to the new framework, allowing
students to be considered CCM ready in more ways. In
2019, the state passed HB3, introducing the CCMR
Outcomes Bonus, which provides financial incentives
to districts whose graduates meet specific CCMR stan-
dards, including earning industry-based certifications,
completing college-level coursework, or enlisting in the
military. This bonus incentivized districts to ensure
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The percentage of students deemed CCM ready by dual credit decreased between
the previous accountability system and the A-F Accountability System.

Percentage of students deemed CCM-ready by
dual credit/advanced courses or dual credit alone

50% 48%
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E The percentage of students taking dual-credit courses increased between the
previous accountability system and the A-F Accountability System.

Percentage of students graduating with dual credit coursework
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students graduated with the necessary skills for post-
secondary education or the workforce.

First year of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020)

The upward trend in CCMR rates observed from 2017
to 2019 reversed sharply due to the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. For the graduating cohort of 2020, CCMR rates fell
by 10 percentage points, despite the CCMR Outcomes
Bonus, which began in the 2019-2020 school year.
Research indicates that fewer students took AP, SAT,
and ACT tests, and those who did had lower scores on
AP tests in that cohort, potentially contributing to the
decline in CCMR rates (Hill et al., 2025; TEA, 2022).

The analysis showed that after accounting for time and
district characteristics, the average decrease was 16
percentage points between 2019 and 2020, isolating
changes related to the pandemic from those related to
other factors.

COVID-19 pandemic and after (2020-2023)
Between 2020 and 2023, CCMR rates increased by
13 percentage points, rising from 63% for the 2020
graduating cohort to 76% for the 2023 cohort. These
increases may be attributed to the A-F Accountability

System’s implementation and recovery from educa-
tional disruptions caused by the pandemic. In 2021,
the state enacted legislation refining the accountability
system, including a new CTE indicator for evaluating
CCM readiness, improving guidelines and processes,
and increasing support for underperforming schools
(HB773,HB 1147,SB 1365, HB 4545).2°

Pre- and post-A-F implementation (2014-2023)
The total increase in CCMR rates from the A-F
Accountability System’s implementation in 2017 to
2023 was 22 percentage points. Despite this upward
trend, the percentage of students deemed CCM ready
statewide in 2023 (76%) was two percentage points
lower than in 2014 (78%). The nearly flat trendline
of CCMR rates indicates they have not fully recovered
from the disruptions of the A-F Accountability System
and the COVID-19 pandemic.

20 HB 773 created an indicator in Student Achievement to account
for students who completed a program of study in CTE. HB
1147 extended the indicator for military enlistment to include
students who enlist in the Texas National Guard. SB 1365
improved accountability mechanisms and increased support
for underperforming schools. HB 4545 provided funding and
support for students not performing at grade level.
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Key Finding 7

Urban/suburban and non-metro/rural districts
were affected differently by accountability
policy changes. CCMR rates over time vary by
district type, with non-metro/rural districts
showing more variation but overall higher

readiness rates.

When assessing how policy changes relate to CCMR
rates, considering the district’s location or type is cru-
cial. The TEA classifies public school districts based on
enrollment, growth, economic status, and proximity to
urban areas. Definitions are provided in Table 3 below.
For this research, some categories were combined to
simplify analysis while preserving data integrity.

District type

(HERC)

PART Bl

All district types saw lower CCMR rates during the first
year of the A-F system (2016-2017), with non-met-
ro/rural districts experiencing the largest decline, a
decrease of 33 percentage points compared to a 23-per-
centage-point decrease for urban districts (see Figure
7). After controlling for district characteristics and time
trends, non-metro/rural districts showed a 5-percent-
age-point larger decrease in CCMR rates compared to
urban/suburban districts.

However, non-metro/rural districts demonstrated the
strongest improvement after implementing the A-F
Accountability System, with a 25-percentage-point in-
crease compared to a 21-percentage-point increase for
urban/suburban districts between the 2017 and 2023

District type classifications in Texas

District type
(TEA)

Number of
districts (2021)

Classification (2021)

Urban/ Major Urban 11 (a) located in a county with a population of at least 1,070,000; (b) has the largest
Suburban enrollment in the county or at least 70% of the largest district enrollment; and
(c) at least 35% of enrolled students are economically disadvantaged
Other 75 (a) does not meet the criteria for any of the other subcategories; (b) not
Central City contiguous to a Major Urban district; (c) located in a county with a population
of between 100,000 and 1,069,999; and (d) has the largest enrollment in the
county or at least 70% of the largest district enrollment
Major 32 (a) does not meet the criteria for Major Urban classification; (b) contiguous
Suburban to a Major Urban district; and (c) enrollment is at least 3% of the largest
contiguous Major Urban district or at least 4,500 students
A district is also classified as Major Suburban if: (@) it does not meet the criteria
for Major Urban; (b) not contiguous to a Major Urban district; (c) located in the
same county as a Major Urban district; and (d) enrollment is at least 15% of
the largest Major Urban district in the county or at least 4,500 students.
Other Central 150 (a) does not meet the criteria for any previous subcategories; (b) in a county
City Suburban with a population of between 100,000 and 1,069,999; and (c) enrollment is at
least 15% of the largest district enrollment in the county
A district also is Other Central City Suburban if: (a) it does not meet the
criteria for any previous subcategories; (b) contiguous to another central city
district; (c) enrollment is at least 3% of the largest contiguous other central
city district; and (d) enrollment is equal to or greater than the median district
enrollment for the state (879 students).
Town Independent 54 (a) does not meet the criteria for any previous subcategories; (b) in a county
Town with a population of 25,000 to 99,999; and (c) has the largest enrollment in the
county or is at least 70% of the largest district enrollment in the county
Non-Metro/ Non- 26 (a) does not meet the criteria for any previous subcategories; (b) has an
Rural Metropolitan enrollment of at least 300 students; and (c) enrollment has increased by at
Fast Growing least 20% over the past 5 years
Non- 200 L . .
Metropolitan (a) does not meet the criteria for any previous subcategories; and (b) enrollment
Stablep is equal to or greater than the median district enrollment for the state
Rural 473 (a) has an enrollment of between 300 and the median district enrollment for

the state with a growth rate of less than 20% over the past 5 years; or (b) an
enrollment of less than 300 students
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Non-metro/rural school districts were more sensitive to policy changes than

urban/suburban districts, yet non-metro/rural districts still had the highest

CCMR rates of all district types.

CCMR rates of graduating cohorts by district type
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graduating cohorts, despite the drop in CCMR rates due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Non-metro/rural districts
increased CCMR rates by 25 percentage points between
2017 and 2023, yet their rates remained eight percent-
age points below 2014 levels.

Non-metro/rural districts may have been more sensi-
tive to policy shifts than urban and suburban districts
due to staffing limitations and challenges in providing
sufficient course instruction in a short time, as noted
by advisory committee members (TEA TAAG, 2024,
April 2, p. 1). However, since the A-F accountability
framework’s implementation, rural communities have
developed innovative methods to enhance access to
postsecondary college and career pathways, supported
by legislative action. The Rural Pathway Excellence
Partnerships (R-PEP), established by HB 2209 in
2019, incentivizes rural school districts to collaborate
with neighboring districts to expand access to post-
secondary pathways. R-PEP was initiated in response
to the success of the Rural Schools Innovation Zone
(RSIZ) in South Texas, which comprises three districts
partnering with postsecondary institutions and in-
dustry to create CTE academies that offer high-qual-
ity postsecondary opportunities. The Pathways in
Technology Early College High School (P-TECH)

program is a statewide initiative that partners schools
with postsecondary institutions, enabling students to
earn both high school and college credit simultaneous-
ly. Seventy-two rural schools have a P-TECH designa-
tion (Texas 2036, 2025). These programs, along with
others like the Rural CCMR Accelerator (Texas Impact
Network, n.d.), run by the nonprofit Texas Impact
Network, demonstrate how rural districts are adapt-
ing to new standards and may have contributed to the
significant rebound and resilience in CCMR rates since
the new accountability framework’s implementation.

In contrast, urban and suburban districts did not
experience as much fluctuation in CCMR rates as
non-metro/rural districts (Figure 7). Between 2014
and the first year of the A-F rating system (2017),
urban/suburban districts’ CCMR rates decreased by

23 percentage points but increased by 21 percentage
points between 2017 and 2023, resulting in an overall
decrease of 2 percentage points from the 2014 cohort to
the 2023 cohort, the smallest decline among all district
types during that time. While urban/suburban dis-
tricts may not have faced as much volatility in CCMR
rates, non-metro/rural districts had the highest CCMR
rates among all district types before and after the A-F
Accountability System’s implementation.
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n Differences in CCMR rates between ethnic groups remained consistent before

and after the accountability policy changes.

CCMR rates of graduating cohorts by race/ethnicity
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Key Finding 8

CCMR rate differences across student
demographic groups remained mostly consistent
before and after the A-F Accountability System’s
implementation, with emergent bilingual
students and those receiving special education
services showing the greatest gains in CCMR
rates after the policy change.

The decline in CCMR rates following the A-F
Accountability System’s implementation was wide-
spread across socioeconomic and demographic charac-
teristics, but specific student groups exhibited different
recovery patterns between 2017 and 2023.

Black, Hispanic, and White students?'

In 2014, CCMR rates for White students were 9 per-
centage points higher than for Hispanic students and
18 percentage points higher than for Black students
(Figure 8). During the transition year, the gap widened
to 15 points between White and Hispanic students and
28 points between White and Black students. Black and

21 Only Black, Hispanic, and White students were included to
simplify analysis and presentation. These groups represent 79%
of the total student population in the state. Other racial groups
had very small numbers, especially in rural districts, which
skewed the statistical analysis.
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Hispanic students experienced the steepest declines

in the transition year (30 and 27 percentage points,
respectively). After the transition year, all groups saw
increases in CCMR rates, with students of color expe-
riencing higher rates of increase, narrowing the gaps
and returning closer to pre-policy change levels, though
White students continued to have higher CCMR rates
than other groups.

With the shift from the index rating system to the A-F
accountability system, college, career, and military
readiness is reported as one collective measure and as
two separate components: (1) college readiness and (2)
career and military readiness (see Table 1 for refer-
ence). Between 2017 and 2023, college readiness rates
for Black and Hispanic students increased by an aver-
age of 16 percentage points, while rates for White stu-
dents increased by 8 percentage points during the same
period. Additionally, career and military readiness rates
for Black and Hispanic students rose by 6 percentage
points, whereas they declined by 4 points for White stu-
dents in the same timeframe (Texas Education Agency,
2017-2023). Black and Hispanic students also outper-
formed White students in specific CCMR components;
for instance, the proportion of students of color meeting
the TSI criteria increased by 9 percentage points from
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CCMR subcomponent readiness change from 2017 to 2023, by race/ethnicity

CCMR subcomponent Black & Hispanic students White students
College readiness +16 points +8 points

TSI criteria met* +9 points +2.5 points
Career & military readiness +6 points -4 points

TS| criteria met is a subcomponent of college readiness

2017 to0 2023, compared to a 2.5-percentage-point
increase for White students (see Table 4).

Gaps between ethnic groups may have remained con-
sistent due to a lack of focus on equity in the system
specifically targeting these groups.

Economically disadvantaged students

Economically disadvantaged students had CCMR rates
that were 9 percentage points lower than their non-eco-
nomically disadvantaged peers in both 2014 and 2023,
despite fluctuations following major accountability
shifts in the intervening years (Figure 9). Economically
disadvantaged students experienced a larger decrease
in CCMR rates during the first year of the A-F system

(29%) compared to non-economically disadvantaged
students (20%), but also a greater increase between
2017 and 2023 (27% vs. 18%). The rise in rates for
economically disadvantaged students after the first year
of the A-F accountability system was mainly driven by
an increase in being deemed CCM ready by IBC, which
rose by 24 percentage points between 2017 and 2023
(Texas Education Agency, 2017-2023).

Economically disadvantaged students were frequently
mentioned in discussions about targeted support in
TEA advisory committee meetings. Committee mem-
bers advocated for subdividing student groups by eco-
nomically disadvantaged status, asserting it was “more

n Differences in CCMR rates between economically disadvantaged students and

non-economically disadvantaged students remained consistent before and after
the changes in CCMR accountability policy.

CCMR rates of graduating cohorts by socioeconomic status

100%

First year of A-F
Accountability System

90%
80% o {
70%
60%
50%
40%

30%

Percentage of students CCM-ready

20%

10%

0%

2017

2014 2015 2016

2018

First year of COVID-19 pandemic

1

Non-economically
disadvantaged

Economically
disadvantaged

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Graduating cohort year

Rice University | Houston Education Research Consortium



PART Bl

Emergent bilingual students have made substantial gains in CCMR rates even as
the number of students classified as such has increased over time.

CCMR rates of graduating cohorts by emergent bilingual status
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important than student group or race” (TEA AAC, characteristics and time trends in our statistical analysis.
2021, April 26, p. 2). However, efforts to include groups | The increase in CCMR rates for emergent bilingual stu-
based on socioeconomic status in the Closing the Gaps dents helped narrow the gap between emergent bilingual
domain faced resistance from the U.S. Department of and non-emergent bilingual students from 31 percent-
Education. The TEA informed the advisory commit- age points in 2014 to 10 percentage points in 2023.

tee that “the USDE has not approved a state plan with . , . .
: o : « . These results may reflect policymakers’ emphasis on this
targets such as this” when asked if they could “consider . . . . )
o . . critical subgroup during committee discussions when
sliding scale targets that adjust for low and high eco-

nomically disadvantaged” (TEA AAC, 2021, July 29,
p- 1). The TEA also conveyed that a design breaking

designing new accountability measures. Committee

members specifically discussed how to include these

. . . students in measuring readiness while considering ESSA

student groups into economically disadvantaged and . . .
. . « requirements. Although equity was often mentioned

non-economically disadvantaged had “not been well-re-

ceived by the [USDE]” (TEA AAC, 2021, July 29, p. 2).

The absence of specific accountability targets for this

in general terms, emergent bilingual students were one
of the few subgroups to receive sustained attention

Itiple TEA advi itt ti .
student subgroup may help explain the persistent gaps across mutipie advisory committee meetings

. Conversations addressed the challenges emergent
in CCMR scores.

bilingual students face but often struggled to balance
Emergent bilingual students fairness, simplicity, and the need for targeted supports,
Students classified as emergent bilingual in their senior | particularly as Texas aimed to meet federal subgroup
year saw a 20-percentage-point increase in CCMR expectations within its diverse student populations.
rates between 2014 and 2023 (Figure 10), even as
the overall percentage of emergent bilingual students
increased from 3% to 13% statewide. These trends

remained consistent, even after accounting for district
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Students receiving special education services had the greatest gains in CCMR

rates after the changes to the accountability system.

CCMR rates of graduating cohorts by special education status
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Students receiving special education services
Students receiving special education services showed
a 33-percentage-point increase in CCMR rates be-
tween the 2014 and 2023 graduating cohorts (Figure
11). While these students experienced a 24-percent-
age-point decrease in rates during the transition year,
they saw a significant increase of 57 percentage points
between 2017 and 2023. CCMR rates among students
receiving special education services were 31 percentage
points lower than those who weren’t in 2014, but by
2023 they were 7 points higher.

As part of implementing the A-F Accountability
System, students receiving special education services
were considered CCMR-ready with a completed IEP
and Workforce Readiness designation, which may have
contributed to the increase in statewide CCMR rates.
This substantial increase aligns with broader efforts to
expand the definition of CCMR and better align indi-
cators with diverse postsecondary pathways for all stu-
dents, including those in special education. Although
the previous index system included students in special
education as one of the subgroups compared across
indicators, the postsecondary readiness indicators

did not have specific metrics for these students. One

committee emphasized that this was fairly represent-
ed in the system by stating that “all students [should
be] ready for CCMR regardless of which component
they fall into” (TEA TAAG, 2022, October 7, p. 4),
underscoring a systemwide shift toward inclusivity.
However, while these gains reflect positive movement
for a historically underserved group, they also highlight
the broader tension within the accountability system
between achieving targeted equity and maintaining
systemwide consistency. Students receiving special
education services were discussed as part of the broad-
er supergroups, which could obscure the specific needs
and progress of this subgroup. As one committee mem-
ber noted, “In the supergroup it makes sense to group
the economically disadvantaged and emergent bilin-
gual students ... but it does not make as much sense

to include special education students. They’re such a
different population” (TEA AAC, 2022, February 9,

p- 4). This reflects the ongoing struggle to recognize
progress without losing sight of the unique challenges
certain student groups face.
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IMPLICATIONS

Implications

verall, the findings from this study reveal that the last decade of
O accountability system change in Texas was both ambitious and turbulent.
Policymakers aimed to build a system that was transparent, rigorous, and
continuously aligned with evolving understandings of college, career, and
military readiness. Yet, in practice, translating these goals into a coherent,
equity-focused, and functional accountability framework proved challenging.
Legislative mandates and advisory committee input shaped the system’s
design, but implementation was marked by frequent disruptions, including
COVID-19 and the subsequent move to the A-F Refresh without a pandemic-
related pause, shifting metrics, and inconsistent support for districts.
A decade later, the system remains in flux as it grapples with balancing
precision and public comprehensibility, standardization with localized
flexibility, and ambitious breadth with inclusivity in the Texas context.

The findings also revealed concerns in developing with necessary depth or intentionality. Supports for
and implementing the new accountability system and historically underserved students were inconsistent and
CCMR indicators. A major concern was the periodic sometimes deprioritized in favor of broader or less-tar-
disconnect between the TEA and its advisory commit- geted goals. Frequent changes to CCMR indicators

tees, undermining trust and weakening public stake- created ongoing instability, complicating efforts to plan
holders’ roles in shaping policy decisions. There was and support students, campuses, and districts effective-
notable tension between simplifying metrics for public ly. These issues suggest that the system could have been
understanding and maintaining the integrity of com- improved by centering equity more explicitly, investing
plex educational realities in Texas, which includes a di- in long-term capacity building at the campus and dis-
verse student body, specialized campuses, and districts trict levels, and slowing the pace of reform to allow for
with varied resources. While equity was discussed, it deliberate, inclusive, and well-supported transitions.
was not integrated into the policy development process
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations

Strengthen and formalize the process for
developing and refining accountability
systems.

Our research highlighted how legislators and pol-
icymakers aim to create a system that is accessible

and transparent to the public and can fairly support
the needs of various stakeholders across the state.
Providing multiple pathways to postsecondary readi-
ness has been a positive development in the creation of
the latest CCMR indicators. However, frequent indica-
tor changes, delays, setbacks, and miscalculations could
have been avoided in a system that anticipated and
addressed those obstacles. Though transparency, rigor,
and fairness were goals, these aims were not always
achieved, and stakeholder participation at different
stages could have better supported these goals.

1. For policymakers:

a. Establish policy-level guardrails for designing,
creating, and refining accountability systems.

Policymakers and legislators should create
guardrails to guide the design and refinement
of the accountability system, providing clarity
and direction while allowing for flexibility and
innovation. As adjustments are made, a degree
of stability should also be maintained. Carefully
coordinating system revisions and growth can
preserve foundational objectives of transparency,
rigor, and fairness while allowing responsible
evolution over time. Without such protections,
the system risks compromising its transparency
and effectiveness, leaving local actors without
clear direction and potentially undermining

public trust in the metrics used to measure school
and student success. This could include length-
ier formalized pilot periods before full imple-
mentation, with more in the future if significant
changes occur; transparent timelines for system
updates and stakeholder feedback (i.e., communi-
ty members, district staff); and dedicated funding
or training to support transitions (i.e., for schools
to train educators, build programs, etc.).

2. For TEA/CCMR advisory committees:

a. Better define and formalize the decision-making

process, including communication and engagement
with all stakeholders.

A well-defined system of accessible participation
rooted in transparency is essential as the state
develops its CCMR indicators. Improving com-
munication channels and stakeholder engage-
ment should be a priority to maintain transparen-
cy, foster trust, and gather feedback. This could
include user-friendly resources and regular public
forums to allow stakeholders to contribute to the
evolving accountability system, with more forums
leading up to the next system refresh.

. Support research to identify how effectively

current CCMR indicators connect to postsecondary
outcomes.

Improved readiness rates are a positive outcome
of the accountability redesign; however, their im-
pact depends on better postsecondary outcomes
for students. Stakeholders must analyze how
CCMR changes relate to postsecondary readi-
ness, access, and success.

Rice University | Houston Education Research Consortium



Close persistent equity gaps.

While policymakers have committed to equity, this has
often been overshadowed by concerns about simplicity
and compliance. Consequently, students from histori-
cally marginalized groups, particularly Black, Hispanic,
and economically disadvantaged students, have lacked
the support that can help them succeed. By addressing
the needs of specific student groups in developing new
systems or metrics—similar to the support provided for
students receiving special education services—gaps in
CCMR across groups can be addressed.

1. For policymakers:

a. Embed equity and opportunity into accountability
to close the gaps that remain 10 years after the
implementation of the A-F system.

Future accountability policies must include sus-
tained, data-informed support tailored to specific
student populations. This may involve funding
schools to provide robust college and career coun-
seling, fostering inclusive school cultures geared
toward future readiness, and developing targeted
interventions during major transitions to ensure
no group is left behind. Equity requires inten-
tionality, responsiveness, and targeted resource
allocation.

2. For TEA/CCMR advisory committees:

a. Ensure the system includes all opportunities for
college and career readiness at the local level.

Policymakers need to identify relevant offer-
ings, programs, and workforce demands at the
local level. To create a flexible system, they must
engage local districts and community organiza-
tions. When determining which IBCs make the
state-approved list for CCMR points, TEA should
also identify locally focused IBCs that meet
important local workforce needs. Collaborating
with districts and local industry will strengthen
the connection between earning a certification
and securing a job in the community.
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b. Support research on what works best to create
inclusive systems for students needing extra
support.

Further work is needed to understand how stu-
dents receiving special education services met
CCMR requirements and how this supported
their postsecondary success. Stakeholders must
reflect on what an equitable CCMR system looks
like and what incentives and support foster stu-
dent success. Policymakers can build a support-
ive system by focusing on evidence-based strate-
gies, effective supports, and successful examples
statewide. Continuously assessing the system’s
effectiveness is essential for creating sustainable
accountability.

c. Invest in targeted postsecondary supports for
historically underserved students.

Districts should invest in comprehensive post-
secondary planning, especially in schools serving
marginalized communities. This includes ex-
panding access to high-quality advising, career
counseling, and partnerships with local indus-
try, higher education, and military branches.
Ensuring all students have access to supports
needed to meet readiness indicators is essential
for equity.



CONCLUSION

Conclusion

n response to federal mandates and state legislation, Texas policymakers

developed the A-F Accountability System with an emphasis on preparing
students for the future through new CCMR indicators. What began in 2013
with a flexible graduation structure and reduced testing has evolved into a

multifaceted rating system shaped by legislative directives, ongoing input

from advisory committees, shifting workforce demands, and a changing

understanding of postsecondary success. While the system has been refined, its

evolution has not been linear; it has faced disruptions such as the COVID-19

pandemic and misalignments between policy vision and implementation.

Three overarching issues emerge. First, large system
shifts driven by legislative and federal forces introduced
complexities that proved difficult to manage for stake-
holders, often at the cost of clarity and accessibility.
Advisory committees balanced the need for transpar-
ency with legislative imperatives, adapting the system
to remain clear to the public. Second, while advisory
committees provided feedback rooted in transparen-
cy, fairness, and responsiveness, their influence was
sometimes diminished by opaque decision-making and
top-down implementation by the TEA. Third, targeted
equity was not fully embedded in the system’s design,
despite being referenced in the development process.
This was evident in the extensive embedding of CCMR
indicators. Gaps in CCMR outcomes persisted, rural
and small districts struggled with limited access, and a
desire for simplicity often superseded targeted support
for marginalized students.

These changes resulted in significant declines in CCMR
rates upon implementation, followed by a slow and
uneven recovery as districts adjusted to new standards.
Rates are still not at pre-2017 levels, and some demo-
graphic groups have seen slower recovery, illustrating
the fragility of the accountability system. While the
framework can incorporate changing legislative re-
quirements and refined readiness measures, targeted
equity within CCMR attainment remains a concern.
By collaborating with stakeholders and policymakers,
the goal should be to sustain a system that is transpar-
ent, rigorous, and inclusive of all student populations’
needs. The accountability system should value local
contexts, strengthen support for underserved commu-
nities, and foster stakeholder trust, ensuring an effec-
tive framework that prepares every Texas graduate for
success beyond high school.
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Data and Methodology

Qualitative Analysis

Source materials and selection process

The research team selected documents from 2014 to
2024 to align with major accountability system change
implementation years (2017-2018) and the system re-
fresh (2022-2023). All documents were public records
produced by TEA and the TEA Advisory Committees:
the Accountability Policy Advisory Committee
(APAC), the Accountability Technical Advisory
Committee (ATAC), and the Texas Accountability
Advisory Group (TAAG). We established validity of
these documents during the retrieval process from
official government websites:

® Legislative documents via Texas Legislature Online

® Meeting summaries and accountability manuals via
the TEA

The bulk of documents used in this analysis were pro-
duced by the TEA, particularly the meeting minutes
produced from the ATAC, APAC, AAC, and TAAG. We
used 47 meeting summaries to lay the groundwork for
this study, as they capture the conversations, consid-
erations, and decisions surrounding accountability
changes in the years of interest. Researchers considered
other TEA and legislative reports during the initial stag-
es of analysis, and those were used to provide context
where appropriate.

Secondary source collection

As a form of data source triangulation, we conducted a
secondary document collection consisting of legislative
bills related to CCMR and the accountability system for
the same 2014-2024 period. Conducting this second-
ary data collection helped bolster understanding of the
changes in CCMR and development of the accountabili-
ty system recorded in the meeting summaries.
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Thematic analysis methodology

For our analyses, we employed an inductive research
approach that followed a two-cycle coding method as
outlined by Saldafna (2021). All relevant documents
were coded simultaneously by two researchers and
grouped according to accountability year. We used the
computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software
MAXQDA to conduct all coding.

For the first cycle of coding, we utilized an eclectic cod-
ing approach that incorporated descriptive, structural,
and values coding methods. We then used a descriptive
coding technique to construct an inventory of relevant
topics of discussion related to changes in accountability
systems and CCMR. This broad coding procedure cap-
tured the most common concepts that emerged to gain
an understanding of the relative importance of certain
topics regarding accountability and CCMR develop-
ment. Secondly, researchers coded all documents using
a structural coding lens to map considerations around
each of the research question topics (i.e., the system
evolution process and equity considerations) as well as
grouped them according to accountability year. We then
used values coding to identify the attitudes and concerns
of those participating in the committees and the TEA.
We conducted specific coding to highlight the diverse set
of expressed attitudes and sentiments toward suggested
and implemented accountability and CCMR changes.

For the second cycle of coding, we applied a pattern
coding approach to refine broader codes into a set of
dominant and interrelated categories that highlight the
developmental shifts in accountability system design,
the new system’s intentions, equity considerations,

and the growing prevalence of CCMR within account-
ability. Researchers used three iterations that gradu-
ally narrowed down the data to five main categories

to construct these categories. Throughout the pattern
coding process, we produced a series of analytic memos
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to organize thoughts and map out the relations among
categories and build a theory of explanation. From
these analytic memos, we developed a series of themes
that inform this report.

Quantitative Analysis

To understand how changes in the accountability
system affected CCMR rates across the state of Texas,
we collected data at the district and state levels from
the Texas Academic Performance Reports (TAPR)

for the school years 2014-2015 through 2023-2024,
which included CCMR data for cohorts of students

that graduated for each year between 2014-2023.
Supplemental data included individual-level data from
the Public Education Information Management System
(PEIMS) obtained through the University of Houston’s
Education Research Center (ERC) for high school grad-
uating cohorts representing the same period.

TABLE List of variables used in analyses

Definition

Variable

Descriptive analysis

We conducted descriptive statistical analyses using both
TAPR’s statewide data and TEA’s individual-level data
to look at changes in CCMR rates for the state, by dis-
trict type, and by demographic characteristics over the
time frame in consideration. This information helped
us understand how CCMR rates and other CCMR-
related indicators have changed over time across the
state, school districts, and specific student subgroups.

Discontinuous growth model

For a deeper understanding of the mechanisms in-
fluencing the changes prevalent across the state, we
employed a multilevel discontinuous growth model
(DGM) to further examine both the immediate and
longer-term effects of the accountability system tran-
sition and the COVID-19 disruptions on overall and
group-specific CCMR rates. After excluding charter
districts, we looked at TAPR data from 1,021 districts
over our period of analysis. We then excluded records

CCMR rate Indicates the percentage of students deemed college, career, and military ready in the
district each year. Models predicting CCMR rates for specific student groups use the
respective percentages for each of those.

Year Indicates the corresponding year for each observation between 2014-2023

Change to A-F system

Binary indicator that equals 1 on the year they system was implemented and 0 otherwise

COVID-19 disruption

Binary indicator that equals 1 in 2020, and 0 otherwise

Economically disadvantaged

students in the district year

Percentage of students classified as economically disadvantaged in the district each

Students receiving special
education in the district

Percentage of students receiving special education services in the district each year

Race and ethnicity for students in
the district

Percentage of Black, Hispanic, or White students in the district each year

Emergent bilingual students in the
district

Percentage of emergent bilingual students in the district each year

Size of graduating cohort

Number of high school graduates per 100 in the district each year
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with missing information for individual years due to
district openings, closings, and other data issues. After
applying these exclusion criteria, our longitudinal
sample includes 980 districts. The models we estimated
included two moments of discontinuity in the DGM:
the A-F Accountability System implementation in 2017
and the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. The DGM pre-
dicted CCMR rates over time accounting for a variety
of district characteristics (see Table A below). To aid

in interpretation, variables are centered at their values
in 2017. We accounted for time and the percentage of
students identified as economically disadvantaged, re-
ceiving special education services, emergent bilingual,
Black, Hispanic, and White. After testing several model
specifications, the best-fitting model included random
intercepts at the district level, controlling for district
demographics, and with an interaction for the type of
district. This approach allowed us to isolate the effect of
the policy change by district type while accounting for
the makeup of the district and its baseline CCMR rates.

Bridging Qualitative and Quantitative
Components

The research team bridged the quantitative and qual-
itative analyses to understand not only what changed
in the CCMR framework, but also how and for whom
those changes mattered. Research team meetings were
used as structured analytic spaces to compare findings
across methods, interrogate contradictions, and refine
emerging insights. We further mapped policy develop-
ments over time with evident shifts in CCMR rates that
appeared in our descriptive analyses. This process of
triangulation allowed us to consider changes in CCMR
rates and contextualize quantitative trends within
broader policy developments and decision-making pro-
cesses made by the TEA. As such, our collaborative and
mixed-methods approach deepened our understanding
of how system-level shifts translated into on-the-ground
results for students.

APPENDIX: DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Who Remains ‘College, Career, and Military Ready’ in the Context of a Shifting Accountability Framework? m



Mission
The Kinder Institute for Urban Research builds better cities and improves lives
through data, research, engagement and action.

About

The Houston Education Research Consortium (HERC) is a research-practice
partnership between the Kinder Institute for Urban Research and 11 Houston-
area school districts. HERC aims to improve the connection between education
research and decision making for the purpose of equalizing outcomes by race,
ethnicity, economic status, and other factors associated with inequitable
educational opportunities.

RICE UNIVERSITY
Kinder Institute for Urban Research

6100 Main Street MS-208 « Houston, TX 77005
713-348-4132 « kinder@rice.edu
kinder.rice.edu



	_heading=h.iwjq6ep8i7p
	_heading=h.ekg3jm2bisrn
	Executive Summary
	Key Findings
	Recommendations

	Introduction
	Background
	The History of Texas’ Postsecondary Accountability Frameworks
	Building Their Own System: The A-F Accountability System and CCMR Initiatives 

	Methodology
	Qualitative Data Sources and Analysis
	Quantitative Data Sources and Analysis
	Bridging the Qualitative and Quantitative Analyses

	Part 1: What Guided the Development of the A-F Accountability System and its CCMR Indicators?
	Key Finding 1
	Key Finding 2
	Key Finding 3 

	Part 2: How Did the New Accountability System Consider Multiple Pathways to Postsecondary Success and Equity? 
	Key Finding 4
	Key Finding 5

	Part 3: How Were Changes in CCMR Policy Related to District and Student CCMR Rates Over Time?
	Key Finding 6
	Key Finding 7
	Key Finding 8

	Implications
	Recommendations
	Strengthen and formalize the process for developing and refining accountability systems.
	Close persistent equity gaps.

	Conclusion
	References
	Appendix: 
Data and Methodology

