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ABSTRACT 

 

Public school districts throughout Texas are required to be rated by the Texas Education 

Agency’s A-F accountability rating system, which had not been adequately investigated at the  

time of conducting the study. The following research question guided the correlational study: To 

what extent do student achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps explain the A-F 

accountability rating in Texas public schools? The existing data for 4,362 elementary schools, 

1,658 middle schools, 1,343 high schools, and 372 schools that served both middle and high 

school students were analyzed to answer the research question. At the elementary and middle 

school levels, school progress domain received the highest score but closing the gaps domain 

was the strongest determinant of the rating. At the high school level, student achievement 

domain received the highest score, and both the student achievement and closing the gaps 

domains discriminated among the ratings. At school with both middle and high school students, 

student achievement received the highest score and was also the best determinant of the rating. 

The analysis of all data showed that the school progress domain had the highest score and 

closing the gaps domain was the strongest in discriminating among the ratings. Results were 

statistically and practically significant. No causal inferences were drawn, because of the non-

experimental nature of the investigation. The theoretical and practical implications of the 

findings, which are likely to be of importance to public school educators, policy makers, and 

other concerned individuals, were discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background and Setting 

In Texas, there has always been a focus on the overall quality of education because of a 

large number of students. For example, in 2014, Texas had five (5) million students, which was 

the second largest in the United States; California was first with six (6) million students (Gaddis, 

2020). The Texas Tribune (2019) reported that as of the 2018-2019 school year, there were 

5,416,400 students, of which 50.10% were at risk of dropping out of school and 19.70% were 

enrolled in bilingual and English Language Learning (ELL) programs.  

In 1978, Texas policy makers started noticing that high school graduates did not have the 

basic skills to continue their education, which resulted in the formation of the Texas Assessment 

of Basic Skills (TABS) by the 66th Legislature in 1979 to assess academic achievement in 

reading, writing, and mathematics in grades three (3), five (5), and nine (9). The TABS was 

replaced by the Texas Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills (TEAMS) in 1984 and was 

used until 1990 in grades one (1), three (3), five (5), nine (9), and eleven (11) (Gaddis, 2020).  

In 2002, President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act to 

ensure that all children had a fair access to a high-quality education. The NCLB authorized the 

federal government to oversee public schools by requiring them to conduct annual assessments 

in mathematics and reading to make sure students were performing adequately for their grade 

levels (Dee, Jacob, & Schwartz, 2013).  

 In 2015, President Barak Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which 

replaced the NCLB, requiring all student to be taught with high academic standards that would 
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prepare them for college and future careers. It also ensured that parents, students, educators, and 

communities would be provided the information on how schools were performing on annual 

statewide assessments. The difference between the ESSA and the NCLB was that the former 

provided the states with some flexibility in administering the tests (Heise, 2017).  

 In 2011, the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) program was 

launched, which included a series of standardized tests in grades 3 – 12. The assessments are 

based on the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), which are the State’s curriculum 

standards that are used to determine if the student may move on to the next grade (Texas 

Education Agency, 2011). 

 From the 2003-2004 to the 2011-2012 school years, Texas’s accountability system was 

the Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS). The AEIS reports provided performance 

information for every public school and district in the State, as well as providing a profile of each 

public school and district that covered the staff, finances, and programs (Texas Education 

Agency, 2011). 

 The Texas Legislature, in House Bill 3 of 2009, mandated the development of a new 

assessments and accountability system by 2013, which was called the Texas Academic 

Performance Reports (TAPR). The TAPR reports are similar to AEIS’, focusing on the yearly 

performance of students in each school and district by ethnicity and socioeconomic status, and 

providing data on staff and programs (Texas Education Agency, 2019).  

Education leaders must be knowledgeable about the programs at their districts and keenly 

aware of the needs and expectations of the clientele. The Texas Education Agency (TEA), 

established in 1949, oversees primary and secondary public education and the laws created by 

the Texas Legislature and U.S. Congress; it is headed by the commissioner of education (Smith 
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& Burns, n.d). Currently, public schools in Texas are evaluated by the TEA’s A-F accountability 

rating system, which not only affects all principals, but also impacts every teacher, because it is a 

reflection of the quality of the instruction in any school. If a school is assigned a poor 

accountability rating, then it will be monitored by the state and even the federal government.  

Adaptive leadership, which is helpful in navigating change and uncertainty, must be 

considered essential for school principals if they are expected to encourage their teachers and 

staff members to deal with daily problems and challenges (Northouse, 2016). The principal of 

the school that receives a poor rating must encourage teachers and staff to make appropriate 

curriculum changes to improve the rating the following year. To do so, the principal must not 

only be knowledgeable and keenly understand the A-F ratings, but also possess leadership traits 

like intelligence, self-confidence, determination, integrity, sociability, and technical skills 

(Northouse, 2016). If a principal does not understand the reason(s) for the assigned rating, how 

could she/he lead the school to improve and move forward? The TEA's A-F rating provides letter 

grades based on state assessments, graduation rates, and several other factors. In short, it must be 

understood by the individuals and entities that are affected by it.  

Statement of the Problem 

The TEA’s A-F accountability rating is applied to every public school in Texas based on 

students’ academic achievement and the school’s academic growth. The ratings are instrumental 

in determining the funding and academic support schools receive (Texas Education Agency, 

2019). 

The rating began in the 2018-2019 school year. However, many school leaders did not 

understand the rationale for the given rating. In the 2019-2020 school year, school leaders began 

to understand the A-F rating by becoming familiar with three academic performance domains, 
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namely, (1) student achievement, (2) school progress, and (3) closing the gaps. Each domain is 

designed to evaluate specific success. For example, if a school receives the scaled scores of 71 in 

student achievement, 89 in school progress part A, 84 in school progress part B, and 81 in 

closing the gaps, it will receive the better of the student achievement and school progress scores 

(89), which accounts for 70.00% of the rating and the weighted percent of 62.30. The closing the 

gaps (81) accounts for the remaining 30.00% of the rating, which is equivalent to the weighted 

percent of 24.30. The total weighted percent is 62.30 + 24.30 = 87.00 and the school receives the 

rating of a B. At the time of conducting the study, a systematic review of the literature did not 

show any scientific inquiry focusing on the strength of  the three academic performance domains 

in distinguishing among the A-F ratings.    

Theoretical Framework 

 Public school districts throughout Texas are required to be rated by the TEA’s A-F 

accountability rating system. However, if educators and education leaders do not understand how 

the letter grade is calculated and accountability rating is determined, it will be difficult for them 

to make informed decisions, affecting the overall quality of the education that students receive.  

 The theory that supported the study’s determinants of the accountability rating was the 

Complex Adaptive Systems Theory, CAST (Sumara & Davis, 2006), which suggests that a 

system is made of many individual parts or agents. Through the interactions of the individual 

parts, emergent patterns are generated. The CAST models are used to understand, predict, and 

prevent the daunting daily problems. The CAST is a way of thinking about and analyzing 

variables by recognizing complexity, patterns, and interrelationships rather than focusing on the 

cause and effect, which has been applied to human economics, psychology, biology, cybernetics, 

anthropology, natural sciences, healthcare, education, and social sciences (The Heath 
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Foundation, 2010). The CAST has been used in various disciplines; for example, in the design of 

research on health care organizations (McDaniel, Lanham, & Anderson, 2009; Pype, Mertens, 

Helewau, & Krystallido, 2018), in organizational psychology (Northam, 2014; Hoogeboom & 

Wilderom, 2020), and in social-ecological systems (Preiswer, Biggs, De Vos, & Folke, 2018).   

 The TEA’s A-F accountability rating system is based on various public schools’ 

components that are measured and analyzed in relation to each other. For example, each 

academic performance domain measures the STAAR assessments either by performance or 

growth. However, there are other factors, like graduation rates, that are not measured by certain 

schools. The CAST is useful in explaining the parts that might be related or unrelated.  

The Technical Skills (TS), also referred to as the skills theory of leadership, was the other 

theoretical framework that was considered in guiding the study. The TS focuses on skills and 

abilities that make leaders effective; a leader who possesses knowledge and expertise about a 

specific type of work or activity (Northouse, 2015). Katz (1974) in his seminal publication 

identified three leadership skills, namely, technical (related to the field), human (related to 

communication with others), and conceptual (related to setting the vision) to be essential for 

leadership. Education leaders must focus on learned/learnable skills (e.g., understanding the 

TEA’s A-F accountability rating) to be effective in fulfilling their responsibilities. For example, 

many understand how the rating is calculated but are unaware of the unique contribution of each 

academic performance in explaining the ratings.  

 The CAST model was the best theoretical framework to support this study, because 

academic performance domains are related to each other and influence the determination of the 

rating differently. The student achievement domain gives one point for each percentage of 

assessment results that are at or above the approaches, meets, and masters grade level on the 
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STAAR. The school progress domain evaluates not only the academic growth but also the 

academic achievement of all students with similar socioeconomic status on the STAAR. The 

closing the gaps domain takes into consideration variables such as the race, ethnicity, special 

education status, enrollment status (e.g., continuous), ELL status, and socioeconomic status (e.g., 

being disadvantaged) to determine if the achievement target for the STAAR is met (TEA A-F 

Ratings Explained, 2019). The CAST model supports the notion that each academic performance 

domain is related to the assigned accountability rating.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The primary purpose of the study was to examine the discriminant power of the academic 

performance domains in distinguishing among the A-F ratings in Texas public schools. The 

scientific inquiry was guided by the following research question: To what extent do student 

achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps explain the A-F accountability rating in 

Texas public schools? The a priori hypothesis was that the three (3) domains could distinguish 

among the A-F ratings.   

Operational Definitions 

 For the purpose of the study, the following operational definitions were adopted: 
 

• The student achievement domain was measured based on performance on (1) STAAR 

assessments, (2) college, career, and military readiness indicators, and (3) graduation 

rates. 

• The school progress domain was measured by (1) the number of students that are 

promoted at least one year academically, as measured by STAAR results, and (2) the 

achievement of students relative to campuses with similar economically disadvantaged 

percentages.  
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• The closing the gaps domain was measured by (1) STAAR Performance Status at the 

Meets Grade level or above standard in English language arts/reading and mathematics, 

(2) growth or graduation, (3) English language proficiency, and (4) school quality and 

student success (e.g., student engagement, completion of advanced coursework, 

postsecondary readiness).  

• The public school rating was measured by the better of the two scores: (1) student 

achievement or school progress or (2) closing the gaps, as determined by the TEA.  

Glossary of Terms 

 The following specialized terms were used throughout the study: 
 

• Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) pulls together a wide range of 

information on the performance of students in each school and district in Texas every 

year (Texas Education Agency, 2012).   

• Complex Adaptive Systems Theory (CAST) is a way of analyzing variables in relation to 

patterns and interrelationships (Sumara & Davis, 2006).  

• Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) is a law that helps ensure success for students and 

schools (Lee, 2018).  

• No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was the main law for the K - 12 general education in the 

United States from 2002 to 2015, which held the schools accountable for how children 

learned and achieved (Klein, 2015).  

• Texas Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills (TEAMS) was the standardized test 

used in Texas from 1984 to 1990 (Cruse & Twing, 2000).  

• Texas Essential of Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) are the standards for Texas public 

schools, which detail what student should learn in each course (Wells, 1999). 
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• Texas Education Agency (TEA) is a state agency that oversees all traditional public 

schools in Texas (Smith & Burns, n.d). 

• The State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) is the current public 

school standardized test that assesses a student’s achievement and knowledge at a given 

grade level (Texas Education Agency, 2018).   

• Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) was Texas’s standardized test from 1991 

to 2002, which evaluated students in third, fifth, seventh, ninth, and eleventh grades to 

determine if they performed as required for the grade level (Kellow & Wilson, 2001).  

• Texas Academic Performance Report (TAPR) focuses on the yearly performance of 

students in each school and district in Texas by student groups, including ethnicity and 

socioeconomic status (Texas Education Agency, 2018).  

• Texas Assessment of Basic Skills (TABS) was the standardized test for public schools in 

the State of Texas from 1980 to 1984 (Texas Education Agency, 2011). 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Assumptions 

In the context of a scientific research, delimitations are the variables that can be 

controlled or determined by the researcher, limitations are the entities that cannot be controlled 

by the researcher, and assumptions are the ones that are somewhat out of the control of the 

researcher, without which, the study cannot progress (Simon, 2011). The study was delimited to 

(1) all public schools in Texas, (2) the outcome measure of overall school rating, and (3) the 

independent variables of student achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps. The 2018-

2019 data were used to conduct the study, which limited the generalizability of the results to the 

given school year. No causal inferences were drawn, because of the non-experimental nature of 

the investigation. The researcher assumed that the existing data provided to her by the TEA were 
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accurate and maintained objectivity throughout the conduct of the study. The dissertation 

committee chair supervised all aspects of the study, assisted in analyzing the data, and edited the 

final document. The researcher provided the dissertation committee members with updates 

throughout the study and utilized their feedback in finalizing the document. 

Significance of the study 

At the time of conducting the study, the A-F accountability rating was new to the state of 

Texas and had not been adequately investigated. A major strength of the study was in utilizing a 

large amount of existing data that had been gathered by the TEA for all elementary, middle, and 

high schools in 2018-2019 school year, enabling the testing of the a priori hypothesis at various 

levels. A detailed analysis of the data that examined both the statistical and practical significance 

of the variables of interest produced findings that are helpful in better understanding the factors 

affecting the ratings. In short, closing the gaps was the best determinant of the ratings, followed 

by student achievement and school progress. The theoretical and practical implications of each, 

which are likely to be of importance to public school educators, policy makers, and other 

concerned individuals, were discussed. The reader may also find the study’s systematic review of 

the literature, which focused on an overview of the history of the TEA’s A-F accountability 

rating, components within the existing system, other states using the system, and issues 

stemming from the use of the system, informative. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 A systematic review of the literature was conducted. The following databases, facilities, 

and search engines were used to conduct the literature review: EBSCO’s Discovery Service, 

Mary and Jeff Bell library, interlibrary loan, Google Scholar, and Google. The chapter is divided 

into six sections. The first section outlines the history of the Texas Education Agency’s A-F 

accountability rating. The second section compares Texas accountability measurement structures 

with other states. The next three sections provide an overview of the domains measuring 

academic performance in Texas school districts and campuses, namely, student achievement, 

school progress, and closing the gaps. The last section presents the Complex Adaptive Systems 

Theory (CAST), which is the theoretical framework underpinning the study.  

History of Texas Education Agency’s A-F Accountability Rating 

Accountability for educational progress is accomplished by evaluating school 

performance based on student performance measures. Legislative efforts to define accountability 

standards, using state approved assessments, have evolved throughout the years. A systematic 

and critical review of the history of Texas school assessment legislation Education Agency’s A-F 

accountability rating was conducted, which is summarized in Table 1. 

Table 1 

History of Texas School Assessment Legislation 

Year Summary of legislation  

1970  Texas State Legislature passed a bill requiring that the Texas Education Agency 

(TEA) adopt a series of criterion-referenced assessments designed to assess basic 
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skills competencies in mathematics, reading, and writing for students in grades 

three, five, and nine, which resulted in the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills 

(TABS), the state’s first formal assessment tool (Cruse & Twing, 2000). 

1984 Texas Education Assessment of Minimum Skills (TEAMS) replaced the TABS, 

which was administered to students in grades one, three, five, seven, nine, and 

eleven, with 11th grade being an exit level assessment. For the first time in Texas, 

individual students were denied diplomas based on how they performed on the 

TEAMS assessment (Cruse & Twing, 2000). 

1990 The Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) was implemented as one 

component of a statewide integrated school accountability system that included the 

rating of campuses as well as reporting of performance results to both schools and 

parents. The rating categories were exemplary, recognized, acceptable, and low 

performing (Duke et al., 2012). 

2003 The TAAS was replaced by the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 

(TAKS), which assessed students in mathematics, reading, writing, English 

language arts, science, and social studies in grades three to eleven (Duke et al., 

2012). 

2012 The TAKS was replaced by the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness 

(STAAR), which included annual assessments of reading, mathematics, writing, 

science, social studies, and end-of-course (EOC) evaluation of English 1, English 2, 

Algebra 1, biology, and U.S. History (Duke et al., 2012).  

2017 In 2017, House Bill 22 was passed and approved the TEA’s A-F accountability 

system, focusing on three domains of academic performance, namely, (1) student 
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achievement, (2) school progress, and (3) closing the gaps. The A-F accountability 

system is designed to evaluate districts and campuses by assigning a letter grade of 

A, B, C, D, or F for overall performance, as well as each academic performance 

domain (Texas Education Agency, 2019). 

 

The ratings given to schools and districts are instrumental in determining the funding and 

academic support they receive the following year, that is, low rating may result in a cut in the 

funding (Texas Education Agency, 2019). Ratings are calculated in the context of three domains: 

student achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps. The student achievement domain 

evaluates districts and campuses based on STAAR assessments, College, Career, and Military 

Readiness indicators, and graduation rates (Texas Education Agency, 2019). The school progress 

domain evaluates school districts and campuses in two areas: (1) the number of students that 

grew at least one year academically, as measured by the STAAR, and (2) the achievement of 

students relative to district or campuses with similar economically disadvantaged percentages 

(Texas Education Agency, 2019). The four components evaluated in the closing the gaps domain 

are (1) the STAAR performance status at the meets grade level or above standard in English 

language arts (ELA)/reading and mathematics, (2) growth or graduation, (3) English language 

proficiency, and (4) school quality or student success (Texas Education Agency, 2019). 

The new accountability system was designed to help the public understand how local 

districts and campuses perform academically. For example, an A rating shows that the school 

provides quality education in the three academic performance domains, and F indicates failure. 

The accountability rating was implemented for the first time in August of 2018 for the 2017-

Table 1 (cont’d)  
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2018 school year and was delimited to schools that had been labeled as Improvement Required 

or Met Standard campuses. 

Student Achievement 

Achievement is often referred to the accomplishment of something and in education that 

something is learning (Hattie & Anderman, 2013). The TEA views academic achievement based 

on how well students perform on standardized tests, End of Course (EOC) assessments, and 

graduation rates. Other states also monitor student achievement; for example, Arkansas measures 

it based on state assessments (Arkansas Department of Education Data Center, 2019), and 

Georgia uses content mastery which evaluates how students perform on the Georgia Milestone 

Assessment System (Georgia Department of Education, 2018). An examination of student 

achievement in Texas, which is the focus of this study, follows.  

The TEA evaluates the student achievement domain for each campus by examining the 

performance on STAAR assessment, College, Career, and Military Readiness (CCMR), and 

graduation rates (Texas Education Agency, 2019). The STAAR component of the domain is 

calculated based on approaches grade level or above, meets grade level or above, and masters 

grade level standard; one point is assigned for each percentage above the criterion, the total 

number is divided by three, and rounded to the nearest whole number (Texas Education Agency, 

2019).  

The CCMR component measures graduates’ preparedness for college, the workforce, or 

the military (Texas Education Agency, 2019). The graduate refers to any of the following (Texas 

Education Agency, 2019): 
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● A student who graduates from a campus in a school year regardless of cohort by meeting 

the Texas Success Initiative (TSI) criteria in English Language Arts (ELA), reading, and 

mathematics.  

● A student who meets the criteria for advanced placement (AP) or International 

Baccalaureate (IB) examination in any subject are.  

● A student who completes or earns credit for at least three credit hours in ELA or 

mathematics or at least nine credit hours in any subject.  

● A student who enlisted in the U.S. Army, Navy, Air Force, Coast Guard, or Marines.  

● A student who earns an industry-based certification under 19 TAC § 74. 1003.  

● A student who earns an associate degree prior to graduating from high school.  

● A student who has completed an Individualized Education Program (IEP) and has either 

demonstrated self-employment with self-help skills to maintain employment or mastery 

of specific employability and self-help skills that do not require public school services.  

● A student who has completed and received credit for at least one Career and Technical 

Education (CTE) course aligned with an industry-based certification.  

● A student completing an OnRamps dual enrollment course and qualifying for at least 

three hours of university or college credit in any subject area.  

● A student who is identified as receiving special education services during the year of 

graduation and whose graduation plan type is identified as a Recommended High School 

Plan (RHSP), Distinguished Achievement Plan (DAP), Foundation High School Plan 

with and Endorsement (FHSP-E), or Foundation High School Plan with a Distinguished 

Level of Achievement (FHSP-DLA).  

● A student earning a Level 1 or Level 2 certificate in any workforce education area.  
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Each annual graduate is given one (1) point for completing any one of the CCMR 

indicators, except for the Career and Technical Education (CTE) cohort sequence graduates who 

earn one-half point credit for coursework completion and credit aligned with industry-based 

certifications. The CCMR component is calculated by dividing the total points by the number of 

annual graduates and rounding to the nearest whole number (Texas Education Agency, 2019).  

 The four-year graduation rate is calculated by following a cohort of first-time students in 

grade nine through their expected graduation three years later. The five-year graduation rate 

follows the same cohort of students for one additional year. The six-year graduation rate follows 

the same cohort of students for two additional years. The four-year, five-year, and six-year 

graduation rates determine the percentage of graduates in a class (Texas Education Agency, 

2019). The annual dropout rate is calculated by dividing the number of dropout students in 

grades nine to twelve by the total number of students at any time during the 2017-2018 school 

year (Texas Education Agency, 2019). 

School Progress 

School progress refers to how schools perform in comparison to similar schools. Many 

states use the A-F accountability system to monitor growth of students from year to the next, and 

there are states (e.g., New Mexico) that determine it based on high and low performing students 

in a three-year time frame (New Mexico Public Education Department, 2017). 

In TEA’s A-F accountability system, school progress refers to the growth of schools from 

one academic year to the next, which is on (1) the number of students that demonstrate at least 

one year of academic growth based on the STAAR results and (2) the achievement of students 

relative to campuses with similar economically disadvantaged percentages. This domain is 

important because House Bill 229 (85th Texas Legislature) requires that accountability systems 
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measure students who meet the standard for improvement and the overall student performance at 

a given campus compared to similar campuses (Texas Education Agency, 2019).  

 The academic growth component of the domain is determined by the STAAR and 

STAAR Alternate II scores in ELA/reading and mathematics that either meet the student-level 

criteria or maintain performance. The STAAR progress is based on the improvement or growth a 

student has made within one year in grades 4-8 in English II and Algebra I end-of-course, 

combined (Texas Education Agency, 2019).  

 The second part of the school progress domain is the relative performance, which 

measures the achievement of all students relative to campuses with similarly economically 

advantaged/ disadvantaged percentages. The measurements are the STAAR, STAAR Alternate 

II, and English Learner (EL) scores in grades 3-8 and the End of Course (EOC) assessment in all 

subject areas. Elementary and middle schools evaluate the relative performance by examining 

the overall student performance on the STAAR’s student achievement component compared to 

campuses with similar economically disadvantaged students. High schools and K-12 campuses 

evaluate the relative performance domain by the average of the STAAR’s student achievement 

and the CCMR components compared to campuses with similar economically disadvantaged 

students (Texas Education Agency, 2019).   

Closing the Gaps 

 The closing the gaps portion of the academic performance domain is generally based on 

growth, graduation, English Language Proficiency, and school quality. In Texas, it measures four 

(4) different components, namely, (1) academic achievement, (2) growth or graduation, (3) 

English language proficiency, and (4) school quality or student success for 14 student groups; 

specifically, seven racial/ethnic groups (i.e., African American, American Indian, Asian, 
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Hispanic, Pacific Islander, white and two or more races). Data also assess economically 

disadvantaged students, those receiving special education services, and students who formally 

received special education services. Current and monitored English learners, and continuously 

and non-continuously enrolled students are also examined within the closing the gaps 

performance domain (Texas Education Agency, 2019).  

 Data from the STAAR, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), and 

TELPAS are used to calculate the closing the gaps domain. The academic achievement is based 

on the meets grade level or above standard for each student group. The academic growth for 

elementary and middle schools utilizes the STAAR results in ELA/reading and mathematics that 

either meet the student-level criteria or show that the performance is maintained; for high schools 

that do not have a federal four-year graduation rate, the academic growth status is used. The 

federal graduation status is based on the data from the NCES and the calculation for the 

graduation rate; the student groups at or above 90 percent are required to exceed that rate by at 

least a tenth of a percent the following year. The English Language Proficiency is based on the 

TELPAS results to determine if the student has made progress, which is shown by advancing at 

least one score of the composite rating from the prior year, or if the results are classified as 

advanced high. The school quality or student success component is based on the student 

achievement domain score (Texas Education Agency, 2019).  

 Due to the ESSA, all states are required to evaluate the abovementioned factors 

(Department of Education, 2017). For example, Oklahoma gives out bonus points to schools that 

reduce their dropout rate from the previous school year (Oklahoma State Department of 

Education, 2105), and Ohio monitors students who graduate in four (4) to five (5) years, which is 

in compliance with the ESSA (Ohio Department of Education , 2019).  
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Nationwide Utilization of A-F Accountability System 

 In accordance with the ESSA standards, 16 states have adopted the A-F accountability 

system that assigns letter grades to schools and districts with each state determining how those 

grades are assigned (Murray & Howe, 2017). The ESSA requires that states include performance 

data from their accountability system, qualifications for teachers, per-pupil spending, results for 

assessments and graduation, attendance, course offerings and suspensions (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2017). Rewards and punishments resulting from the A-F accountability ratings vary 

from state to state (Murray & Howe, 2017).  

 The 16 states that use the A-F accountability system to grade their schools have different 

names for the academic domains; however, the majority assesses the same components. The 

TEA’s academic domains are student achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps (Texas 

Education Agency, 2019). A majority of the states that use the A-F accountability system have 

the student achievement and school progress domains and although the domains’ names vary, all 

assess student success and improvement.  

The closing the gap domain is the last domain in TEA’s A-F accountability rating. The 

review of the literature showed no other state with an academic domain called closing the gaps. 

However, many states track the same outcome measures as does the closing the gaps. Closing the 

gaps in TEA’s A-F accountability rating assesses growth and graduation, English Language 

Proficiency, and college and career readiness. Many states assess these components in their own 

A-F accountability system, which are required by the ESSA.  

 Alabama uses the A-F accountability system by assigning a letter grade based on the total 

points for each indicator. Alabama’s indicators are academic achievement, academic growth, and 

chronic absenteeism for schools without a grade 12. Indicators for schools in Alabama with a 
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grade 12 are academic achievement, academic growth, graduation rate, college and career 

readiness, and chronic absenteeism (Alabama State Department of Education, 2018). The 

difference between Texas’ and Alabama’s A-F accountability system is that Alabama does not 

have standardized tests that calculate academic achievement or academic growth. Instead, 

Alabama calculates academic achievement and academic growth based on the reading and 

mathematics proficiency of students in testing grades (Alabama State Department of Education, 

2018).  

 Arkansas also uses the A-F accountability system to report how schools are performing. 

Arkansas’s indicators are academic achievement, academic growth, English language progress, 

graduation rate and, school quality, and student success. The academic achievement indicator 

measures how well students perform on Arkansas’s state assessment, which is similar to Texas’ 

protocol. Arkansas has an academic growth domain that measures how students are progressing 

on their state assessment, which is similar to Texas’ school progress academic domain (Arkansas 

Department of Education Data Center, 2019) The state assessment that Arkansas uses is called 

the ACT Aspire and is not a single end-of-the-year test. Instead, periodic assessments are 

conducted throughout the year (Arkansas Department of Education Data Center, 2019).   

 Florida is one of the first states to start using the A-F accountability system. Unlike other 

states, Florida has eleven (11) components that make up the overall letter grade. There are four 

(4) achievement components, consisting of English language arts, mathematics, science, and 

social studies. The components examine student performance on comprehensive assessments and 

the end-of-course assessments that receive a passing score. Florida also has four (4) learning 

gains components in the subjects of English language arts, mathematics, science, and social 

studies. The component is calculated by taking into consideration the previous and current years’ 
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comprehensive assessments, as well as the end-of-course assessments to determine the learning 

gain. Other components include middle school acceleration, graduation rate, and college and 

career acceleration. Middle school acceleration evaluates students who pass an end-of-course 

assessment or industry certification. The graduation component measures the ninth grade cohort 

that graduates in four (4) years. The last component is college and career acceleration, which 

evaluates a percentage of graduates that earn a score on an acceleration test or a grade in a dual 

enrollment course (Florida Department of Education, 2019).    

Georgia’s accountability system is the College and Career Ready Performance Index 

(CCRPI). The CCRPI score is composed of five (5) different domains, namely, content mastery, 

progress, closing the gaps, readiness, and graduation rate. The content mastery domain addresses 

whether students are performing at the level necessary to advance to the next grade based on 

scores on the Georgia Milestone Assessment System (GMAS) and the Georgia Alternate 

Assessment (GAA) in English language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies. The 

progress domain evaluates how much growth students are demonstrating relative to other 

students. Closing the gaps domain addresses if student subgroups (e.g., economically 

disadvantaged, English learner, and students with disabilities) make improvements in 

achievement rates. Readiness domain addresses whether students are participating in activities 

aimed at preparing them for the next level, for example, literacy, student attendance, accelerated 

enrollment, pathway completion, and college and career readiness. The graduation rate 

component is delimited to high schools and evaluates whether students graduate with a four-year 

or five-year high school diploma (Georgia Department of Education, 2018).  

Indiana’s A-F accountability system is calculated differently for high schools compared 

to elementary and middle schools. Elementary and middle schools calculate performance and 



                                                     

21 
 

improvement, utilizing English language arts and mathematics, and the scores are based on 

percentage of students that pass the Indiana Statewide Testing for Educational Progress-Plus 

(ISTEP+), Indiana Modified Achievement Standards Test (IMAST), and Indiana Standards Tool 

for Alternate Reporting (ISTAR). Elementary and middle schools are also evaluated based on 

growth and participation. Growth is calculated by using students’ scores that significantly affect 

the ISTEP+ assessment. Participation is measured based on the percentage of students who take 

the ISTEP+, ISAR, and IMAST. Indiana’s A-F accountability calculation is based on  English 10 

and Algebra 1 End of Course Assessments (ECA), graduation rate, and college and career 

readiness score (Indiana Department of Education, 2018).  

Louisiana’s A-F accountability system scaled score ranges from 0 to 150. In elementary 

schools, 75% of the score is based on students’ performance on state assessment that includes 

English language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science. The other 25% utilizes student 

progress throughout the school year. In middle schools, 70% is derived from state assessment 

performance, 25.00% is based on school-year-long student progress (similar to elementary 

schools), and the remaining 5.00% is determined by the number of credit hours freshmen 

accumulate in their first year of high school. In high schools, 25.00% is calculated from mastery 

of key skills in English, algebra, geometry, U.S. history, and biology, as well as students’ 

improvement in English and mathematics throughout the school year. Another 25.00% is based 

on the students’ American College Testing (ACT) scores. The number of students who graduate 

within four years account for another 25.00% and the remaining 25.00% is based on the college 

credit hours completed in high schools or receiving an industry certification (Louisiana Believes, 

2018).  
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New Mexico lawmakers mandated the A-F accountability system in 2011, which was 

approved by the U.S Department of Education in 2012. Elementary and middle schools utilize 

five (5) domains in calculating the A-F accountability grade, namely, current standing, school 

growth, growth of high performing students, growth of the lowest performing students, and the 

opportunity to learn. Current standing is defined by how well students meet targets for specific 

grades. School growth is based on the school’s growth in three (3) years. Growths of high 

performing and the lowest performing students are determined by how well schools help students 

improve. The last component is the opportunity to learn, which is assessed by student attendance 

and classroom and parents surveys.  In addition to these five (5) components, high schools also 

evaluate graduation (i.e., graduating in 4 years) and college and career readiness (i.e., earning 

college credits of certification) (New Mexico Public Education Department, 2017).  

Ohio relies on six (6) components to determine the A-F accountability rating, namely, 

academic achievement, gap closing, graduation rate, progress, improving at-risk K-3 readers, and 

preparation for success. Academic achievement is represented by the students who pass the state 

assessment and the percentage of students who miss too much school. The gap closing 

component evaluates how well schools assist different populations within the school in meeting 

performance expectation. The graduation rate is determined by the percentage of students who 

finish high school within four (4) to five (5) years. Progress in Ohio’s A-F accountability rating 

is operationally defined by the progress students make compared to the previous year. A 

component unique to the Ohio accountability system is improving at-risk K3 readers, which is 

measured by two (2) assessments: a reading diagnostic test that all kindergarteners to 3rd graders 

take at the beginning of the school year and Ohio’s English language arts test that all 3rd graders 

take twice during the school year. The last component is the preparation for success, which is 
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measured by students' readiness for college or a technician field (Ohio Department of Education, 

2019).  

Unlike other states that use the A-F accountability system, Oklahoma only has two (2) 

components that determine the overall letter grade, namely, student performance and student 

growth. The school’s student performance score is based on performance on all tests that are 

administered by Oklahoma’s State Testing Program. The school’s student growth component is 

divided into two subcomponents: (1) the growth of all students and (2) the growth of the bottom 

25.00% of students. Oklahoma also assigns bonus points to the letter grade score for attendance, 

advanced coursework, reducing the school’s dropout rate from the previous year, graduation, and 

college entrance exams (Oklahoma State Department of Education, 2015).  

In Utah, similar to other states, elementary and middle schools calculate accountability 

scores differently than do high schools. The accountability indicators for elementary and middle 

school are academic achievement, growth, growth of the lowest 25.00%, and English learner 

progress. High schools have the same components as well as high school graduation, ACT 

scores, and advanced coursework. The academic achievement indicator is used to determine how 

well students perform on the statewide assessment, which is for 3rd to 5th graders in the subjects 

of English language arts, mathematics, and science. The growth indicator refers to the progress 

students achieve in a single year. In compliance with Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), 

Utah's growth of the lowest 25% indicator focuses on students that need the most help, including 

English learners (Utah State Board of Education, 2020). 

The other five (5) states utilizing the A-F accountability system are Alabama, Arizona, 

Mississippi, North Carolina, and West Virginia. At the time of conducting the study, detailed 

information about the utilization of the system in these states could not be found. The review of 
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the literature on the accountability system suggested that there was a movement towards the 

utilization of academic performance domains and various methods used to measure them in 

assessing the quality of education in public schools.  

Perception of A-F Accountability Systems 

 Many states refer to the A-F accountability system as transparent, simple, and clear for 

parents and community members (Tanner, 2016). Their argument is that parents and community 

members understand the A-F grading; thus, capable of making informed decisions about  

children’s education and actively participate in everyday operation of the schools. However, 

assigning a letter grade to a school does not accurately depict what is happening in the given  

school. For example, A-F letter grades do not take into consideration other factors (e.g., 

socioeconomic status and attendance) that have the potential to impact academic achievement 

(Murray & Howe, 2015).  

 While accountability systems should provide clarity for the direction of school 

improvement, the complexity of the ratings criteria sometimes contributes to misunderstanding. 

One perception of A-F accountability systems is that everything that happens within a school is 

minimized to one letter grade. If a school obtains an A rating, then it means that if the school 

does everything the same the next year, it should receive an A rating again. However, if a school 

receives an F rating, then the school should change everything in an attempt to improve the 

score. In reality, there are several factors that contribute to a given school’s performance and 

rating (Tanner, 2016).  

In addition to misunderstandings surrounding the complexities of the accountability 

system, finding ways to modify ratings favorably is also an issue.  A study examining Florida’s 

A-F accountability system revealed that half of the schools had received an A rating. Further 
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examination revealed some of the schools that had received high ratings also had a small number 

of low socioeconomic students and that low ratings were associated with high disadvantaged 

population (Di Carlo, 2012). The State Superintendent of Public Instruction in Indiana noticed 

that one charter school, his campaign donor, was about to receive a C rating, and asked his staff 

to tweak the system so that the school would receive a better score (Tanner, 2016).  

 Although the A-F system can be helpful in assisting parents to have a better 

understanding of their children’s school, there is no evidence that it informs their educational 

decision-making. In Ohio, a scientific inquiry’s findings did not support the hypothesis that 

community members used the A-F accountability system to vote on education-related issues 

(Kogan, Lavertu, & Peskowitz, 2016).  

Complex Adaptive Systems Theory 

 In 1997, Kevin Dooley defined the Complex Adaptive Systems Theory (CAST) as a 

group of agents that interact with each other to produce patterns. The CAST provides a 

framework for explaining the system-level order and how the interdependent agents, like people 

and departments, interact with each other. The CAST focuses on the relationships between 

systems and their environments (McCarthy et al., 2006), which consists of networks of 

interaction, conflicting constraints, patterns of tensions, dynamic rules of action, and dynamic 

feedback (Akugn et al., 2014). Complexity comes from the Latin root meaning “to entwine,” 

which refers to organisms interacting dynamically with and being influenced by the environment 

(Morrison, 2012).  

 The CAST has been utilized as the theoretical framework in various studies. For 

example, a study was conducted to provide a support that health care organizations should not be 

treated as a machine, because of the different characteristics of the staff that come together to 
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achieve a certain goal (McDaniel & Lanham, 2009). Another study (Wang, Han, & Yang, 2015) 

examined blended learning and concluded that for it to work, many parts have to work together 

(e.g., teachers, learners, content, technology, institution, and learning support).  

The CAST seeks to understand how interactions among different components are based 

on simple rules, that is, non-linear and dynamic interactions among multiple variables within a 

system (Mason, 2008). Mason (2008) suggested a link between the CAST and educational 

research; specifically, complexity and education can be brought together because of human 

cultural settings, productions, and institutions, and concluded that educational endeavors are 

complex, dynamic, and oriented towards the achievement of particular purposes and goals.  

The CAST consists of variables that are in constant interaction with each other in times 

of stability as well as unrest (van Geert, 1994). In fact, there are instances when the system 

becomes disturbed and moves unpredictably in various directions, because it is interconnected 

with larger macro-systems or smaller subsystems (Burns & Knox, 2011).  An example of a 

complex adaptive system is a classroom, which is a subsystem within the school, the school is 

within the district, and the district is within a state or national education system (Burns & Knox, 

2011). Complexity does not only refer to a number of moving components but rather a system of 

components that interact mutually. Complex systems are composed of a number of 

interconnected components with characteristics such as self-organization, evolution, and novelty 

(Lissack & Gunz, 1999). 

The TEA’s A-F accountability rating system, as the name suggests, is a system, which 

uses different factors that intertwine with each other to determine the rating. For example, the 

TEA not only takes into consideration the STAAR scores but also the demographic 

characteristics of the students, in particular, and the school setting, in general, in determining the 
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rating (Texas Education Agency, 2019). In relation to the CAST, each academic performance 

domain is a sub-system within the system that defines the pattern.  

Summary 

The systematic review of the literature focused on an overview of the history of the Texas 

Education Agency’s A-F accountability rating, components within the existing system, other 

states using the system, along with issues stemming from the use of the system. The study’s 

theoretical framework, the CAST, and its relation to accountability system was also discussed. In 

the United States of America, at the time of conducting the study, 16 states were using the A-F 

accountability system to rate schools and school districts. Each state had its own indicators and 

assessed academic achievement to determine if students were improving. The ESSA is the main 

legislation that initiated the requirement for states to adopt a new accountability system. 

Although the intent was to help the public better understand how well schools were performing, 

it is commonly believed that the A-F accountability system does not provide an accurate 

evaluation of a given school’s performance. In addition, the complexity of the system has led to 

misunderstandings and other unsolved issues.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHOD 

Introduction 

 The purpose of the study was to assess the relationship between academic performance 

domains and the TEA’s A-F accountability ratings in Texas public schools. The study was 

guided by the following research question: To what extent do student achievement, school 

progress, and closing the gaps explain the A-F accountability rating in Texas public schools?   

Research Design 

 The study used a correlational research design, focusing on criterion-related validity, 

which refers to the relationship between the scores on a measuring instrument and an 

independent external variable (criterion) believed to measure directly the behavior or the 

characteristic in question (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2015). There are two types of criterion-related 

validity: (1) concurrent validity to estimate present standing, which is appropriate for tests 

developed for diagnosis (e.g., Johnny is depressed) and (2) predictive validity, which predicts 

future performance and is appropriate for tests developed for selection and/or classification (e.g., 

Johnny is likely to become depressed).  In the study, which focused on predictive validity, the 

three academic performance domains, namely, (1) student achievement, (2) school progress, and 

(3) closing the gaps were the independent variables and the accountability rating was the 

criterion. Due to non-experimental nature of the study, no causal inference were drawn.  

Instrumentation 

In 2017, House Bill 22 was passed that implemented the Texas Education Agency's A-F 

accountability system, which consists of letter grades of A, B, C, D, or F for overall performance 

(Texas Education Agency, 2019) that are assigned to districts and campuses. The three academic 

performance domains are student achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps. The 
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student achievement domain evaluates districts and campuses based on performance on STAAR 

assessments, College, Career, and Military Readiness (CCMR) indicators, and graduation rates 

(Texas Education Agency, 2019). The school progress domain evaluates school districts and 

campuses in two areas, namely, (1) the number of students that grew at least one year 

academically, as measured by the STAAR results and (2) the achievement of students relative to 

district or campuses with similar economically disadvantaged percentages (Texas Education 

Agency, 2019). The four components that determine the closing the gaps domain are (1) STAAR 

Performance Status at the Meets Grade level or above standard in English language arts/reading 

and mathematics, (2) growth or graduation, (3) English language proficiency, and (4) school 

quality or student success (Texas Education Agency, 2019). The theoretical range for the three 

scale scores is from zero (0) to one hundred (100). 

Subject Selection and Data Collection 

 The unit of analysis was a public school in Texas and the target population consisted of 

all traditional public schools, serving 3rd to 12th grades in 2018-2019 school year. The existing 

data were obtained from the TEA, which included the scale scores for the above-mentioned 

variables. No demographic data were provided. The complete data included 4,362 elementary 

schools, 1,658 middle schools, 1,343 high schools, and 372 schools that served both middle and 

high school students. The data were representative of one (1) school year; thus, the results were 

not generalized to other years. Permission to use the data for the purpose of the study was 

obtained from the Institutional Review Board at Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi 

(Appendix A).  
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Data Analysis 

 The raw data were imported into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). 

Descriptive statistics were used to organize and summarize the data. The scale scores for 

academic performance domains were converted into proportions. The outcome measure of A, B, 

C, D, and F rating was recoded to 4, 3, 2, 1, and 0, respectively. The level of significance was 

set, a priori, at 0.01. 

A series of Discriminant Analysis (DA) was employed to examine the contribution of the 

three academic performance domains in explaining the accountability ratings. Discriminant 

Analysis is a multivariate statistical technique (Field, 2018). There is a mathematical expression 

called a vector, which represents each subject's score on more than one response variable. The 

mean of the vectors for each group is called a centroid, and DA is used to differentiate among 

groups with respect to their group centroids. The number of discriminant functions is either the 

number of groups minus 1 or the number of predictor variables, whichever is smaller. In this 

study, there were five (5) groups (A, B, C, D, and F ratings), and three (3) independent variables 

(student achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps); therefore, three (3) discriminant 

functions were generated for each DA. The assumptions of (1) independence of  observations, 

(2) multivariate normality, and (3) homogeneity of co-variance matrices were tested. 

The standardized coefficients were used to determine which of the variables were 

redundant, given that others are in the set. The discriminant function-variable correlations 

(correlation matrix) were used for substantive interpretation of the discriminant functions (i.e., to 

name the functions). The discriminant function-variable correlation is the correlation between the 

discriminant function and each of the original variables. Wilks' Lambda (Λ) was the test statistic, 

which was used in entering the independent variables into stepwise DA. The variable with the 
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smallest Wilks' Lambda was entered first. Graphing the groups' centroids in the discriminant 

plane was done to determine directional differences among the groups.  

 A series of Univariate Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance (Stevens, 2009) was 

employed to examine within-group differences, that is, differences among the three performance 

domains. The statistical technique uses the blocking procedure to isolate the effects of a nuisance 

variable; thus, reducing the error term. The linear model equation is Xij = μ + αj + πi + εij  (Score = 

Grand Mean + Treatment Effect + Block Effect + Error Effect). The Sphericity assumption, which 

requires that the variances of the differences for all pairs of repeated measures be equal, was tested, 

using Epsilon (ε).  Specifically, the average of the Greenhouse-Geisser and Huynch-Feldt Epsilons 

was used and if it were 0.70 or higher, the assumption was met. Modified Tukey procedure, HSD = 

qα;k,(n-1)(k-1) √MSRES/n, where (n-1)(k-1) is the error degrees of freedom and MSRES is the error 

term, was used for the purpose of post hoc analysis. 

Mean difference effect sizes (0.20 = small, 0.50 = medium, > 0.80 = large) were 

computed to examine the practical significance of the findings (Cohen, 1988). Specifically, 

2t/√df  was used to compute the index. Welch t was used when the homogeneity of variance 

assumption was not met. 

Summary 

The study utilizes a correlational design to examine the relationship between school 

performance domains and the accountability rating. Existing data were used. Univariate and 

multivariate statistical techniques were employed to analyze the data. Practical significance of 

the findings was investigated. No causal inferences were drawn. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

INTRODUCTION 

 The primary purpose of the study was to examine the link between academic 

performance domains and A-F accountability rating in Texas public schools. The study was 

delimited to elementary schools, middle schools, high schools, and schools that had both middle 

and high schools. A series of univariate and multivariate statistical techniques was performed to 

analyze the data. The mean difference effect sizes were utilized to examine the practical 

significance of the findings. The level of significance was set, a prior, at 0.01. The following 

research question guided the study: To what extent do student achievement, school progress, and 

closing the gaps explain the A-F accountability rating in Texas public schools?   

Elementary School 

 The sample consisted of 4,362 elementary schools. Table 2 shows the means and 

standard deviations, by accountability ratings, for academic performance domains. The rating of 

the B was the most, followed by C, A, D, and F. School progress domain received the highest 

score, followed by student achievement and closing the gaps domains. The sphericity assumption 

was met (Greenhouse-Geisser Epsilon = 0.94, Huynch-Feldt Epsilon = 0.94). The differences 

were statistically significant, F(2, 8722) = 400.60, p < 0.01. A post hoc analysis showed that the 

difference between the student achievement and closing the gaps domains was not statistically 

significant t(4361) = 0.70, p = 0.48. The other pairwise comparisons were statistically 

significant.  

 A Discriminant Analysis (DA) was conducted to test the hypothesis that academic 

performance domains, namely, student achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps scores 
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explained the variation in the A-F accountability ratings. There were three functions, which were 

correlated with the outcome measure, Wilks’ Lambda = 0.08, c2 (12, N = 4,362) = 11,106.03, p < 

0.01; thus, the association was confirmed. The first function accounted for 98.20% of the 

explained variation, canonical R2 = 91.00%. The contributions of the second (1.50%) and third 

(0.40%) functions were negligible. Results are summarized in Table 3.  

Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations for Academic Performance Domains by Scaled Score by 
Campus Rating - Elementary Schools, n = 4,362  

 
  

Campus Rating Student 
Achievement 

Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A    
n 862 862 862 
M 90.39 88.84 96.22 
SD 4.04 3.92 4.89 

B    
n 1,527 1,527 1,527 
M 79.94 84.19 80 
SD 6.78 4.41 5.85 

C    
n 1,302 1,302 1,302 
M 70.92 76.08 70.71 
SD 5.65 4.45 5.08 

D    
n 421 421 421 
M 63.68 67.27 59.18 
SD 5.71 4.42 8.39 

F    
n 250 250 250 
M 56.97 59.13 43.44 
SD 4.78 3.88 10.56 

Total    
n 4,362 4,362 4,362 
M 76.43 79.62 76.33 
SD 11.07 9.23 14.84 



                                                     

34 
 

Table 3 

A Summary of Canonical Discriminant Functions, Elementary schools, Academic performance 
Domains, n = 4,362 

 
 Discriminant Function-Variable Correlations were used to name the functions. Function 1 

was named closing the gaps, because it had the highest correlation with the function. Functions 2 

and 3 were trivial, because they explained very little of the variation in the outcome measure. 

Results are summarized in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Discriminant Function-Variable Correlations, Elementary Schools, Academic performance 
Domains, n = 4,362 

 Discriminant Function-Variable Correlation 
 1 2 3 
Student Achievement Domain 0.52 -0.23 0.82 
School Progress Domain 0.60 0.79 -0.12 
Closing the Gaps Domain 0.70 -0.46 -0.55 

 
 Group centroids (Table 5) were used to construct the discriminant planes to determine 

directional differences among the ratings. As can be seen in Figures 1,2, and 3, function 1 

differentiated among the ratings; functions 2 and 3 did not.  

 
  

Function Eigenvalue Percentage of 
Explained 
Variance 

Canonical 
Correlation 

Explained 
Variance 

1 9.77 98.2 0.95 0.91 
2 0.15 1.50 0.36 0.13 
3 0.04 0.40 0.19 0.03 
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Table 5 

Group Centroids, Elementary Schools, Academic Performance Domains, n = 4,362 

Rating Function 1 Function 
2 

Function 3 

A 4.31 -0.55 0.06 
B 1.21 0.44 0.10 
C -1.46 0.03 -0.23 
D -4.29 -0.39 -0.08 
F -7.43 -0.31 0.52 

 
Figure 1 
 
Function 1, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, Elementary Schools,  
n = 4,362 
 

 
 
Figure 2 
 
Function 2, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, Elementary Schools,  
n = 4,362 
 

 
 
Figure 3 
 
Function 3, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, Elementary Schools,  
n = 4,362 
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 The mean difference effect sizes were computed to examine the practical significance of 

the findings. As can be seen in Table 6, the academic performance domains contributed similarly 

in pairwise comparison of the ratings; larger the rating difference, larger the mean difference 

effect size.  

Table 6 

Mean Difference Effect Sizes, Elementary schools, Academic Performance Domains 

Ratings Student 
Achievement 

Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A v F 10.58 6.28 9.16 

A v D 6.82 6.17 7.07 

A v C 4.02 3.13 5.38 

A v B 1.92 1.04 3.20 

B v F  6.35 9.65 6.45 

B v D 3.56 3.12 4.13 

B v C 1.46 1.80 1.70 

C v F 4.13 6.26 4.85 

C v D 1.71 1.70 2.33 

D v F 1.34 2.07 1.93 

Note: 0.20 = small effect, 0.50 = medium effect. 0.80 = large effect. 

Middle School 

 The sample consisted of 1,658 middle schools. Table 7 shows the means and standard 

deviations, by accountability ratings, for academic performance domains. The B was the most 

prominent rating, followed by C, A, D, and F. School progress domain received the highest 

score, followed by student achievement and closing the gaps domains. The sphericity assumption 
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was met (Greenhouse-Geisser Epsilon = 0.83, Huynch-Feldt Epsilon = 0.83). The differences 

were statistically significant, F(2, 3314) = 583.30, p < 0.01. A post hoc analysis showed that all 

pairwise comparisons were statistically significant.  

Table 7 

Means and Standard Deviations for Academic Performance Domains by Scaled Score by 
Campus Rating - Middle Schools, n = 1,658  

 
Another DA was conducted to test the hypothesis that the three academic performance 

domains were correlated with the A-F accountability ratings in middle schools. The association 

was confirmed, Wilks’ Lambda = 0.08, c2 (12, N = 1,658) = 4,161.14 p < 0.01. The first function 

Campus Rating Student Achievement 
Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A    
n 278 278 278 
M 91.15 88.68 92.79 
SD 3.59 3.85 5.38 

B    
n 658 658 658 
M 81.77 85.06 78.40 
SD 5.53 4.51 5.45 

C    
n 468 468 468 
M 72.64 77.71 67.83 
SD 5.12 4.71 6.24 

D    
n 150 150 150 
M 66.27 69.92 50.15 
SD 5.48 5.79 11.68 

F    
n 104 104 104 
M 58.13 61.53 39.93 
SD 4.46 4.54 9.84 

Total    
n 1,658 1,658 1,658 
M 77.88 80.75 72.86 
SD 10.28 8.69 15.71 
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accounted for 98.70% of the explained variation, canonical R2 = 95.00%. The contributions of 

the second (0.80%) and third (0.40%) functions were negligible. Results are summarized in 

Table 8.  

Table 8 

A Summary of Canonical Discriminant Functions, Middle schools, Academic performance 
Domains, n = 1,658 

Function Eigenvalue Percentage of 
Explained 
Variance 

Canonical 
Correlation 

Explained 
Variance 

1 9.96 98.70 0.95 0.91 
2 0.08 0.80 0.28 0.08 
3 0.05 0.40 0.21 0.04 

 
 Function 1 was named closing the gaps, because it had the highest correlation with the 

function. Functions 2 and 3 were trivial, because they explained very little of the variation in the 

outcome measure. Results are summarized in Table 9.  

Table 9 

Discriminant Function-Variable Correlations, Middle Schools, Academic performance Domains, 
n = 1,658 

 Discriminant Function-Variable Correlation 
 1 2 3 
Student Achievement Domain 0.55 -0.67 0.49 
School Progress Domain 0.50 0.74 0.45 
Closing the Gaps Domain 0.66 -0.14 -0.74 

 
 Directional differences among the ratings were tested, using group centroids (Table 10) 

to construct the discriminant planes. As can be seen in Figures 4,5, and 6, only function 1 

differentiated among the ratings.  
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Table 10 

Group Centroids, Middle Schools, Academic Performance Domains, n = 1,658 

Rating Function 1 Function 
2 

Function 3 

A 4.23 -0.48 -0.11 
B 1.46 0.18 0.16 
C -1.38 0.21 -0.27 
D -4.70 -0.21 0.37 
F -7.53 -0.48 -0.07 

 
 
Figure 4 
Function 1, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, Middle Schools,  
n = 1,658 
 

 
 
Figure 5 
Function 2, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, Middle Schools,  
n = 1,658 
 

 
 
Figure 6 
Function 3, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, Middle Schools,  
n = 1,658 
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 The practical significance of the findings was assessed, using mean difference effect 

sizes. As can be seen in Table 11, all effect sizes were large, attesting to the importance of the 

findings.   

Table 11 

Mean Difference Effect Sizes, Middle schools, Academic Performance Domains 

Ratings Student 
Achievement 

Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A v F 7.66 8.54 7.52 

A v D 6.78 4.80 6.25 

A v C 4.31 2.42 4.07 

A v B 2.20 0.77 2.42 

B v F 7.72 3.59 7.32 

B v D 2.19 4.33 4.51 

B v C 1.46 1.80 1.70 

C v F 2.24 2.67 5.02 

C v D 1.63 2.04 2.67 

D v F 1.66 1.56 0.97 

Note: 0.20 = small effect, 0.50 = medium effect. 0.80 = large effect.  

High School 

 The sample consisted of 1,343 high schools. Descriptive statistics are reported in Table 

12. The rating of the B was the most, followed by A, C, D, and F. Student achievement domain 

received the highest score, followed by school progress and closing the gaps domains. The 

sphericity assumption was met (Greenhouse-Geisser Epsilon = 0.84, Huynch-Feldt Epsilon = 
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0.84). The differences were statistically significant, F(2, 2698) = 367.65, p < 0.01. A post hoc 

analysis showed that all pairwise comparisons were statistically significant.  

Table 12 

Means and Standard Deviations for Academic Performance Domains by Scaled Score by 
Campus Rating - High Schools, n = 1,343 

 
The third DA supported the usefulness of the three academic performance domains in 

accounting for variation in the A-F accountability ratings, Wilks’ Lambda = 0.14, c2 (12, N = 

1,343) = 2,642.81, p < 0.01. The first function accounted for 95.70% of the explained variation, 

Campus Rating Student 
Achievement 

Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A    
n 380 380 380 
M 93.57 89.01 90.78 
SD 3.31 5.14 6.50 

B    
n 700 700 700 
M 85.20 84.72 79.07 
SD 4.24 4.50 5.32 

C    
n 200 200 200 
M 75.47 77.94 68.58 
SD 5.41 5.13 10.39 

D    
n 55 55 55 
M 72.00 67.13 41.93 
SD 7.12 10.35 16.13 

F    
n 8 8 8 
M 63.38 50.63 34.00 
SD 4.90 10.85 7.71 

Total    
n 1,343 1,343 1,343 
M 85.45 84.00 79.03 
SD 7.92 7.61 13.32 
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canonical R2 = 91.00%. The contributions of the second (3.50%) and third (0.80%) functions 

were negligible. Results are summarized in Table 13.  

Table 13 

A Summary of Canonical Discriminant Functions, High schools, Academic performance 
Domains, n = 1,343 

Function Eigenvalue Percentage of 
Explained 
Variance 

Canonical 
Correlation 

Explained 
Variance 

1 4.88 95.7 0.91 0.83 
2 0.18 3.50 0.39 0.15 
3 0.04 0.80 0.20 0.04 

 
 Both the student achievement and closing the gaps domains defined the first function. 

Functions 2 and 3 were trivial, because of their negligible contributions in accounting for the 

variation in the outcome measure. Results are summarized in Table 14.  

Table 14 

Discriminant Function-Variable Correlations, High Schools, Academic performance Domains, n 
= 1,343 

 Discriminant Function-Variable Correlation 
 1 2 3 
Student Achievement Domain 0.67 -0.72 0.14 
School Progress Domain 0.48 0.43 0.76 
Closing the Gaps Domain 0.68 0.54 -0.50 

 
 

Group centroids (Table 15) were used to construct the discriminant planes to determine 

directional differences among the ratings. As can be seen in Figures 7, 8, and 9, function 1 

differentiated among the ratings; functions 2 and 3 did not.  
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Table 15 

Group Centroids, High Schools, Academic Performance Domains, n = 1,343 

Rating Function 1 Function 
2 

Function 3 

A 2.49 -0.28 -0.13 
B 0.01 0.11 0.12 
C -2.71 0.60 -0.18 
D -6.12 -1.38 0.34 
F -9.01 -1.74 -1.82 

 
 
Figure 7 
Function 1, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, High Schools,  
n = 1,343 
 

 
 
Figure 8 
Function 2, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, High Schools,  
n = 1,343 
 

 
 
Figure 9 
Function 3, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, High Schools,  
n = 1,343 
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The practical significance of the findings was supported by the computed mean 

difference effect sizes that were all large. Results are summarized in Table 16.  

Table 16 

Mean Difference Effect Sizes, High schools, Academic Performance Domains 

Ratings Student 
Achievement 

Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A v F 7.90 7.89 2.80 

A v D 5.82 4.06 6.37 

A v C 5.09 2.35 2.57 

A v B 2.23 0.95 2.34 

B v F 6.00 7.04 2.01 

B v D 2.19 4.38 4.51 

B v C 2.82 1.13 1.79 

C v F 4.49 2.67 5.02 

C v D 0.83 1.97 2.90 

D v F 1.38 1.12 0.92 

Note: 0.20 = small effect, 0.50 = medium effect. 0.80 = large effect.  

Middle and High Schools 

 The sample consisted of 372 schools that offered both middle and high schools. As can 

be seen in Tables 17 – 19, results were similar to those obtained for elementary, middle, and high 

schools. The rating of the B was the most; the association established, Wilks’ Lambda = 0.12, c2 

(12, N = 372) = 768.82, p < 0.01; and the first function, which was defined by student 

achievement, accounted for 98.40% of the explained variation. Student achievement domain 

received the highest score, followed by school progress and closing the gaps domains. The 
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sphericity assumption was met (Greenhouse-Geisser Epsilon = 0.73, Huynch-Feldt Epsilon = 

0.73). The differences were statistically significant, F(2, 754) = 85.11, p < 0.01. A post hoc 

analysis showed that the difference between the student achievement and school progress 

domains was not statistically significant t(383) = 0.85, p = 0.40. The other pairwise comparisons 

were statistically significant.  

Table 17 

Means and Standard Deviations for Academic Performance Domains by Scaled Score by 
Campus Rating - Middle and High Schools, n = 372 

 
  

Campus Rating Student 
Achievement 

Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A    
n 115 115 115 
M 93.01 89.64 91.58 
SD 3.11 4.64 6.27 

B    
n 176 176 176 
M 85.11 85.78 79.88 
SD 3.89 4.36 5.24 

C    
n 59 59 59 
M 75.12 76.85 70.03 
SD 4.84 4.73 7.32 

D    
n 17 17 17 
M 67.06 69.71 52.06 
SD 6.81 6.24 14.39 

F    
n 5 5 5 
M 67.06 69.71 52.06 
SD 6.81 6.24 14.39 

Total    
n 372 372 372 
M 84.74 84.48 80.03 
SD 8.86 7.59 12.87 
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Table 18 

A Summary of Canonical Discriminant Functions, Middle and High schools, Academic 
performance Domains, n = 372 

Function Eigenvalue Percentage of 
Explained 
Variance 

Canonical 
Correlation 

Explained 
Variance 

1 6.37 98.4 0.93 0.86 
2 0.06 0.90 0.24 0.06 
3 0.04 0.60 0.20 0.04 

 
Table 19 

Discriminant Function-Variable Correlations, Middle and High Schools, Academic performance 
Domains, n = 372 

 Discriminant Function-Variable Correlation 
 1 2 3 
Student Achievement Domain 0.77 0.17 -0.62 
School Progress Domain 0.51 0.81 0.28 
Closing the Gaps Domain 0.67 -0.61 0.42 

 
 Group centroids, that are shown in Table 20, were used to construct the discriminant 

planes and showed that the first function differentiated among the ratings; functions 2 and 3 did 

not (Figures 10 – 12).  

Table 20 

Group Centroids, Middle and High Schools, Academic Performance Domains, n = 372 

Rating Function 1 Function 
2 

Function 3 

A 2.56 -0.19 -0.16 
B 0.13 0.24 0.08 
C -2.78 -0.37 0.27 
D -6.03 0.04 -0.47 
F -10.09 0.13 -0.78 
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Figure 10 
Function 1, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, Middle and High 
Schools, n = 372 
 

 
 
 
Figure 11 
Function 2, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, Middle and High 
Schools, n = 372 
 

 
 
Figure 12 
Function 3, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, Middle and High 
Schools, n = 372 
 
 

 
 

 The practical significance of the findings was high. Table 21 shows a summary of the 

results. 
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Table 21 

Mean Difference Effect Sizes, Middle and High schools, Academic Performance Domains 

Ratings Student 
Achievement 

Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A v F 10.47 2.45 3.79 

A v D 7.49 2.68 5.44 

A v C 5.63 2.54 3.09 

A v B 2.11 0.82 2.28 

B v F 8.28 1.93 2.95 

B v D 5.18 2.01 3.91 

B v C 2.04 1.75 1.47 

C v F 2.13 1.91 2.81 

C v D 1.28 1.18 2.31 

D v F 1.48 1.38 2.11 

Note: 0.20 = small effect, 0.50 = medium effect. 0.80 = large effect.  

All Schools 

 The last set of analyses included all schools (n = 7,735), and the results were similar to 

those obtained for elementary schools, middle schools, high schools, and schools with both 

middle and high program. The rating of the B was the most; the association between the three 

independent variables and the outcome measure was established, Wilks’ Lambda = 0.09, c2 (12, 

N = 7,735) = 18,468.44, p < 0.01; and the first function, which was defined by closing the gaps, 

accounted for 98.50% of the explained variation. The school progress domain had the highest 

mean score, followed by student achievement and closing the gaps domains. The sphericity 

assumption was met (Greenhouse-Geisser Epsilon = 0.90, Huynch-Feldt Epsilon = 0.90). The 
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differences were statistically significant, F(2, 15494) = 982.04, p < 0.01. A post hoc analysis 

showed that all pairwise comparisons were statistically significant. Results are summarized in 

Tables 22 – 24. 

 Table 22 

Means and Standard Deviations for Academic Performance Domains by Scaled Score by 
Campus Rating – All Schools, n = 7,735 

 
  

Campus Rating Student 
Achievement 

Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A    
n 1,635 1,635 1,635 
M 91.44 88.91 94.04 
SD 3.98 4.28 5.98 

B    
n 3,061 3,061 3,601 
M 81.83 84.59 79.44 
SD 6.28 4.47 5.65 

C    
n 2,029 2,029 2,209 
M 71.89 76.66 69.82 
SD 5.69 4.66 6.26 

D    
n 643 643 643 
M 65.09 67.94 55.41 
SD 6.29 5.65 11.68 

F    
n 367 367 367 
M 57.42 59.64 42.10 
SD 4.84 4.65 10.47 

Total    
n 7,735 7,735 7,735 
M 78.71 80.85 76.23 
SD 10.92 8.96 14.84 
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Table 23 

A Summary of Canonical Discriminant Functions, All Schools, Academic performance Domains, 
n = 7,735 

Function Eigenvalue Percentage of 
Explained 
Variance 

Canonical 
Correlation 

Explained 
Variance 

1 8.62 98.5 0.95 0.90 
2 0.09 1.10 0.30 0.09 
3 0.04 0.40 0.19 0.04 

 
Table 24 

Discriminant Function-Variable Correlations, All Schools, Academic performance Domains, n = 
7,735 

 Discriminant Function-Variable Correlation 
 1 2 3 
Student Achievement Domain 0.56 -0.38 0.74 
School Progress Domain 0.56 0.82 0.09 
Closing the Gaps Domain 0.65 -0.31 -0.69 

 
 Group centroids, that are shown in Table 25, were used to construct the discriminant 

planes and showed that the first function differentiated among the ratings; functions 2 and 3 did 

not (Figures 13 – 15).  

Table 25 

Group Centroids, All Schools, Academic Performance Domains, n = 7,735 

Rating Function 1 Function 
2 

Function 3 

A 3.75 -0.44 -0.02 
B 1.00 0.29 0.14 
C -1.71 0.09 -0.30 
D -4.64 -0.25 0.13 
F -7.51 -0.52 0.34 
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Figure 13 
Function 1, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, All Schools, n = 7,735 
 

 
 
 
Figure 14 
Function 2, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, All Schools, n = 7,735 
 

 
 
Figure 15 
Function 3, Discriminant Plane, Accountability Ratings Group Centroids, All Schools, n = 7,735 
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results. 
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Table 26 

Mean Difference Effect Sizes, All Schools, Academic Performance Domains 

Ratings Student 
Achievement 

Domain 

School Progress 
Domain 

Closing the Gaps 
Domain 

A v F 11.23 5.04 8.94 

A v D 6.71 5.46 5.65 

A v C 4.08 2.67 3.94 

A v B 1.89 0.91 2.88 

B v F 7.59 3.35 6.79 

B v D 2.02 4.86 3.80 

B v C 1.73 1.82 1.59 

C v F 4.27 2.63 4.80 

C v D 1.52 2.33 2.16 

D v F 1.44 1.69 1.23 

Note: 0.20 = small effect, 0.50 = medium effect. 0.80 = large effect.  

Summary 

 A detailed analysis of existing data showed that the three academic domains of student 

achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps were correlated with the A-F rating at various 

grade levels. Closing the gaps had the highest correlation with the outcome measure, followed by 

student achievement and school progress. Results were statistically and practically significant. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND DISCUSSION 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of the study was to assess the relationship between academic performance 

domains and the TEA's A-F accountability ratings in Texas public schools. The following 

research question guided the study: To what extent do student achievement, school progress, and 

closing the gaps explain the A-F accountability rating in Texas public schools?   

There have not been any published theory-driven, data-based studies on the Texas' A-F 

accountability system, making this investigation noteworthy. Existing data were used to conduct 

the study. Due to the non-experimental nature of the investigation, no causal inferences were 

drawn. The findings supported the importance of the three academic domains, namely, (1) 

student achievement, (2) school progress, and (3) closing the gaps in evaluating public schools.  

Summary of the Results 

The data were obtained from TEA for 4,362 elementary schools, 1,658 middle schools, 

1,343 high schools, and 372 schools that served both middle and high school students. A series 

of Discriminate Analysis (DA) was employed to examine the three academic performance 

domains' contribution in explaining the accountability ratings. The most prevalent rating in all 

schools was a B. A detailed analysis of existing data showed that the three academic domains of 

student achievement, school progress, and closing the gaps were correlated with the A-F ratings 

at various grade levels and could be used to distinguish among them. In short:  

• At the elementary and middle school levels, school progress domain received the 

highest score but closing the gaps domain was the strongest determinant of the 

rating.  
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• At the high school level, student achievement domain received the highest score, 

and both the student achievement and closing the gaps domains discriminated 

among the ratings.  

• At school with both middle and high school students, student achievement 

received the highest score and was also the best determinant of the rating.  

• The analysis of all data showed that the school progress domain had the highest 

score and closing the gaps domain was the strongest in discriminating among the 

ratings. Results were statistically and practically significant. 

Conclusions 

Multivariate and univariate analyses of the data supported that student achievement, 

school progress, and closing the gaps are related to the A-F accountability ratings in Texas public 

schools and can be used to discriminate among the ratings. The findings were statically 

significant, which was expected due to large sample sizes. The examination of mean difference 

effect sizes attested to the practical significance of the independent variables in accounting for 

the variation in the outcome measure. Correlation does not necessarily indicate causation; thus, 

no causal inferences may be drawn.  

Discussion 

Kevin Dooley defined the Complex Adaptive Systems Theory (CAST) as a group of 

agents that interact to produce patterns (Complex Adaptive System, 2016). The CAST provides a 

framework for explaining the system-level order and how the interdependent agents, like people 

and departments, interact with each other (McCarthy et al., 2006). Texas Education Agency's A-

F accountability system has three components: student achievement, school progress, and closing 

the gaps. The higher of student achievement or school progress account for 70.00% of the rating. 
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Closing the gaps domain accounts for the other 30.00%, which received the lowest score but was 

found to be the strongest of the three determinants in distinguishing among the ratings.   

Complex systems are composed of several interconnected components with 

characteristics such as self-organization, evolution, and novelty (Lissack & Gunz, 1999). Our 

school systems in Texas are made up of elementary schools, middle schools, and high schools. 

Some schools have both middle and high school students at one campus. The results showed that 

in elementary schools, middle schools, and high schools, the academic performance domain of 

closing the gaps was the best determinant of school ratings. In schools with middle and high 

school students, the academic performance domain of student achievement had the highest 

correlation with the outcome measure.  

The academic performance domain of closing the gaps is calculated based on several 

factors, namely, academic achievement, growth or graduation, English Language Proficiency, 

and school quality or student success (Texas Education Agency, 2019). The primary purpose of 

the closing the gaps domain was to fulfill the state and federal requirements for accountability. 

At the federal level, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires that school accountability 

systems must show how low socioeconomic students, students with disabilities, and English 

language learners are performing (Strong & Escamilla, 2020). Texas passed House Bill 22, 

requiring that the commissioner must eliminate gaps based on race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic 

status. The closing the gaps domain has many individual parts that work together, like the 

Complex Adaptive Systems Theory (Sumara & Davis, 2006). 

Texas Education Agency's A-F accountability system has a detailed methodology for 

calculating each campus' rating. Educational leaders can obtain information on how their 

schools’ ratings are determined. This study has the potential to assist educators in determining 
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which academic domains must be focused in an attempt to achieve high ratings. The CAST 

models are used to understand, predict, and prevent the daunting daily problems of 

understanding the various processes by focusing on interrelationships rather than cause and 

effect (The Heath Foundation, 2010).  

A complex adaptive system does not have one single rule that controls the system. 

Instead, it has interacting parts that work together (Holland, 2006). Each academic performance 

domain has a part in composing the A-F accountability system. The academic performance 

domains also interact with each other to make the A-F accountability system operate; for 

example, student achievement and closing the gaps are related to the STAAR scores (Texas 

Education Agency, 2019). Thus, the absence of any of the domains may result in a different 

rating score.   

The results showed that the participating elementary schools, middle schools, high 

schools, both middle and high schools, and all schools received the letter grades B and F the 

most and the least, respectively. The CAST model explains that systems are intertwined with 

many different factors (Lansing, 2003). The same notion is true with the TEA's A-F 

Accountability System. Just because a school receives an F rating does not mean everything 

about the school is failing. Many components make up a rating, and the majority of these 

components are intertwined together.  

Practical Implications 

The study is important because it helps educational leaders understand the usefulness of 

academic performance in explaining the A-F accountability ratings, enabling them to focus on 

academic achievement, growth or graduation, English Language Proficiency, school quality, 

student success, and closing the gaps domains, and allocate the needed resources to achieve 
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meaningful improvement in these areas. The results of the study showed that closing the gaps 

had the highest correlation with the rating.  

Academic achievement is a component of closing the gaps domain, which is based on the 

STAAR performance of students who meet grade level or above standard in English Language 

Arts and mathematics. The growth and graduation component of the closing the gaps domain 

depend upon the school type. Elementary and middle schools do not have a graduation rate; thus, 

school progress and academic growth status determine the component. High schools and schools 

with middle and high school students use the four-year federal graduation rate to evaluate the 

component. English language proficiency is another component that is considered in closing the 

gaps domain and is used to determine if students have improved from the previous year on the 

Texas English Language Proficiency Assessment System (TELPAS) (Collier & Huang, 2020).  

If educational leaders agree that closing the gaps is the best determinant of the A-F rating, 

they must provide the resources needed to support the domain. For example, if English Language 

Learners do not have access to necessary resources (e.g., classroom materials, appropriate 

curriculum, and highly qualified bilingual teachers), having an effective bilingual program 

becomes a challenge. As a matter of fact, it is documented that a large number of bilingual 

programs are not well planned due to the lack of recruitment or preparation of staff and/or 

curriculum development (Brisk, 2006).  

Thus, educational leaders must pay particular attention to bilingual programs in an 

attempt to positively affect the closing the gaps domain. The TELPAS assessment was changed 

during the 2018-2019 school year; thus, Texas asked the U.S. Department of Education to waive 

the English Language Proficiency, which was honored (Texas Education Agency, 2018). 

However, waiving the TELPAS does not help our English learners to ever attain the skills that 
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are expected in the English language proficiency, relegating them to lower paying jobs and even 

no graduation. Since schools have not been evaluated for their English Language Proficiency, the 

evaluation of the bilingual program must be planned and implemented. Additionally, other 

programs/models that have been proven to be successful must be examined. For example, the 

dual language model closes both the language and academic gaps, which can be instrumental in 

ensuring a passage into a better career and higher education as well as advocating for students 

who are English learners (Collier & Thomas, 2017).    

School quality is a component of the closing the gaps domain, which evaluates if students 

are ready for the workforce, college, or the military. If a student meets the following: (1) Texas 

Success Initiative Criteria in reading and mathematics, (2) the criteria for an Advanced 

Placement (AP) or International Baccalaureate (IB) examination, (3) earns dual course credits, 

(4) enlists in the armed forces, (5) earns an industry-based certification, (6) earns an associate 

degree, and (7) graduates with completed IEP and workforce readiness, they are workforce, 

college or military ready (Texas Education Agency, 2019). It is difficult for administrators and 

teachers to attain career, college, and military readiness for all students, because it requires 

significant changes in a traditional school model (Hackmann, Malen, & Gilley, 2018). Local 

educational leaders can focus on initiatives to increase career, college, and military readiness. 

There are policies focusing on college and career readiness; for example, the Every Student 

Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires that school districts prepare students for college and careers by 

making connections between PK-12 and higher education (Malin, Bragg, & Hackman, 2017). 

The Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006 (Perkins IV) 

authorized the Basic State Grants program that helps the improvement of secondary and post-

secondary career and technical education (CTE) programs across the nation by focusing on 
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closing the achievement gap for special populations (e.g., individuals with disabilities, 

economically disadvantaged individuals, individuals with limited English proficiency) on the 

core indicators of performance (e.g., academic proficiency in reading/language arts, 

mathematics, and science at the secondary level; placement, earned recognized credential, and 

non-traditional program concentration at the postsecondary level (Dortch, 2012).  

Recommendations for further Research 

The existing data that the researcher received in conducting the study did not include any 

demographic characteristics of the participating schools. Therefore, it is recommended to 

replicate the study by including variables such as gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status to 

examine how they may interact with academic achievement, school progress, and closing the 

gaps domains in affecting the accountability rating.   

The study utilized the 2018-2019 school year data, which did not include the English 

Language Proficiency in determining the closing the gaps domain due to changes in the TELPAS 

test. A future study that takes into consideration the impact of the English Language Proficiency 

on the closing the gaps domain, in particular, and the A-F rating, in general, will be helpful to 

better understand the associations that were examined in this study.  

In the schools with both middle and high school students, academic achievement had the 

highest correlation with the rating, which was different from elementary, middle, and high 

schools in which, the closing the gaps domain was the best determinant of the rating. In a 

traditional middle school, graduation rate is not used in the determination of the rating, because it 

is not applicable; however, when middle school and high school students are together, the 

graduation rate is used. A future study, focusing on settings that serve both middle and high 
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school students, can be helpful in understanding the importance of the association between 

academic achievement and accountability rating.  

The COVID-19 pandemic must have adversely affected the overall quality of education 

in 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 school years. Accountability ratings will not be applied until the 

2021-2022 school year. It will be interesting to replicate the study in 2022 to re-examine the link 

between academic performance and accountability rating among public schools in Texas.  
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