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I. Introduction 
 

Over the last decade, the Legislature has taken an increasingly risk-averse stance with regard to public 

education. Among the traditional public school lobby- administrators, educators, board members and 

advocates such as Raise Your Hand Texas- there has emerged a consensus around the primacy of the 

traditional K-12 educational model. This consensus is increasingly opposed to high-stakes accountability, 

assessment, classroom innovation, advances in virtual education, and school choice, even in the case of 

high-performing charter schools (unless such a partnership benefits a school district financially). With 

few exceptions, the Legislature follows suit. While respecting all sides of the K-12 policy debate, the 

TCCRI Education and Workforce Task Force would encourage a more robust legislative discussion across 

all aspects of the system. Many of these ideas are articulated in the report that follows. 

 

The Final Report of the 2019-20 TCCRI Education and Workforce Task Force is the result of several 

meetings throughout 2020 as well as long-standing priorities of TCCRI and TCCRI Education Task Forces 

over the years. The Task Force discussed, and the report addresses, key policy debates surrounding 

virtual and remote learning, testing and accountability, ongoing issues related to school finance and 

school finance reform, charter schools, homeschooling, and other forms of school choice. It also 

discusses and makes recommendations on a number of policy questions within the context of higher 

education, such as financial aid and state funding. 

 

For many of the included discussions, the coronavirus pandemic helped to highlight several key failures 

and missed opportunities in state policy, such as the stagnation of the state’s virtual education options. 

It is the Task Force’s hope that the 87th Texas Legislature will remedy many of those shortcomings so 

that Texas schoolchildren will be better positioned in the future, pandemic or not. 
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II. Virtual and Remote Learning  
 

COVID-19 will dominate the policy debates of the 87th Legislative Session; perhaps the most crucial 

discussions will center on K-12 education, specifically the incredible learning deficits to be overcome due 

to “Covid slide.” Public education in Texas was not prepared for the pandemic. The state proved ill-

equipped to adapt to the sudden decision to close schools and attempt to educate children remotely 

through virtual offerings. The resulting efforts early in the pandemic were more “crisis teaching” than 

virtual education. While this occurrence could not have been anticipated, the pandemic revealed a 

series of failed policies that exacerbated a trying situation.  

 

The failures and dissatisfaction with virtual options forced upon children across the state are well 

documented. As the Texas Tribune reported in an article dated November 20, 2020 titled “Many Texas 

families say remote learning isn’t working and they want it fixed,” there is wide recognition that virtual 

schooling and remote learning need to be more well thought out and planned: 

 

Almost midway through the school year, it has become increasingly clear that virtual 

learning is failing a sizable number of Texas public school students whose parents decided 

to keep them home as COVID-19 grips the state. 

 

The disturbing number of students posting failing grades while trying to learn in front of 

computer screens has also brought into sharper focus the failure of state education and 

political leaders to prepare for an academic year they knew would be like no other.  

 

Over the last month, The Texas Tribune has interviewed more than 30 educators, 

students, parents and experts across the state about their experiences with remote 

learning. Parents and students describe a system in which kids are failing, not necessarily 

because they don’t understand the material, but because the process of teaching them is 

so broken that it’s difficult to succeed. 

 

Teachers say they are scrambling to retool education, creating new videos and online 

lessons from scratch and struggling with new demands and limited time.i 

 

The combination of necessity and the recognition that current practice and policy used in 2020 is not the 

path forward frames the debate on public education reform in the 87th Legislative Session. 

 

Despite the failures in K-12 implementation, remote learning and virtual education have been part of 

the larger instructional landscape for two decades. Such technologies have long been fully integrated at 

institutions of higher education in Texas, with full courses available online across a broad spectrum of 

degree plans and schools. Higher education offers fully online schools and degrees, such as Western 

Governor’s University, founded in 1997.ii K-12 public education in Texas has not taken advantage of the 
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innovative advances in technology the same way that higher education has. As a result, it has stagnated. 

The pandemic has shed a blinding light on that stagnation and the state policies that undermine an 

effective virtual education program.  

 

A. Traditional public education institutions and interest groups have 

successfully thwarted efforts to bring virtual education into the 21st century, 

leaving Texas unprepared for the pandemic.  

 

The primary reason why K-12 districts and charter schools in Texas do not avail themselves of digital 

innovation to a more effective extent is because of open opposition to those innovations by the public 

education establishment. Visit the website of any public education interest group and you will find that 

they openly oppose virtual offerings and related reforms. The Texas Association of School 

Administrators opposes virtual offerings of any kind if they directly help parents and students instead of 

being funded and controlled directly through the public education system.iii The Texas Association of 

School Boards takes the same position.iv The teachers associations are no different, with Texas AFT’s 

2021 legislative priorities making clear that virtual offerings are necessary during the pandemic, but will 

be opposed at other times.v 

 

Every opportunity these organizations have had to take a position on virtual education reforms, they’ve 

opposed them. Take, for example, the Texas Virtual School Network (TVSN). The TVSN was created in 

2007 and been neglected ever since as Texas falls farther behind the policy curve implemented by other 

states. Its offerings are limited and further underutilized by statutory rules, such as an arbitrary cap of 

three courses allowable per student.vi Another restriction is a requirement that schools offer a course 

“in a traditional classroom setting” before the course may be offered online. Another impediment to the 

growth and utilization of the TVSN is an eligibility requirement that essentially restricts full-time 

enrollment to students who were enrolled in a Texas public school in the previous year, or who are a 

dependent of a member of the armed forces.vii This excludes homeschool students, private school 

students switching to public schools, and students whose families just moved to Texas. This policy is 

exclusionary in effect and intent.  

 

Ironically, the state has created a system where – statutorily – a district cannot educate its own students 

in a virtual mode and receive funding for their education. Perhaps the most preposterous feature of the 

TVSN statute is the grandfathering of four districts and one charter school that are authorized to 

operate full-time virtual programs. No one else need apply, even if a local school board makes a decision 

that expanding virtual offerings to their own students is in the best interest of their communities. 

Otherwise stalwart local control advocates such as TASA, TASB, and Raise Your Hand Texas turn a blind 

eye to this inconsistency, even when their individual members would favor such a reform. 
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Bills are filed every legislative session with the intent to modernize the TVSN to the benefit of 

schoolchildren. All the aforementioned public education groups oppose these reforms as a matter of 

course. 

 

Take, for example, Senate Bill 610 from the 85th Legislative Session.viii The bill proposed to expand TVSN 

offerings to grades kindergarten through second grade. Like the existing TVSN, it merely would have 

been one additional tool available to educators and parents. No student would have been forced to use 

it. When that bill received a public hearing in the Senate Education Committee on March 30, 2017, 

several parents publicly testified in favor of the bill and told the committee how it would help their 

school-aged children. Not a single parent testified or registered against the bill. In contrast, here is a list 

of organizations who came out in force to oppose this marginal reform:  

 

• Public School Options 

• TX-American Federation of Teachers 

• Texas Association of School Administrators 

• Texas Association of School Boards 

• Texas State Teachers Association 

• Texas Association of Community Schools 

• Texas Rural Education Association 

• Texas Latino Education Coalition 

• Texas School Alliance 

• Association of Professional Educators 

 

By the time these politically powerful organizations were through, Senate Bill 610 had turned into a 

proposal to conduct a “study” on expanding the TVSN to additional grade levels.ix The bill passed the 

Senate but died in the House of Representatives without receiving a public hearing. 

 

It should shock no one that that the version of virtual education and remote learning forced upon Texas 

school children during the COVID-19 pandemic has failed. It was created and implemented on an ad hoc 

basis by public education interests who have spent over a decade opposing its further utilization. It did 

not have to be this way. 

 

B. Public education in Texas could have been prepared for a pandemic 

 

TCCRI has long advocated for expanded virtual and digital offerings, not as a panacea, but as part of a 

larger portfolio of educational tools the state should make available, as explained in TCCRI’s 2017-18 

School Choice and School Finance Task Force Report: 

 

Technology in the classroom and how it is used are issues of paramount importance. 

Within the existing structure of public education, technology can change the learning 
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process. The right tools—computers and tablets—and the right learning software can 

personalize learning in ways previously not possible.  

 

Blended learning, for example, empowers the student to move at his or her own pace 

with less teacher interaction and more learning by doing. In one 2017 study, 57 percent 

of teachers who use blended learning in their classrooms said that technology has helped 

those students collaborate more with their peers, and 48 percent stated that digital tools 

have helped students take greater ownership over their studies.x Direct instruction will 

always matter, but blended learning changes the process, providing new ways of learning 

through personalized instruction and interaction. 

 

Beyond in-classroom reforms, school choice through virtual schooling takes the 

traditional model of an instructor providing educational lectures, but creates a 

marketplace where students can bypass the limitations created by classroom assignments 

based on geographical location and access courses and lectures from top instructors 

across the state, nation, and world.xi 

 

Imagine a Texas in which the public education advocacy groups embraced technology and innovation, 

and worked to incorporate them into the public education system.  

 

Imagine if, four years ago, the Legislature had passed Senate Bill 1482 (L. Taylor) to create the Next 

Generation Commission on Digital Learning to “develop and make recommendations for establishing a 

framework to incorporate digital teaching and learning in public schools.”xii Senator Taylor filed the 

same bill two years later (SB 2431). One of the charges of this Commission would have been finding 

ways to implement these technologies in a way that would actually “improve student outcomes.” That 

bill did not become law and Texas never studied those issues. Instead, school districts threw digital 

options together out of necessity because of a pandemic. There was no time to consider what worked 

and what did not. With four years or even two years of thoughtful deliberation on virtual and remote 

learning policy, the children of Texas would have been far better off than they are today.  

 

Imagine a Texas in which the Legislature had passed Senate Bill 1455 in 2019, which was the product of 

an interim charge to “review the Texas Virtual School Network (TVSN) and recommend methods of 

updating and improving the system to boost online virtual education.”xiii In accordance with the Senate 

Committee on Education’s unanimous consent to the study’s recommendations, SB 1455 would have 

modernized the TVSN with a statutory overhaul that expanded access to all school-aged children and 

expanded offerings to allow a broad variety of providers to supply content and courses, including local 

education agencies, traditional ISDs, public charter schools, institutions of higher education, non-profit 

organizations, and private entities. These providers would be vetted, accredited, and subject to approval 

by the Texas Education Agency. They would also be subject to the same accountability measures (i.e. “A-

F” grades) as traditional public schools and public charter schools. Failure to maintain a “C” rating or 

higher for three straight years would force the provider to shut down and be placed on a “do-not-hire” 
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list. SB 1455 would have created a robust marketplace for virtual and remote public education. Had that 

bill passed, Texas would have been profoundly better situated for what happened with pandemic-

related school closures and the necessity of virtual and remote learning in 2020.  

 

Of course, much like every other reform to public education that would have given the slightest bit of 

control over to parents and students, public education advocates opposed the bill.xiv  

 

C. Policy Recommendation: Overhaul and Modernize the Texas Virtual 

School Network 

 

Public education advocates who have spent the last decade opposing the technologies now relied upon 

by millions of students and educators are not strongly positioned to continue opposing those reforms. If 

they are not willing to sit at the table and be part of the solution, they should be ignored. State-level 

reforms to virtual education are unavoidably necessary in 2021. 

 

Whether it is through the TVSN or an expansion beyond that network, Texas needs to completely 

overhaul and modernize its virtual offerings across K-12, with the objective to implement a top flight 

menu of virtual offerings to use in the event that millions of children are once again forced to learn from 

home. Content and curriculum should be aligned with the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) 

and should require approval from TEA before going live. Being a content provider should also require 

application and approval. Accountability through the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness 

(STAAR) should be required of everyone using these offerings so that parents, regulators, and 

policymakers can compare results, emphasize and promote what works, and discard what does not. 

There should be no restrictions on the type of provider, be it public, private, non-profit, or corporate. 

The more, the better. So long as providers are producing the educational tools the state needs, the state 

should welcome those tools. 

 

Had such a system had been put in place four years ago, it is conceivable that each grade would already 

have dozens of providers approved. Schools could be using those providers and their content to 

supplement their own in-person offerings. Maybe 6th grade teachers in urban areas like one provider 

the most, but 6th grade teachers in more rural areas prefer another. Maybe homeschoolers would find a 

provider they like best and use that content to supplement or completely guide their own at-home 

learning. But consider that when the pandemic hit, a tested infrastructure for remote learning would 

already have been in place with multiple providers and platforms, each with a track record of success or 

failure tied to the state’s accountability system. School districts could have head into virtual and remote 

learning in March and August of 2020 with a realistic expectation of what type of product they were 

delivering to millions of school children being forced to adapt.  

 

Senate Bill 1455 proposed much of what this recommendation describes. A new version of SB 1455 or a 

different bill with the same vision should be filed and passed in the 87th Legislative Session. The children 
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of Texas will be better off because of it. The Texas Legislature should listen to the parents who 

understand that these reforms are desperately needed, and not to the interest groups who have always 

opposed them. Those opponents will use the failures of virtual and remote learning in 2020 to 

convincingly advocate against any proposed reforms, but it must not be forgotten that their refusal to 

allow the system to be modernized played the central role in those failures.  
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III. Testing and Accountability  
 

A. An overview of the state’s accountability system  

 

Public school accountability in Texas is based on several metrics. The state looks at college, career, and 

military readiness, measured under roughly a dozen different factors, such as graduation under certain 

degree plans, whether the student obtained some kind of certification or associate’s degree while in 

high school, whether the student earned dual-course credits while in high school, and how the student 

performed on college prep courses, to name only a few examples. Accountability in public schools is also 

measured by the school and district graduation rates over four, five, and six year periods. 

 

Of course, accountability in Texas is measured using criterion-referenced testing in the form of the State 

of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) examinations. STAAR tests are aligned with the 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), which are state curriculum standards for what a student is 

expected to learn in each grade and subject in the Texas public school system. The STAAR examinations 

provide an objective measure for how well the TEKS are being taught and learned. STAAR exams are 

administered annually as follows: 

 

• Reading – Grades 3 through 8; 

• Mathematics – Grades 3 through 8; 

• Writing – Grades 4 and 7; 

• Science – Grades 5 and 8; 

• Social Studies – Grade 8; 

 

Additionally, end-of-course (EOC) assessments are required for high school students in these specific 

courses: English I, English II, Algebra I, Biology, and U.S. History. 

 

These factors are used to assess three main accountability criteria: student achievement, school 

progress, and how well schools and districts are closing the gaps in performance between different 

racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups.  

 

School and district performance in these measures are used to produce “A-F Accountability Ratings,” 

which provide an excellent shorthand for school performance that parents and interested parties can 

use to make decisions about public education.  

 

B. Ongoing opposition to testing and accountability 

 

The public education establishment opposes both testing and the state’s A-F accountability system. 

Establishment interest groups and teachers’ associations will use the pandemic to further their goals of 

diminishing assessment-based accountability. 
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Teacher associations argue that “it’s time to eliminate the stranglehold high-stakes testing has on our 

public schools, public school students, teachers, and school districts.”xv An understandable sentiment, 

until one gets to the crux of the complaint, which is that “schools and school districts should not be 

graded—much less taken over—based on standardized test scores.”xvi These quotes are taken from the 

Texas American Federation of Teachers’ 2021 Legislative Priorities.xvii 

 

The Texas Association of School Administrators’ (TASA) position is to “oppose A-F campus and district 

ratings” and to limit state assessments to only those required to meet federal guidelines.xviii Similarly, 

the Texas Association of School Boards (TASB) advocates for the Texas Legislature to “continue to 

reduce state assessments” and to prohibit state assessments “from serving as the primary indicator of 

school and student performance.”xix  Educators, administrators and board members are lock-step in this 

opposition. Or, more to the point, their associations are. These positions are not uniformly held by 

educators or school board members.  

 

A recent Texas Tribune articlexx quotes the president of the Texas State Teachers Association (TSTA) 

calling for STAAR cancellation in the 2020-21 school year because “[o]ur students, educators and their 

families can’t afford the distraction of STAAR as they struggle to stay safe and continue to adjust to new 

methods of teaching and learning.” But the TSTA openly states on their website that one of their “top 

education issues” is to “demand that the Legislature abolish or drastically cut back on the STAAR 

program.”xxi The pandemic is but a helpful pretext in this ongoing mission.xxii 

 

C. Policy Recommendation: Hold the Line on Testing and Accountability 

 

STAAR Assessments were cancelled for the 2019-20 school year as the COVID-19 pandemic took the 

world by surprise.xxiii TCCRI staff wrote in April 2020 that while Governor Abbott’s decision was largely 

unavoidable, his press release made his general position clear: 

 

In normal times, Texas’ assessment system provides educators and parents with reliable 

information on whether or not their students have mastered grade-level content. The 

Governor remains committed to ensuring parents, students, and school districts have 

access to this information in future years.xxiv 

 

In a commentary, TCCRI staff explained: 

 

It is understandable why high-stakes testing is not the most popular policy, but it would 

be a mistake to turn a one-off cancellation of assessments and accountability out of 

necessity into momentum for abandoning public school accountability entirely. Parents 

of more than 5 million public school students have a right to know how their children are 

performing relative to other students, and how their schools are serving them relative to 

the rest of the state. And even though parents generally have a great deal of trust in their 
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teachers, administrators, and schools, they deserve better than taking someone’s word 

for it. They pay the taxes that fund those public schools and, for the most part, they have 

very few options other than sending their children to the schools to which they are 

geographically assigned.  

 

For this reason, it is critical that the state holds the line on accountability. Fundamentally, 

some measure of testing must always be a part of a functional accountability system. In 

no other area of the public sector would it be conscionable to spend tens of billions of tax 

dollars without an expectation of accountability for how that money is spent. After all, 

education is the single largest expenditure in the state budget; public schools receive 

more than $60 billion per year.xxv 

 

Eight months later, the decision has been made to move forward with STAAR Assessments for the 2020-

21 school year, but to suspend A-F accountability ratings.xxvi  

 

Once again, this decision is a reasonable compromise, but it will not end the debate. Opposition to both 

testing and accountability remain strong. But performance on assessments and accountability ratings 

remain important metrics for parents of children forced to send their children to the school to which 

they are geographically assigned. Parents, and indeed all interested parties, understand how difficult 

2020 has been for students. The expectation across the board will be that students will not perform up 

to their usual standards on state assessments. However, it is times like these that make it imperative 

that parents and policymakers know just how bad the slide is so that they can design and implement 

policies to improve performance should another difficult school year arise. Attempts to use the current 

pandemic as a pretext to further reduce or eliminate testing and accountability in Texas in the 87th 

Legislative Session should be opposed.  
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IV. School Finance  
 

A. The reforms of House Bill 3  

 

Longstanding school finance concerns were addressed by the 86th Texas Legislature in House Bill 3, the 

most important school finance reform bill in decades. Prior to passage of HB 3, the Texas Commission on 

Public School Finance was established by the 85th Texas Legislature in House Bill 21. The Commission 

spent the 85th interim studying the school finance system in Texas, identifying problematic areas, and 

proposing a considerable list of reforms based on its findings. HB 3 largely adopted those proposed 

reforms in a bipartisan landmark bill that finally passed both chambers of the Legislature unanimously. 

 

There are ongoing and considerable costs associated with HB 3. As highlighted in the Legislative Budget 

Board’s May 24, 2019 Fiscal Note for the Conference Committee Report on HB 3, the bill was projected 

to have a negative fiscal impact of $11.6 billion through the biennium ending on August 31, 2021.xxvii 

While certainly a “cost,” this staggering amount is a testament to the Legislature’s commitment to 

investing in public education. The most significant costs associated with HB 3 include: 

 

• An increase to the basic allotment from $5,100 to $6,160, 

• Creation of a dyslexia allotment with a weight of .1, 

• An increase in the weight applied to the mainstream instructional arrangement of the special 

education allotment from 1.1 to 1.15, 

• An additional .05 weight to the allotment for students using dual language immersion, 

• Expanded eligibility for career and technology allotment for grades 7 and 8, 

• A new early education allotment, 

• An increase to the New Instructional Facilities Allotment, and 

• An adjusted compensatory education allotment with a sliding scale weight of .225 to .275, 

depending on the tier, which would be determined based on an index established by the 

Commissioner of Education. 

 

The items above are a few examples of reforms to the school finance system; what they have in 

common is a commitment by the Legislature to shift a greater share of the burden of public education 

funding from local school district property taxes over to the state. That shift is clearly delineated in HB 

3’s provisions relating to property tax compression and relief. 

 

House Bill 3 provided property tax relief of $2.7 billion for the 2020-21 biennium, achieved through 

compression of school district M&O tax rates. This was the largest property tax relief package since the 

79th Legislature compressed M&O rates by one-third in 2006. On that point, note that the 79th 

Legislature also created the franchise tax to fund the property tax relief that it provided. HB 3 created no 

such other tax, instead funding its property tax relief directly by appropriating available state general 
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revenue. This is a significant cost and one that the Legislature should prioritize regardless of the state’s 

fiscal situation. 

 

Another priority is the cost of reducing recapture, with the reduction achieved through the 

aforementioned increases in the basic allotment and Tier 2 funding. The bill is estimated to reduce 

recapture paid by school districts by approximately $1.6 billion in fiscal year 2020 and $1.9 billion in 

fiscal year 2021. Ongoing reductions in recapture depend on the legislature’s continued commitment to 

compressing school district M&O tax rates. 

 

B. True school finance reform  

 

House Bill 3 contains a mechanism by which, beginning in 2021, school districts’ maximum compressed 

tax rates are compressed for property value growth that exceeds 2.5 percent. This potential reduction to 

school district M&O rates will be ongoing, assuming total taxable property values will rise by at least 2.5 

percent a year. This is built-in property tax relief assuming such a rise in taxable value. HB 3 requires the 

state to hold school districts harmless from the effects of this type of rate compression. 

 

This automatic reduction in property taxes has the potential to be quite costly to the state over the long-

term, but for taxpayers the burden should not increase assuming local property tax values are reduced 

in proportion to the state’s increased financial responsibility. And, if the Legislature commits to not 

raising taxes, it amounts to a net tax cut over time. This mechanism has potential to provide the long-

term fix to school finance that Texas has sought for decades. TCCRI wrote about this in its February 2019 

School Choice and School Finance Task Force’s Final Report.xxviii The report covers this point at length: 

 

The requirement that public schools be part of “an efficient system” was added to the 

Texas Constitution in 1876 and has been the focus of litigation in Texas courts since the 

1970s. Indeed, the terms and clauses contained in Article VII, Section 1 of the Texas 

Constitution have been litigated ad nauseam for more than three decades.  

. . . 

While the Court in Morath rightfully held the current system constitutional, it is important 

to note that the Court did not overrule Edgewood I or any of its subsequent affirmations, 

meaning that school funding still requires that each district receives similar funding based 

on its tax effort. That is why the Foundation School Program has the current system of 

recapture, codified in Chapter 41 of the Education Code.xxix 

 

Unless the Texas Supreme Court expressly overrules Edgewood I, Texas will always 

require wealthy school districts to subsidize poorer school districts. However, if the state 

were to fundamentally transform the way in which it raises revenue for public schools, 

the system would look a whole lot more equitable to interested parties across the 

state.xxx 
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The report continues by offering options on this point of fundamental transformation and long-term 

reform: 

 

[S]hort of overruling Edgewood I and its progeny, the only way to eliminate recapture 

while maintaining a constitutional system is by making the revenue raising ability of 

wealthy and non-wealthy districts unimportant from a constitutional standpoint. The 

following options would do that: 

 

1) Eliminate the school district M&O tax and replace it with revenue from an 

increased statewide sales tax (raise rate and eliminate exemptions, and include 

real estate sales); 

2) Eliminate the school district M&O tax and replace it with a statewide M&O tax; 

3) Replace the M&O tax with a hybrid of a lower statewide M&O tax and higher sales 

tax (consider including real estate sales).xxxi 

 

The 2.5 percent compression mechanism contained in House Bill 3 is similar to TCCRI’s proposal 1), 

except better. Rather than lowering the tax rate and immediately finding replacement revenue through 

increases to other tax revenue sources, HB 3 has the potential to slowly lower the school district M&O 

tax rate to zero over time (without eliminating it in statute) while the Legislature finds ways to fund 

education at higher levels over time. If school district M&O taxes are ultimately compressed to zero, the 

endless litigation over recapture, efficiency, and other related constitutional provisions tied to revenue 

raising are eliminated and the Legislature can focus exclusively on crafting the most efficient funding 

mechanism. Thus, while ongoing tax compression may be framed as an ongoing “cost,” it is of the 

utmost importance to ongoing school finance reform efforts and should be viewed as a necessity. 

 

C. Policy Recommendation: Maintain a Commitment to House Bill 3’s 

Ongoing Tax Compression 

 

House Bill 3’s ongoing tax compression, ultimately expected to drive school district M&O tax rates to 

zero, is the most important component of that landmark school finance legislation. It is paramount that 

the Legislature maintain its commitment to continued tax compression, especially in times of state 

revenue hardship. The long-term gain of being able to freely craft a school finance system without the 

constraints of the current revenue system are more important than any short-term budgetary relief that 

might be gained from not staying the course.  
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V. Public Charter Schools 
 

Texas has a robust public school choice program through the establishment of open-enrollment charter 

schools. Charter campuses are public schools. They are funded based on daily attendance, just like 

traditional public schools. They must comply with state and federal laws relating to special education 

and academic accountability. The two main areas in which charter public schools differ from traditional 

public schools are, first, that they do not receive funds from local tax revenue, and second, they have 

considerable leeway in operations and ability to innovate that traditional public schools lack. 

 

The Texas Legislature authorized public charter schools in 1995 with the passage of Senate Bill 1.xxxii SB 1 

supporters argued that “charter schools allow educators to be more innovative and creative and give 

parents and community leaders more input in public education on the local level.”xxxiii Indeed, the 

charter school provision in SB 1 was adopted, in part, because the state “recognized that it is important 

to waive certain regulations to allow schools to try innovative programs. Charter schools would give 

teachers and parents who want to try new ideas the maximum flexibility they need without having to 

request a waiver from the education commissioner.”xxxiv 

 

Charter schools in Texas accept students on a first-come, first-served basis, using lotteries when school 

capacity is reached. While subject to the same academic and accountability standards as traditional 

public schools, charter schools have considerable flexibility in terms of operational structure, practices, 

and personnel. This flexibility provides charter schools with the ability to meet the needs of diverse 

communities and students. The charter model allows schools to react to market forces, creating schools 

that focus specifically on college preparation, high-tech and STEM-focused fields, or create campuses 

that focus more heavily on the arts, to name a few examples. Above all else, charter schools are 

important because they bolster the ability of parents to choose the best education for their child. The 

growing demand for public school choice serves as evidence that the traditional public school inside a 

district-drawn attendance zone is not always the best option for each of the 5.4 million public school 

students in Texas.xxxv 

 

A. Charter school success 

 

A 2020 report from the Texas Charter School Association discusses the first “25 Years of Texas Public 

Charter Schools,” and its findings leave no doubt about how important charter schools are for children 

in Texas. Key findings from the report discuss how competition from charter schools has made all public 

schools better. Indeed, “[f]rom 2012 to 2019, as total charter enrollment nearly tripled, the average 

district raised its student achievement between 4% and 8%, depending on grade and subject tested.”xxxvi 

More specifically, “[f]rom 2016 to 2019 . . . 82% of ISDs with charters in their attendance zones boosted 

their fifth-grade reading scores—compared to 67% of ISDs without any charters.”xxxvii  

Other reports detail the successes of charter schools in Texas. One 2019 report shows that public 

charter schools are sending 4% more of their students to college than traditional public schools.xxxviii 
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Charter school graduates who attend college are also 3% more likely to complete college than a 

graduate from a traditional public school.xxxix That can be attributed, at least in part, to charter schools 

producing graduates who are more prepared for colleges, as measured by TEA data and metrics such as 

AP course credit.xl Charter schools achieve all of this while serving greater proportional numbers of 

historically disadvantaged demographic groups such as black, Hispanic, economically disadvantaged, and 

English language learners.xli They also serve nearly the same proportional number of special needs 

children.xlii 

 

B. Charter school opponents 

 

Despite these successes, and despite charter schools also being public schools, proponents of traditional 

public schools oppose public charter schools. As Thomas Sowell points out in his newest book, “Charter 

Schools and Their Enemies,” there is no doubt that teachers unions and the public education 

establishment will do anything they can to harm charter schools. TCCRI touched on this point in a June 

2020 commentary for LIFT Perspectives: 

 

If there’s any doubt about [who the enemies of charter schools are], just look at the 

witness list to see who is for or against any bill that touches on things like creating new 

streams of funding for charter schools, making it easier for successful charters to take 

over failing traditional public schools, making the admissions process for charters more 

onerous, placing geographic restrictions on where charter schools can open, or adding 

red tape to charter admissions processes, to name a few examples. There’s a pattern.  

There are also roadblocks in Texas that make it difficult for new charters to be granted, 

or for existing charters to add new campuses. These are discussed in TCCRI’s 2019 School 

Choice and School Finance Task Force Report, which points out that “charter school 

expansion in Texas has stagnated,” the approval process “has become so cumbersome 

that it is difficult to be granted a charter in the first place,” and there is open bias against 

out-of-state charter applicants.xliii 

 

Opposition to policies beneficial to charter schools is only one side of the coin. Charter opponents in 

Texas aggressively push legislation to harm charters. An entire day of legislative hearings was dedicated 

to such bills in the Texas Committee on Public Education in the 86th Legislative Session. On  April 9, 

2019, the committee heard bills that sought to make it more difficult for successful charters to expand 

(HB 139), bills that restricted charter schools from accepting students regardless of where they live (HB 

1003), bills that would place geographic restrictions on where new charter schools can operate (HB 

1730), bills that would narrow flexibility in hiring teachers at charter schools (HB 1853), bills requiring 

“reports” on how a charter would affect the existing public schools should they open nearby (HB 2760), 

and bills restricting charter schools’ ability to discipline students (HB 3013), to name but a few examples. 

These bills did not become law, but the ongoing efforts to pass such laws must be thwarted. The people 

behind them seek to protect the interests of traditional public schools, not to advance policies that allow 

parents to choose what is best for their own children. 
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C. The current state of charter school policy in Texas 

 

Despite what are generally considered successful and positive reforms, charter school expansion in 

Texas has stagnated. Much of that has to do with the process of gaining approval, which has become so 

cumbersome that it is difficult to be granted a charter in the first place. As Adam Jones and Amanda List 

explain in a case study on Texas charter schools, “it has never been more difficult to be granted a 

charter in Texas than it is today.”xliv Despite many positive efforts at TEA, and support from 

Commissioner Mike Morath, that statement remains true.  

 

D. Policy Recommendation: Provide a Better Process for Out-of-State 

Charter Applicants and Eliminate the State Board of Education’s Veto Authority 

Over Charter Applications 

 

The State Board of Education has shown an open bias against out-of-state charter applicants, with one 

member openly stating an unwillingness to vote to authorize charters for organizations not founded in 

Texas.xlv Adam Jones and Amanda List summarize the current state of affairs with respect to out-of-state 

applicants quite well: 

 

No single category of applicants has been less successful in this post-SB 2 process than 

out-of-state operators. All three of the charters targeted for SBOE veto have been out-of-

state operators. Some of the applicants applying for a Texas open-enrollment charter 

have been from successful organizations outside of Texas with proven records of student 

success, applications that SB 2 incentivizes. Nevertheless, some SBOE members believe a 

model not home-grown in Texas has no place there, despite extensive vetting and the 

commissioner’s seal of approval. There have been no charter school management 

organizations (CMO) from out-of-state approved since the new authorizing process. The 

last few generations of charters approved have been home grown with most of the 

schools serving small numbers of students, as opposed to established CMO applicants 

applying to serve thousands of students and open multiple campuses across the state.xlvi 

 

An organization without an already established presence in Texas takes on considerable risk when 

applying for a charter in Texas. The process is cumbersome and expensive, which is discouraging 

enough, but the notion that a charter may be approved on the front end only to be vetoed on the back 

end must have a chilling effect on out-of-state operators with a desire to establish schools in Texas. 

Moreover, as Jones and List explain, “the SBOE veto does not lead to better outcomes in charter 

authorization and increases the risk for any charter organization to try to operate in Texas.xlvii  

 

The SBOE veto should be repealed from statute. The process for charter approval is extensive. In any 

given year, as many as 37% and as few as 9% of applications are ruled incomplete and discarded. Of 
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those deemed complete, only a small fraction of applications is sent to the SBOE for approval. Between 

2013 and 2017, the SBOE did not approve of 7 out of a total of 26 applications it reviewed.xlviii Any 

charter application sent to the SBOE should be given an opportunity to open a campus start educating 

children. Innovation produces both successes and failures. Charters that survive the application process, 

but still do not perform, can be revoked, but they should be given a chance to succeed. 

 

Between eliminating the SBOE’s veto authority, modernizing the application process, and reforming the 

external review of charter applications to make it a less rigid stage, Texas could return to a system in 

which innovation and risk are highly valued components of the state’s most significant school choice 

program. 
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VI. School Choice 
 

A broad, statewide school choice program in Texas remains a long-term goal for TCCRI, as it should be 

for any advocate of educating children. Advocates who place schools, districts, teachers, administrators, 

or the larger public education system above students are misguided in their advocacy. Since the first 

voucher program was created in 1990, school choice programs of a wide variety have been 

implemented across the nation and studied closely. As of March 2020, more than 150 empirical studies 

have been conducted on the efficacy of school choice programs.xlix The following table provided by Ed 

Choice illustrates the growth in published, peer reviewed scholarship on school choice programs. It is 

provided in The 123s of School Choice, an annual publication designed to provide a central location for 

all published research on school choice programs.l  

 

 
 

As the chart makes clear, with more than two decades of scholarship, there is no shortage of data on 

most every aspect of school choice and its effects. What does the data show?  
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The results are overwhelmingly positive. No matter the category, school choice programs are most likely 

to have “any positive effect.” Few have “no visible effect.” And fewer have “any negative effect,” with 

not a single study showing negative effects in educational attainment, civic values and practices, or 

racial integration.li Moreover, and perhaps most importantly to school choice opposition, 25 out of 27 

empirical studies show positive effects on test scores for students in the public schools left behind by 

choice participants. 

 

 

A. Policy Recommendation: Pass a Broad, Statewide School Choice Program 

in Texas 

 

TCCRI has recommended school choice policies for well over a decade and will continue to do so. Serious 

efforts to enact choice policies are made each legislative session. For instance, the Texas Senate passed 

Senate Bill 4 in the 84th Legislative Session, which would have created a tax credit scholarship program. 

Two years later the Senate passed Senate Bill 3, which would have created an education savings account 

program. These bills died in the Texas House of Representatives.  

 

The long-term benefits of school choice are myriad. TCCRI will continue to advocate for these polices to 

benefit students in Texas and to improve the future of the state. 
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VII. Homeschooling  
 

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought homeschooling into sharp focus for parents dissatisfied with the 

remote and virtual offerings of their local schools. Indeed, data across the county shows dramatic 

decreases in public school enrollment in 2020, with correlative increases in homeschooling.lii The Texas 

Home School Coalition (THSC) reported a 400 percent increase in the usage of a tool their website offers 

to help parents withdraw their children from public schools.liii When hard data on 2020 is released, THSC 

expects record breaking homeschool numbers. 

 

It should be no surprise that the dissatisfaction with public school remote and virtual offerings have led 

many parents to believe that they can do a better job than their local schools. With younger children in 

particular, parents are required to supervise and oversee remote learning anyway, which leads to 

thousands of parents seeking a better approach. 

 

A. Policy Recommendation: Provide Financial Assistance to Families that 

Choose to Home School During a Pandemic 

 

Texas should treat its homeschoolers better regardless of extenuating circumstances, but the Covid-19 

pandemic has brought to light many inequities otherwise addressed by school choice programs. TCCRI 

highlighted these issues in a September post on LIFT Perspectives: 

 

[T]he COVID-19 pandemic has led a growing number of parents to question the 

assumption that enrolling their children in the public school system is their best option. 

For many parents, of course, it remains the only option. 

 

From private schools to private tutors, families with financial means are not subject to 

the same constraints as those less fortunate. Across the country there is a trend of private 

schools fully opening while public schools remain limited or fully virtual. Some families 

are forming “pods” in which a handful of children get together with a private tutor to 

either fully homeschool or have direct interaction with an instructor while navigating the 

virtual education offering their local public school provides.  

 

The reaction to the “disparity” created by private school openings or by families forming 

education pods is a great source of irony for school choice advocates. Right on cue, The 

New York Times points out that “[p]rivate schools have always had more flexibility, and 

usually more money, but never has that disparity made a bigger difference than now,” 

and it “highlights a national divide.” Similarly, The Times points out that education pods 

“are likely to be most popular among families of privilege” and “may worsen educational 

inequality." In my home state of Texas, the Texas Tribune wrings its hands with the 

headline: “As school re-openings falter, some Texas parents hire private teachers. Others 
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can only afford to cross their fingers.” Indeed, continues the Tribune, “[b]ut the do-it-

yourself approach to education threatens to leave behind students of color and poorer 

families.” 

 

These are the same arguments that proponents of all forms of school choice have been 

making for years. If the goal is to provide students of color and poorer families the same 

educational opportunities as wealthier families, that’s the entire purpose of school choice 

programs.liv 

 

If the public education advocates who put institutional interests above those of students are unwilling to 

adopt a true statewide education savings account program that could permanently provide educational 

assistance to taxpaying parents who choose to educate their own children, then perhaps a temporary 

program in times of emergency would be more palatable. Conditional thresholds would be (1) the 

Governor’s declaration of a disaster, and (2) school closures or capacity restrictions. When those 

conditions are met, a portion of the money that would otherwise go to the school would go to the 

parents to assist them in obtaining the resources they need to properly see their children through the 

educational crisis. This assistance should not be conditioned upon the acceptance of regulatory 

directives attached to the financial assistance. Home school is and should remain entirely independent 

from the mandates of the Education Code and associated regulations. An acceptable limitation on the 

use of funds would be the list of acceptable expenditures proposed in Senate Bill 3 (85R, Taylor, L.) 

 

B. Policy Recommendation: UIL Equal Access Bill 

 

The University Interscholastic League (UIL) Equal Access Bill would require public schools that participate 

in UIL sanctioned activities to provide home-schooled students within their attendance boundaries the 

opportunity to participate in the activity on behalf of the school. The student would be subject to all the 

same rules and requirements as students enrolled in the school and provides that the parent or person 

standing in parental relation to the home-schooled student is responsible for the student’s academic 

standards with respect to participation in UIL activities. As a condition of participation, the home-

schooled student must demonstrate grade-level academic proficiency on a nationally recognized, norm-

referenced assessment instrument.  

 

Although home-schooled students and their parents have made a conscious decision to opt out of the 

public education system with respect to education, the benefits of extracurricular activities, such as 

those offered through UIL, are not available in the same way as a home-crafted educational curriculum. 

Home-school families are local taxpayers—paying property taxes that fund the local public schools—and 

there is no compelling reason why these children should be denied the benefits of UIL activities. House 

Bill 547 (Frank) has already been filed in the 87th Legislative Session. 
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VIII. Higher Education & Workforce  
 

A. Place online providers and students on equal financial aid footing 

 

Online courses and degrees in higher education are ubiquitous and have been for many years. Decisions 

made to take entire semesters online in response to the current pandemic has only expanded current 

higher education practice. Unlike public K-12 educational institutions, institutions of higher education 

were prepared and had the infrastructure for online education in place. Thus, the policy issues facing 

higher education with respect to virtual learning are considerably different than they are in the K-12 

environment.  

 

1. The prevalence of online degrees in higher education 

 

Attaining an online degree in higher education is not a novel concept. A 2019 report from the U.S. 

Department of Education looked at trends and growth in utilization of online education and found that 

in 2017, more than 3 million (15.4% of all students) students in higher education were enrolled 

exclusively in online courses, which was up from 2.97 million (14.7%) in 2016.lv Among students enrolled 

in fully online degree plans, roughly 29 percent are working toward an associate’s degree, 42 percent 

are working toward a bachelor’s degree, 27 percent are working toward a master’s degree, and three 

percent are working towards a doctorate.lvi  These numbers preceded the global pandemic.  

 

Aside from students who are fully and exclusively studying online, the general utilization of online 

courses in higher education has been consistently growing for more than a decade. Even pre-

coronavirus pandemic, more than one in four students took at least one course online.lvii Given that this 

rapid expansion had already begun before many of today’s higher education students were even born, 

higher education was more than prepared to shift fully online. As a result, the “recent shift” to online 

courses was an acceleration of an ongoing trend, and one that schools were well-equipped to 

accommodate. 

 

2. How are institutions providing online courses accredited? 

 

Accreditation, while not required, is meant to help “ensure that a school and degree program meet 

certain standards of quality and rigor.”lviii Accreditation is issued by agencies officially authorized as 

accreditors by the U.S. Department of Education or the Council for Higher Education Accreditation.lix 

Aside from reputation and credibility, accreditation means that students attending those schools can 

receive federal financial aid.lx  

 

To become accredited, a school must conduct a self-review, and provide evidence that they satisfy 

standards with respect to faculty, administrators, and content.lxi Once accredited, the schools are 

supposed to be monitored at regular intervals and must be re-accredited every few years.lxii 
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Most importantly, standards for accreditation are not lower for online schools. However, because of the 

lesser frequency of direct student-teacher interaction, accreditors may pay closer attention to student 

services provided by online schools.lxiii The U.S. Department of Education maintains a database of 

accredited schools.lxiv 

 

3. Student Success – A model for expanded online education 

 

The data on success of online coursework is context dependent. A 2015 report by researchers at the 

University of California, Davis compared online courses to in-person courses at the community 

colleges.lxv Their results in that comparison showed that the online courses were “ineffective,” generally 

speaking. The results were mixed though. For example, first semester students exclusively online 

outperformed students enrolled in the same face-to-face settings.lxvi What this suggests—like most 

educational settings—is that students get out of their educational experience what they put in to it. 

 

Take, for example, Western Governor’s University (WGU), an exclusively online college that caters to 

working adults and people seeking additional levels of education. WGU uses a competency-based 

model, which means that students learn as they go, at their own pace. A 2017 Forbes article called WGU 

“The Best Kept Secret in Online Colleges.”lxvii The reasons cited by the piece are noteworthy: 

 

• WGU graduates are more likely to get jobs, according to a 2016 Gallup-Purdue Index poll 

commissioned by the school: WGU’s employment rate after graduation is 81%, compared to the 

national average of 74%. 

• Graduates have netted top jobs at places like Aetna, JPMorgan, Chase, American Express, 

Toyota, and Delta Air Lines, according to Education Next. 

• Nearly three-quarters of WGU students (73%) say their education was worth the cost, compared 

to 38% nationally. 

 

WGU’s employment-after-graduation rate beats the national average by a considerable margin of seven 

percent. Indeed, WGU touts that it has graduated more than 90,000 students since it began 20 years 

ago, and 87% of those graduates are working in their chosen field.lxviii WGU’s 2019 Annual Report claims 

that 95% of surveyed graduates report having jobs, and 97% of surveyed employers say they would hire 

another WGU graduate. Those are only a few positive metrics cited in the report.lxix  

 

4. Policy Recommendation: Modernize State Law to Allow Online Learning 

and Competency-Based Education to Utilize Existing State Financial Aid 

Programs  

 

While it is worthy of being a model for other online schools, it should be noted that WGU was designed 

as an online school from its inception, which differentiates it from traditional institutions of higher 
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education which offer online courses or which operate exclusively online for the foreseeable future in 

response to the coronavirus pandemic. That distinction is also why WGU students are unable to fully 

utilize financial aid in the same manner as they are when enrolled in a traditional brick and mortar 

institution of higher education. Indeed, while eligible to apply for federal financial aid, WGU students 

are not eligible for financial aid offered by the state, which includes Teach for Texas Loan Forgiveness, 

the Professional Nursing Shortage Reduction Program, and the Nursing Faculty Loan Repayment 

Assistance Program, to name only a few examples of state-based aid programs specifically designed for 

workforce areas in which WGU specifically produces graduates. This recommendation is not to create a 

new state-level financial aid program, but the Legislature should consider passing legislation that 

modernizes statutory eligibilities to include online schools that produce graduates with the same 

credential as schools with brick-and-mortar facilities. 

 

B. Workforce preparedness through college credit and efficient funding 

 

At a time of steady upward trends in the costs associated with higher education,lxx declining 

enrollment,lxxi and dynamic workforce needs, it is more important than ever that Texas adopt policies to 

help facilitate affordable degrees and certificates for those who wish to seek them. These efforts were a 

priority of Governor Abbott before he took office and during his administration. For example, Governor 

Abbott’s “Higher Education Plan,” published as a campaign document in 2014, advocated for a 

statewide policy of awarding college credit to individuals who score a 3 or higher on an Advanced 

Placement examlxxii: 

 

It is important to note that most, if not all, institutions of higher education in Texas award 

credit for AP courses and exams. However, there is a great deal of variance from school 

to school in credit awarded and what the minimum required score for credit is. For 

instance, UT-Austin and Texas State University both award three hours of college credit 

for successful completion of the AP course “English and Composition.” The difference is 

that Texas State University requires a 3 on the AP examination for college credit while the 

University of Texas at Austin requires a score of 4.55 That is one example among many, 

but it exemplifies the inconsistency.  

 

If a score of 3 demonstrates college-level competency, then students across the board 

who achieve that score should be awarded college credit. Given the benefits of a 

statewide AP credit-by-examination policy, Texas should adopt and implement such a 

plan. 

 

The Legislature made this policy recommendation law in 2015 by passing House Bill 1992 (Zerwas).lxxiii At 

the time, supporters argued the following: 

 

Students who earn college credit while still in high school would have to take fewer 

courses in college, which would save tuition money for families and financial aid costs for 
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the state. More students would enter the workforce faster and better trained because 

they could bypass introductory courses and take more advanced coursework. The result 

would be better educated, higher earning taxpayers graduating at a faster rate. 

. . . 

The bill also would remove barriers to disadvantaged students. Inconsistent score 

requirements can cause confusion for students navigating their college options. Although 

many schools will grant credit for lower AP scores earned by students who advocate for 

themselves, first-generation students or those without that knowledge are unlikely to do 

so. While Texas school districts often pay many low-income students’ AP exam fees, that 

investment is lost if the student earns less than what is required at a certain college or 

university.lxxiv 

 

As the following recommendation explains, the same case can be argued for another college credit 

policy. 

 

1. Policy Recommendation: Award College Credit to Anyone Who Scores a 

50 or higher on a CLEP examination. 

 

 Much like learning college credit through Advanced Placement examinations, students may earn  

college credit by taking examinations administered through the College-Level Examination Program 

(CLEP), which offers over 30 examinations for college credit in introductory-level college courses.lxxv 

Nearly 3,000 colleges and universities award credit for CLEP examinations.lxxvi In Texas, roughly 14,000 

CLEP examinations are administered each school year.lxxvii An $89 exam fee is considerably more 

affordable than 3 hours of tuition at an institution of higher education. For example, The University of 

Texas at Austin estimates that three hours of coursework in the school of Liberal Arts for a student living 

at home with their parents is $6,896.lxxviii CLEP examinations are a boon for students looking to get a 

jump on their higher education attainment without saddling themselves with unnecessary expense or 

debt. This is particularly true with members of the military (and their spouses), roughly 50,000 of whom 

take CLEP examinations each year at no cost because their examinations are paid for by the United 

States government through the Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support.lxxix 

 

An area in which CLEP and AP examinations differ, but need not, is a standard threshold score above 

which institutions are required to give credit. As the introduction to this section explained, that policy 

was adopted for AP examinations in 2015, but standards for CLEP remain inconsistent. A 50 is a passing 

score, and The American Council on Education (ACE) recommends that colleges grant credit for a 50 or 

higher. However, the level required by individual institutions varies greatly. For instance, according to 

the College Board, most schools in Texas, including schools in the Texas A&M System, require a score of 

50 for credit in American Government. However, The University of Texas System is inconsistent, 

requiring a 50 at the University of Texas, El Paso campus, but a 60 at the Arlington and Dallas 

component institutions. These inconsistencies can be found across all Texas institutions of higher 

education and all CLEP examinations. There is little reason for inconsistent application and the state 
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would benefit thousands of students each semester by applying a similar CLEP standard to that adopted 

for AP examinations in 2015. 

 

2. Texas State Technical College as a desirable funding model 

 

The specific statutory mission of Texas State Technical College (TSTC) is to offer “courses of study in 

technical vocational education for which there is demand within the State of Texas.”lxxx TSTC is obligated 

by statute to “contribute to the educational and economic development of the State of Texas by offering 

occupationally oriented programs with supporting academic course work, emphasizing highly specialized 

advanced and emerging technical and vocational areas for certificates or associate degrees.”lxxxi With 

respect to the changing climate in higher education, unstable enrollment, and the reasonable desire of 

policy makers to tie funding more closely to outcomes, TSTC is one model to consider.  

 

TSTC uses an outcomes-based funding formula. Established in 2013 and called the “returned value 

funding model,” TSTC’s funding is based largely on job placement and earnings projections of graduates, 

which makes it quite different from other institutions of higher education that receive funding based on 

contact hours and training.lxxxii The formula tracks student earnings for five years after they enter the 

workforce. Salary earned above the minimum wage is designated as “value added” by the school’s 

training. Funding is then provided to the school based on the economic benefits those wages add to the 

Texas economy. If there is no job for a graduate, TSTC receives no funding.lxxxiii 

 

3. Policy Recommendation: Maintain Support for Outcomes-based 

Funding and Expand it to Other State Institutions 

 

The model used to fund TSTC adds a level of accountability that is almost entirely absent from other 

institutions of higher education. Tying funding directly to student outcomes incentivizes an extra level of 

care with respect to ultimate outcomes, and that extra care has led to strong partnerships with 

businesses. More institutions in Texas should be funded based on TSTC’s model, especially two-year 

institutions. At minimum, the model should be viewed as a success that should continue to receive the 

state’s support. 

 

4. Policy Recommendation: Oppose “Free Higher Education”  

 

With a new incoming presidential administration and renewed calls for free college tuition, there will 

likely be a continued call for “state-wide free community college” or free four-year higher education. 

Such calls should be rejected outright. Texas has a robust system of affordable four-year institutions of 

higher education. For students seeking a two-year degree or transfer credit, Texas has the third most 

affordable community colleges in the nationlxxxiv and 45 percent of all credentials they award are earned 

by economically disadvantaged students.lxxxv  
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For those that need aid, there is no shortage of federal and state financial aid programs. The 

Comptroller is but one source where prospective students may browse the variety of aid programs 

available.lxxxvi 

 

Community colleges collect revenue through ad valorem taxation. They receive state funding. They also 

charge tuition and fees. Given the plethora of aid available to a system that is already one of the most 

affordable in the nation, the state need not indulge the unnecessary policy of “free” higher education, 

even at two-year institutions. 
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