
April 29, 2020 

Mike Morath, Commissioner 
Texas Education Agency 
1701 N. Congress Avenue 
Austin, TX 78701-1494 

Re: Petition USDE for a 2021 ESSA waiver due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
resulting school closures 

Commissioner Morath, 

The 40 member districts of the Texas School Alliance (TSA) greatly appreciate the 
Agency’s support in helping us provide meals, home learning resources, online 
instruction, and social emotional counseling services to our 2.1 million students 
during the COVID-19 school closures. We recognize that while closing schools and 
pivoting to remote learning was hard, reopening schools in August will be harder. 

Recent NWEA research suggests that students, overall, will be much farther 
behind than usual once school resumes. As a result, teachers will see an even 
wider range of academic levels in their classrooms because of the ‘COVID-19 
Slide’ due to the vastly different learning opportunities for students that 
transpired while schools were closed.1 

One of the biggest challenges we share is helping our state and local leaders 
understand that the learning loss from this crisis will require a multi-year effort 
to help our students fully recover academically. This will be especially true for our 
most vulnerable students – those from low-income families, those unable to 
digitally connect, those who are learning English, and those with learning 
disabilities. Researchers from Tulane University found that it took Hurricane 
Katrina students two full years to recover their lost learning.2 

While TSA member districts strongly support the April 2nd announcement (see 
Figure 1) that “no ratings will be issued in 2020”  and “campuses identified for 
federal support and improvement will maintain their 2019 label and 
interventions”, TSA asks that the Agency reconsider the decision to treat 2019 
and 2021 as consecutive years “for the determination of multiple-year 
unacceptable status”; because 2019 and 2021 will NOT be consecutive years in 
the sense of uninterrupted instruction, student learning opportunities, and data 
collection. 

1 Dr. Megan Kuhfeld and Dr. Beth Tarasawa, The COVID-19 slide: What summer learning loss can tell us 
about the potential impact of school closures on student academic achievement, NWEA Collaborative for 
Student Growth, April 2020. 
2 NPR, 9 Out Of 10 Children Are Out of School Worldwide. What Now?  April 2, 2020. 
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To be clear, TSA is not asking to “reset” the accountability ratings. Instead, TSA respectfully requests the 
Agency quickly petition the U.S. Department of Education (USDE) to issue ‘hold-harmless’ or ‘not-rated’ 
or ‘report only’ ESSA accountability ratings for the 2020-2021 school year for the reasons listed below: 

1) ESSA Academic Growth and English Language Proficiency components will be missing for 2021.
a. As shown in Figure 2, neither the Academic Growth Component nor the English Language

Proficiency Component (as currently defined in Texas’ ESSA Plan) will be available for use in
the 2021 Closing the Gaps Domain calculations. For elementary and middle school campuses,
this means that 60% of the weighted score (which was included in the 2019 rating
calculations) will not be available to use in the 2021 ratings calculations.

2. ESSA Federal Graduation Rates and College, Career, and Military Ready (CCMRs) Components for the
Class of 2020 will be impacted by school closures.

a. As shown in Figure 2, the lagging indicators for the Class of 2020 are scheduled to be included
in accountability ratings as well as federal identification, sanctions, and interventions in
Spring 2021. The Class of 2020 will be impacted by this year’s COVID-19 school closures and
therefore, will not be comparable to the Class of 2018 (which were used to calculate the 2019
accountability ratings).

3. ESSA Student Group Targets and Cut Scores used to assign A-F letter grades in the Closing the Gap
Domain will no longer be valid or comparable.

a. The fourteen student group targets used in the calculations of the Closing the Gap Domain
will no longer be valid or comparable considering the learning loss of our students due to
COVID-19 school closures. (See Figure 3.)

b. TSA members ask, “Is it reasonable to expect students who have missed an entire term to
meet a standard and/or target that was previously set for that grade? How relevant are the
STAAR cut points and scale scores next year?”; and “Met standard is grade specific and
achieving it, for the most part, is contingent on students attending school.  Is it realistic to
expect students to meet the same standard next school year without being in school since
March?”

Proposed Solutions: 

1) Petition the USDE to issue ‘hold-harmless’ or ‘report only’ or ‘not-rated’ for 2021 ESSA
accountability ratings and federal identification.

A ‘hold-harmless’ rating, (which is similar to the “hold-harmless” grading policies adopted by many
districts during COVID-19), means that a campus’ or district’s 2021 accountability rating may not be
lower than the 2019 accountability rating; ‘report only’ is what the Agency currently displays for
Kindergarten Readiness in the TAPR (see Figure 4); and a ‘not-rated’ means that the 2019 ratings
would remain in place for 2021.

With the coronavirus threat already impacting the 2020-21 school year, and the reality that it will
take several years to recover from the academic effects of school closures due to the pandemic, the
time to request an ESSA waiver is now - before the 2020-21 school year is scheduled to begin. This
will allow districts to put resources (time, energy, people, and money) into proactive measures to
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accelerate instruction due to the catastrophic losses in learning. Doing so now is a critical, timely 
investment in our students. 

IMPORTANT to NOTE: Texas will not be alone in seeking ESSA waivers for the 2021 accountability 
cycle. Currently, there are 47 states that include a growth measure for elementary and middle 
schools and 20 states that include a growth measure for high school. Each of these states will also 
need to request ESSA flexibility for the 2020-2021 school year.3 

2) Petition the USDE for flexibility in assessing ESSA Academic Growth and English Language
Proficiency Components. See Figure 5 for possible assessment ‘report only’ options for the 2020-
2021 school year.

Finally, TSA agrees with the Agency’s statement, “The state accountability system relies on fair, reliable, 
and valid assessment results to assign ratings and to identify schools for support and improvement.” 4 
However, the known and unknown impact of COVID-19 related disruptions will render the Texas ESSA 
plan invalid for 2021 and now requires flexibility for future ESSA ratings. 

TSA member districts would be happy to serve as a resource to Agency staff as you work with the U.S. 
Department of Education to identify issues and develop possible solutions for the upcoming school year. 

Sincerely, 

Steve Chapman, President, Texas School Alliance 
Superintendent, Hurst-Euless-Bedford Independent School District 

 
 
 
 

3 Education Commission of the States, 50-State Comparison: State’s School Accountability Systems, May 2018 
4 TEA, Performance Reporting Bulletin, April 10, 2020 

The Texas School Alliance (TSA) comprises 40 of Texas’ largest school districts, serving over 2 million students 
or nearly 40 percent of the state’s total pupil enrollment. Our students represent 42 percent of the state’s 
economically disadvantaged student population, 50 percent of its English Learners, and 43 percent of all at-
risk students in the state. The organization works on issues that will improve educational quality for Texas 
students, particularly those in large and urban districts. 
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Figure 1. Source: TEA 2020 COVID-19 ESSA Waiver Approval & 2020 State Academic Accountability 
Notice, April 2, 2020. 
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Figure 2. Source: TEA 2019 Accountability Manual, Chapter 4 - Closing the Gaps / ESSA Domain, 
Appendix H – Data Sources, TEA 2020 Accountability Updates, November 2019. 

The Class of 2020 lagging indicators that will be used in the 20201 and 2022 accountability cycles are 
noted in red boxes below. 

Graduation rates and CCMRs 
are lagging indicators. TELPAS 
NOT available. The Class of 
2020 (impacted by COVID-19 
school closures) will be used 
in the 2021 ratings / federal 
identification. 

Academic Growth (as currently 
defined) and TELPAS will NOT be 
available for 2021 ratings / 
federal identification 

These are the CCMR 
lagging indicators. The 
Class of 2020 results 
(impacted by COVID-19 
school closures) will be 
used in the 2021 ratings / 
federal identification. 
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Figure 3. Source: TEA 2019 Accountability Manual, Chapter 4 - Closing the Gaps / ESSA Domain 
Performance Targets, page 45. 
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Figure 4. Source: TEA 2018-19 TAPR Kindergarten Readiness – Example of “Report Only” Results 
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Figure 5. Possible BOY, EOY and Report Only Options for Assessing Academic Growth in Reading, 
Math, and English Proficiency. 

Options for Fall 2020 BOY No Stakes 
Diagnostic Assessments to Determine 
Baseline for Reading & Math Growth for 
grades 4 thru English I and Algebra I 

Options for Spring 2021 EOY No 
Stakes Diagnostic Assessment to 
Calculate Reading & Math Growth for 
grades 4 thru English I and Algebra I 

Report Only Results to TEA 
(See figure 4 example from 
TAPR Kindergarten 
Readiness Results) 

Option 1: Locally Selected Assessments - BOY Locally Selected Assessments - EOY 

Report Only vendor 
calculated growth metrics 
from BOY to EOY: 
• Met or Exceeded growth
• Did not meet growth

Option 2: TEA’s Interim Assessments - BOY TEA’s Interim Assessments - EOY 

Report Only TEA’s calculated 
interim assessment growth 
metrics from BOY to EOY: 
• Met or Exceeded growth
• Did not meet growth

Option 3: Administer Spring 2020 STAAR tests 
from the prior grade level 
[Note: these tests were not used during Spring 
2020, yet taxpayers have paid for them and the 
tests could be administered online to provide 
teachers and parents with immediate results. 
Recommend starting with enrolled 4th grade 
students taking the 3rd grade STAAR reading and 
math tests from Spring 2020.] 

Spring 2021 STAAR tests 

Report Only TEA’s calculated 
STAAR growth metrics:  
• Met or Exceeded growth
• Did not meet growth

English Proficiency BOY similar options for 
Fall 2020 

English Proficiency EOY similar 
options for Spring 2021 

English Proficiency similar 
options for Report Only 
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