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Executive Summary 

 
Texas was one of seven states selected by Lumina Foundation in 2009 to launch a statewide 

initiative to increase productivity in higher education. This report summarizes Texas’ 

achievements and its challenges in advancing productivity and increasing completions during the 

grant period. 

SPEC Associates has been funded by Lumina to be the third-party evaluator of this productivity 

work since 2008. The seven states participating in Lumina’s productivity initiative were Arizona, 

Indiana, Maryland, Montana, Ohio, Tennessee, and Texas. 

Texas worked to improve higher education productivity by successfully launching Tuning Texas, an 

ambitious approach to improve student pathways between public community colleges and four-

year universities. This faculty-led effort involved identifying common learning outcomes statewide 

for each targeted program, and identifying the areas and levels of competency that students are 

expected to achieve en route to graduation. Faculty also identified common learning outcomes at 

the course level through a process called Fine Tuning. In all, statewide learning outcomes were 

identified in 12 disciplines, including engineering, science, mathematics, business, and information 

systems.  

As part of this work, pathway maps were created to assist students in selecting appropriate courses 

to increase on-time completion. A set of institutional agreements, promoted by the Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board (Coordinating Board), provided a policy foundation for full 

articulation and transfer of the coursework. An important continuation of this work will be to 

design courses and program delivery in new and different ways to meet desired outcomes and to 

align them with Tuning and Fine Tuning guidelines. Support by higher education institutions, 

policymakers, and funders will be important as this work goes forward. It will also be crucial to 

track changes in student experiences and outcomes.  

Given the breadth of public higher education in Texas, the state’s geographic spread, and a culture 

that defies centralization, uniform consensus for policy decisions in Texas is difficult to achieve. In 

this context, the Tuning and Fine Tuning work stands as a national model for engaging faculty from 

two- and four-year institutions to agree on common student learning outcomes for courses and 

programs. Intensive engagement of faculty requires substantial resources, but it shows promise in 

building distributed leadership to support on-going implementation and policy advances statewide.  

Some Progress in Performance Funding for Two-Year Colleges, but Not Universities 

The Texas Legislature passed performance funding in 2013 for community colleges and technical 

colleges, but not for four-year institutions. For the community colleges, the state based 10% of the 

formula funding on student success outcomes, with 90% based on enrollments. For the Texas 

State Technical College System (TSTC), the state used a returned-value model that rewards job 

placements and graduates’ earning projections through a formula based on the additional direct  
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and indirect state tax revenues generated by former students to allocate one-hundred percent of 

TSTC’s formula funding. 

During the grant period, the Coordinating Board conducted regional meetings and undertook 

other efforts to inform stakeholders and the public about performance funding. The legislative 

actions for community colleges and technical colleges were based on recommendations and 

support from the respective institutions. The Coordinating Board’s efforts to engage four-year 

institutions, however, were less successful. Late in the legislative process, consensus for 

performance funding among the leaders of the four-year institutions unraveled. As a state leader 

said, the support for performance funding among the universities “turned out to be broad but 

shallow.”  

Refocus for State Student Financial Aid Programs   

The Coordinating Board was persistent during the grant period in supporting the expansion of 

state grant programs. For the 2014-2015 biennium, the Legislature agreed to increase funding for 

most major financial aid programs. Despite these increases, only a small percentage of eligible 

college students receive financial aid through the need-based TEXAS Grant. The Legislature 

prioritized eligibility for the TEXAS Grant program by adopting new academic performance 

criteria for first-time entering students as well as initiated the Grant’s transformation into a public 

university-only program beginning in fiscal year 2015 (i.e., fall 2014). As part of this change, and 

independent of the Legislative increase to community college financial aid for 2014-2015, it is 

anticipated that funds will be transferred from the TEXAS Grant and the B-On-Time Loan Program 

into the Texas Education Opportunity Grant Program that is designated for community college 

students. Most public universities in Texas now offer entering undergraduates a fixed-tuition 

option for those who stay enrolled for four years. Currently, the collective impacts of these actions 

on student behaviors (including completion) is not yet known.  

Challenges and Opportunities Ahead  

Led by the Coordinating Board, the productivity grant touched all levels of higher education in the 

state as well as legislative leaders and the Governor. While the specific stakeholders who are 

important have - and will - differ at various points in the policy cycle and by issue, engagement of 

institutional leaders  throughout the state higher education policy cycle is an important theme that 

emerged from the Texas productivity work to date and an assessment of the challenges to be faced 

in the future.  One example is the critical and active engagement of institutional leaders in the 

development and adoption of the final two-year college performance funding recommendations. 

Remaining challenges include implementation of performance funding in these institutions as well 

as the engagement of administrators and faculty in discussions for four-year institutions. Another 

example is the engagement of faculty across institutions in the Tuning/Fine Tuning development 

of learning outcomes and degree pathways. While crucial, it may not be sufficient to achieve 

widespread progress on curricular revisions within and across individual institutions. This will 

require engagement of higher education institutions more broadly as well as the support of  
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policymakers and funders to develop different and better ways to design and deliver courses and 

programs aligned with Tuning and Fine Tuning guidelines to meet desired outcomes. 

In addition, at the conclusion of the grant period, the Legislature revised the responsibilities of the 

Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, including: changing its authority to close or 

consolidate degree programs to recommendation-only of program consolidations or closures; 

requiring it to provide more visible opportunities for higher education leaders and stakeholders to 

participate in its rulemaking processes; and requiring it 

to work more closely with statewide K-12 and workforce 

agencies. These changes offer both challenges and 

opportunities in the Coordinating Board’s relationships at 

both ends of the education pipeline.   Continuing the 

state’s progress will require sustained efforts to engage 

the leadership, cooperation, and contributions from both 

public officials and higher education leaders. Issues that 

remain include: 1) evaluation of the impact of the current performance funding policies, 2) review 

of how well the current mix of financial aid at community colleges and universities support the 

state’s completion goals, 3) identification of strategies to ensure broad implementation of the 

guidelines and transfer policies established for the Tuned disciplines, and 4) integration of what has 

been learned from the productivity work in the new long-term strategic plan for Texas higher 

education.

Engagement and communication 
among all higher education 
constituencies is key to enabling 
further policies aimed at increasing 

productivity. 
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Introduction 
 

 
Inclusion of Texas in Lumina Foundation’s 2008 multistate initiative continued its 

prior investment in the state’s efforts to increase the number of residents who have 

high-quality postsecondary credentials. This multistate initiative focused on improving 

productivity in higher education by supporting statewide and systemwide efforts to 

enroll and graduate more students, without increasing the cost per degree.  

 

Texas was one of eleven states to receive a learning year 

grant from Lumina in 2008. Texas was also one of seven 

states selected for a four-year implementation grant in 

2009. During the grant period, Lumina developed and 

refined its productivity agenda called “Four Steps to 

Finishing First in Higher Education” and asked the states 

to develop strategies aligned with these four areas:1  

 

1) 

 

PERFORMANCE FUNDING Targeted incentives for colleges and universities 

to graduate more students with quality degrees 

and credentials. 

2) 

 

STUDENT INCENTIVES Strategic use of tuition and financial aid to 

incentivize course and program completion. 

3) 
 
NEW MODELS 

 

Lower-cost, high-quality approaches substituted 

for traditional academic delivery whenever 

possible to increase capacity for serving students.  

4) 

 

BUSINESS EFFICIENCIES Business practices that produce savings to 

graduate more students. 

 

The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (Coordinating Board) managed the grant in 

Texas. The College for All Texans Foundation served as fiscal agent and the work was 

overseen by a state team with representatives from the 

Legislature, higher education institutions, businesses, and 

the Coordinating Board. The assistant deputy 

commissioner of academic planning and policy at the 

Coordinating Board served as coordinator of the grant and 

of “Tuning Texas.” Tuning Texas is a project to align 

student learning outcomes of courses (Fine Tuning) and 

programs (Tuning) in higher education. Lumina funds also 

supported two state evaluators and other positions.  

"Respondents" and "interviewees" 
referred to in this report include 
state policymakers and their staff, 
higher education administrators 
and faculty, business 
representatives, national experts, 
and others.  

 

Seven states received 

implementation grants: 

Arizona, Indiana, Maryland, 
Montana, Ohio, Tennessee, and 
Texas 
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As well as receiving grant funding, 

Texas also received access to 

resources associated with the 

initiative, including participation in 

the Strategy Labs Network. The 

Strategy Labs Network was 

Lumina’s method for delivering 

contextualized, just-in-time 

technical assistance, engagement 

opportunities, and support to state 

policymakers and higher education 

system leaders—so as to catalyze 

program and policy action in the 

Four Steps to Finishing First. 

Examples of Texas’ Strategy Labs 

Network engagement included: 

participation in national 

convenings hosted by Lumina; 

participation in multistate site 

visits to Maryland about course 

redesign, to Washington D.C. about 

student incentives for completion 

of courses and degrees, and to 

Arizona about service blueprinting; 

and receipt of technical assistance 

from experts on student incentives 

for timely completion, strategic 

approaches to financial aid, 

transfer pathways, competency-

based education, and reverse 

transfer policies.  

 

In 2008, Lumina asked SPEC 

Associates (SPEC) to evaluate its 

investments in Texas and the other 

six states participating in the 

productivity initiative. This report 

presents SPEC’s findings and 

analysis regarding the state’s 

achievements. Data collection for 

this evaluation ended in December 

2013. 

Strategy Labs Network Resources  

Available to States 

Strategy Labs activities included telephone, online, and in-
person meetings with individuals and groups; convenings 
within states, across states, and nationally; and 
nonpartisan research and information, such as policy 
briefs, reports, and state-specific analyses. HCM 
Strategists served as the primary conduit of technical 
assistance in the states, and other national organizations 
provided resources through the Strategy Labs. Many 
organizations contributed to the states’ work. Overall, 
organizations supporting the Strategy Labs included: 

HCM Strategists: National intermediary for the 
productivity policy work; managed the advisors in the 
seven states; provided policy experts, technical 
assistance, report writing; and organized cross-state 
convenings. 

Public Agenda: National intermediary for engaging 
college and university leaders, faculty, and staff in efforts 
to increase productivity. Provided research, stakeholder 
engagement and capacity-building assistance to elevate 
the voices of students, faculty, employers and institutional 
practitioners to support states’ progress.  

SPEC Associates:  National evaluation firm, providing 
real-time insights used to develop and manage the work 
across states. 

National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices: Advised the intermediaries and developed a set 
of high-level metrics for policymakers to evaluate the 
return on public investments in higher education.  

Institute for the Study of Knowledge Management in 
Education: Provided workshops for change and hosted 
the online Knowledge Collaborative to facilitate information 
sharing and peer learning. 

Catalytica: Facilitated the use of video-based stories for 
individual, organizational, and community transformation.  
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Beyond describing what Texas accomplished, SPEC examined factors that appeared to 

contribute to and/or challenge this work. The first section of this report focuses on the 

state’s activities and outcomes within the initiative’s agenda for change: the Four Steps to 

Finishing First. The second section provides insights about the state’s experiences across 

the Four Steps, including identifying some challenges and opportunities facing Texas.  

 

The many individuals and organizations that contributed to this evaluation are listed in 

Appendix I. Appendix II describes the evaluation methodology. 

 

Any conclusions in this report are those of SPEC Associates and are not meant to represent 

the opinions of any other individual or organization affiliated with this evaluation. 
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Four Steps to Finishing First 
 

I. Texas’ Achievements 
 

 
This section examines Texas’ activities and achievements in the Four 

Steps to Finishing First, particularly in the area of state and system-

level program and policy change. Where appropriate, we also discuss 

the state’s work in engaging stakeholders and supporting 

champions— both of which were strategies used by the Strategy Labs 

Network to support change. 

 
Tables 1, 2, and 3 summarize the support Lumina provided to Texas, 

the value that Lumina added to the state’s efforts, and the state’s 

accomplishments in the Four Steps. SPEC recognizes that Lumina’s 

investments were only one of many factors that contributed to Texas’ 

achievements in higher education productivity in recent years. In 

general, however, participants in the state described Lumina’s 

contributions as significant in helping Texas achieve its outcomes. 

For a more detailed analysis, see SPEC’s 2012 report, National 

Evaluation of Lumina Foundation’s Productivity Work: Interim Report 

for Texas.2 

 

Table 1: Lumina’s Support for Texas’ Productivity Work 

A planning grant in 2008 to conduct a policy audit and create an implementation plan 

for improving higher education productivity. 

A four-year implementation grant starting in 2009 which supported the following: 

• Tuning and Fine Tuning of 12 academic disciplines.* 

• Support for the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board to conduct 

regional meetings with business and higher education stakeholders in the 

state to discuss performance funding and other strategies to promote 

certificate and degree completion. 

• An in-state evaluation of the implementation grant work. 

• A collaboration initiated in 2014 between the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board and the RAND Corporation to study the use of 

competency-based education models within the state’s funding structure. 

• A communications project on the value of a college degree. 

Support for the state advisor as liaison between Lumina and the Coordinating Board 

as lead agency for the implementation grant. 
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Table 1: Lumina’s Support for Texas’ Productivity Work (continued) 
 

 

Support for the participation of Texas higher education leaders and policymakers in national 
convenings on higher education productivity, as well as in Strategy Labs Network site visits, 
technical assistance, and consultation. 
 

Support to The University of Texas at Austin to convene the Texas Higher Education Leaders 
Consortium to cultivate a sense of shared responsibility among community college and university 
leaders about high-impact collaborations to support the productivity agenda. 
 

Support for Public Agenda to: (a) conduct qualitative research to add student voices to Texas’ 
productivity work; (b) facilitate the work of the Texas Higher Education Leaders Consortium; 
(c) conduct research on the Consortium as a cross-sector collaboration/consortium model for 
driving higher education productivity; and (d) conduct field-building research on innovation 
climate and uptake of innovations using the Consortium as a dynamic laboratory. 
 

Access to a web-based online community to facilitate knowledge sharing and collaboration. 
 
 

* Note: “Tuning Texas” and “Fine Tuning Texas” are statewide projects to align student learning outcomes in 
programs and courses in higher education to make higher education outcomes more transparent to students, 
employers, and parents, and to create a logical pathway from institution to institution so students can transfer and 
have their completed courses apply to their major.  

 

Table 2: Lumina’s Value-Add 
 

Lumina helped to advance discussions about productivity. 
 

“The Lumina grant helped stimulate and sustain the overall productivity discussion. It’s 
very hard to tease out how much . . . would it happen anyway? Possibly but I do think 
that there’s been a nice contribution of the Lumina Foundation to the overall statewide 
discussion.” 

 

Lumina funding catalyzed innovation. 
 

“Lumina is such a big part of all these changes, and for helping to fund these 
changes…. I consider them to be a big part of the support structure for the state and 
trying innovation.” 

 

“I consider Lumina to be pivotal in addressing opportunities and challenges in higher 
education and [Lumina has] a reputation for providing great ideas and great advice.” 

 

Lumina’s national reputation strengthened attention to attainment. 
 

“If we’ve got a national foundation that’s got similar goals for the nation as we have in 
Texas, it sort of beefs it up in terms of getting folks to pay attention. Like it’s not all 
about the Coordinating Board. It’s the nation.” 
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Table 2: Lumina’s Value-Add  (Continued) 

 

Lumina catalyzed intra-sector and cross-sector communication. 
 

“I think a lot of faculty have never interacted with the Coordinating Board and have no 
clue about the state higher education plan. . . So, what was really good, I thought, was 
that [through the Texas Tuning discussions] we connected well and the faculty with 
each other.” 

 

Note: Lumina’s value-add is based on interviews with state and higher education leaders. 

 

 

Table 3: Texas’ Achievements under Four Steps for Finishing First 

 

Step 1: The Texas Legislature passed performance funding for community colleges and 

the Texas State Technical Colleges, but not for four-year institutions. 
 

Step 2: Most public universities in Texas are required to offer entering undergraduates a 

fixed-tuition option. The need-based TEXAS Grant program now includes academic 

prioritization criteria. 

 

Step 3: After Tuning 12 academic disciplines, Texas hopes to continue its program 

design work called Tuning and Fine Tuning—and its encouragement of voluntary 

statewide articulation agreements to improve student transfer for the Tuned programs. 
 

Step 4: Texas created a Council for Continuous Improvement and Innovation in Texas 

Higher Education to: (1) begin identifying goals and metrics for the next long-range plan 

for higher education beyond Closing the Gaps by 2015; and (2) develop a culture of 

continuous improvement in higher education dedicated to improving excellence and 

productivity.  

 

* Public state colleges are exempt from this requirement. 

 

Note: Other funders and initiatives also contributed to the accomplishments Texas made in 
higher education productivity. 
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Performance Funding 
 

 

The Texas Legislature passed performance funding for community colleges and technical 

colleges, but not for four-year institutions. 
 

History: Steps toward performance funding began in 2007 
 

 
When Texas received its implementation grant in 2009, the state was already working 

toward the development of performance funding for higher education.3 Texas used Lumina’s 

support to build on this recent history to strengthen its funding formula based on outcomes 

and to develop and implement a communications and engagement plan associated with 

performance funding.4  

 
Since 2000, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board 

articulated the state’s overall vision for higher education 

through a strategic process called Closing the Gaps. The plan 

includes state goals in four key areas: student participation, 

student success, academic excellence, and research. In the 

area of student success, the plan includes a strategy to “fund colleges and universities to 

reward increases in retention and graduation while sustaining quality programs.”5 

Beginning in 2007, Texas took concrete steps to implement outcomes-based funding: 

 
2007 The 80th Legislature appropriated $100 million to the Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board for incentive funding to public 

general academic teaching institutions for use in fiscal year 2009. 

 
2008 Governor Rick Perry established a task force charged with making 

recommendations for an incentive funding program for all public higher 

education institutions to reward student and institutional outcomes 

aligned with state and regional priorities, including the use of the funds 

appropriated by the 80th Legislature and a funding system to be 

considered by the 81st  Legislature.6 The task force recommended and the 

Coordinating Board used the following allocations for 2009: $40 million 

based on the number of degrees produced, weighted for critical fields, for 

example, STEM and at-risk students; $40 million based on improvement in 

the number of degrees produced, also weighted for critical fields and at-

risk students; and $20 million for scholarships for the top 10 percent of 

high school graduates.7 While the total amount distributed through 

outcomes-based funding ($80 million) was small in comparison to Texas’  

total funding of public higher education, one respondent in 2012 called it a 

“sign of things to come.”8 

Beginning in 2007, Texas took 
concrete steps to implement 
performance funding. 
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2009 In its budget recommendations to the Legislature for the 2010-2011 

biennium, the Coordinating Board included performance funding for the 

first time, at a total of $278 million—with $100 million for community and 

technical colleges and $178 million for four-year institutions. This 

represents about four percent of the total budget request, respectively, for 

each of these sets of institutions.9 The Coordinating Board departed from 

the Governor’s Task Force’s earlier recommendations10 and offered its 

own allocation methodology for 2010-2011 to be based on semester credit 

hours or contact hours completed, increases in number of degrees and 

certificates awarded, and number of transfers from two-year institutions 

to universities.11, 12 The Legislature did not fund performance funding in 

2009 for the 2010-2011 biennium.13 

 

Findings: Substantive policy development and legislative action for two-year colleges 
 

KNOWLEDGE AND ENGAGEMENT OF STAKEHOLDERS 
 

 
During the grant period, Lumina supported a range of activities in Texas to engage 

business, legislative, and higher education leaders in performance-funding efforts, 

including communications plans, report development and distribution, conference 

presentations by national experts, and in-state evaluations. The following engagement 

activities were important to Texas’ progress in performance funding. 

 
 Strategy Labs Network. Through the Strategy Labs Network in 2010 and 2011, 

several Texas legislators, staff members from the Governor’s Office, and higher 

education leaders met with colleagues and experts from other states, including 

Indiana and Tennessee both of which have a history of performance funding, to 

better understand those states’ experiences. Texas leaders, such as staff from the 

office of State Representative Dan Branch, chair of the House Higher Education 

Committee, also received best-practice materials, reports, presentations, and 

consultations. 

 
 National Productivity Conference. In 2011, Texas stakeholders in the legislative and 

executive branches joined several higher education leaders and participated in 

Lumina’s National Productivity Conference, where they met with leaders from 

other states, including those from Tennessee, to discuss performance funding. This 

meeting helped Texas leaders develop a plan to advance performance funding in 

the following legislative session.14 
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 Regional meetings. In 2010, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board held 

seven regional meetings with the business community, elected officials, and higher 

education leaders to build support for and receive feedback on performance 

funding.15 In 2012, events co-hosted by the Chamber of Commerce targeted the 

regional business communities, while town-hall meetings targeted higher 

education leadership, faculty, and staff.16 

 

Based on feedback from these and other meetings, the Coordinating Board shifted 

its performance funding proposals to reflect input from three sectors of Texas public 

undergraduate higher education, namely, the four-year institutions, the community colleges, 

and the state technical college system.17, 18 

  

ACTIVE CHAMPIONING 
 
In 2012, several interviewees described the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board as 

relentless in pursuing performance-funding options during three biennial Legislatures.19 

Throughout the grant period, the Coordinating Board worked with higher education 

leaders to develop and build support for performance 

recommendations, and with business and higher education 

leaders to generate support in the Legislature. 

 

Other state champions of performance funding included: 
 

 The Texas Association of Community Colleges and 

the Texas State Technical College System that collaborated with the Coordinating 

Board to develop outcomes-based funding recommendations for their institutions 

and to build support for these recommendations in the Legislature.20 
 

 

 State Representative Dan Branch sponsored several bills to support performance 

outcomes, including House Bill 9 in the 82nd Legislature and House Bill 25 in the 

83rd Legislature. 

 

POLICY ACTION  
 

 
House Bill 9, the Higher Education Outcomes-based Funding Act, was enacted in 2011. The 

new law directed the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board to recommend an 

outcomes-based funding formula for consideration by the 83rd Legislature in 2013, in 

consultation with and acceptable to the three sectors of Texas higher education: the four- 

year universities, the community colleges, and the state technical college system. To meet 

this mandate, the Coordinating Board collaborated as follows: 

 
 Four-year colleges and universities. The Coordinating Board’s formula funding 

advisory committee for the four-year institutions, which included institutional 

Interviewees described the Texas 
Higher Education Coordinating 
Board as relentless in pursuing 
performance-funding options. 
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representation, provided recommendations to the commissioner for a 

performance-funding methodology based on student achievement of seven success 

metrics. The measures focused on bachelor’s degrees awarded and included 

metrics for critical fields, at-risk students, and several credit-hour success points 

along the way to completion. The Coordinating Board endorsed the methodology 

and recommended that 10 percent of total state funding that otherwise would have 

been allocated based on semester credit hours would instead be allocated based on 

the formula.21 

 
 Community and technical colleges. The Coordinating Board’s community and 

technical colleges formula advisory committee recommended a performance-

funding methodology that the commissioner modified slightly and the Coordinating 

Board adopted but later revised based on feedback from the Texas Association of 

Community Colleges. The final proposal recommended that 

10 percent of total state funding that otherwise would have 

been allocated based on contact hours would instead be 

allocated based on student completion of 10 success 

metrics.22 The measures included a mix of student success 

points as well as completion of a certificate or an associate 

or bachelor’s degree. Metrics for critical fields and at-risk 

students were included.23  

 

Also in 2012, the Texas State Technical College System, in 

collaboration with the Coordinating Board, developed a 

100 percent “returned-value model” for its institutions. 

The formula is based on additional direct and indirect state 

tax revenues generated as a result of the education 

provided to students by the Texas State Technical 

Colleges.24 

In 2013, the 83rd Legislature adopted performance funding for community colleges and 

technical colleges, but did not adopt performance funding for four-year institutions. Its 

actions for community colleges and technical colleges were based on recommendations 

from the Coordinating Board and the institutions: 

 
1.  Community colleges. After $500,000 appropriated annually to each community 

college district for core operations, 10 percent of the formula funding was 

allocated based on student success outcomes, with 90 percent based on 

enrollments. 

 
  

“Getting HB9 passed, that 
formally told the Coordinating 
Board to look at these metrics, 
and . . . that really did have an 
effect on, I think, all the 
institutions’ thinking, because 
before they thought, ‘That’s a 
Coordinating Board thing. Nobody 
is going to care.’ And now, when 
HB 9 passed, they kind of went, 
‘Oh, I think we do have to pay 
attention to this.’ ” 

              Higher education leader 
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2.  Technical colleges. One hundred percent of formula funding to the Texas State 

Technical College System was allocated based on a returned-value model that 

rewards job placements and graduate earnings projections through a formula 

based on the additional direct and indirect state tax revenues generated by former 

students.25 

 
 

Analysis: Engagement of higher education appears crucial in passing performance 

funding 
 
After several false starts dating to 2007, a breakthrough for performance funding came in 

2011 with the passage of House Bill 9, which sent a clear message to the state’s higher 

education community about the importance of higher education completion. The bill 

required the Coordinating Board to recommend student success-based funding policies for 

public higher education institutions to the Legislature each biennium. Respondents in Texas 

said that the new law changed higher education culture and shifted conversations among the 

Coordinating Board and the higher education institutions. One interviewee said, “Getting HB 

9 passed, that formally told the Coordinating Board to look at these metrics, and . . . that 

really did have an effect on, I think, all the institutions’ thinking, because before they thought, 

‘That’s a Coordinating Board thing. Nobody is going to care.’ And now, when HB 9 passed, 

they kind of went, ‘Oh, I think we do have to pay attention to this.’ ” 

 
The Legislature’s adoption of performance funding in 2013 for the community and 

technical colleges, but not for the universities, provides useful insights into the state’s 

strategy for financing higher education. 

 

WHAT WORKED? 

  

In late 2011, the Texas Business Association purchased 

billboards that publicized data about low graduation rates at 

the state’s community colleges. State higher education 

leaders in Texas said the billboards were perceived as 

negative publicity by the community colleges, but the 

campaign drew their attention and led them to reconsider 

how they measure and publicize their own success based on 

their mission. For example, besides counting students who 

had completed a certificate or an associate degree, the colleges were interested in the 

numbers of students who were still enrolled, former students who had enrolled in four-year 

institutions before completing a certificate or an associate degree, and former students who 

had entered the workforce without completing a certificate or an associate degree. 

Achieving the Dream, a prior Lumina-funded initiative, was credited with preparing the 

community college sector for performance-funding conversations by getting the sector 

focused on using data and on student success. Later, the Texas Association of Community 

The involvement of institutional 
leaders in legislative processes 
can yield a performance-funding 
model that reflects institutional 
missions.  
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Colleges endorsed a performance-funding model that reflected the community colleges’ 

broad mission, which in turn led the Coordinating Board to modify its original 

recommendation to the Legislature for performance funding. 

 
Likewise, the Texas State Technical College System worked with the Coordinating Board 

to develop a performance-funding recommendation of its own, which the Coordinating 

Board endorsed and the Legislature accepted. The technical colleges volunteered to link 

100 percent of instructional and administration formula funding to performance 

measures, including job placement and graduates’ future earnings.26 

 

Ultimately, the community colleges and the technical colleges worked with the Coordinating 

Board and the Legislature to support models that reflected the missions of their institutions. 

An important implication of this work is that higher education sectors can influence 

legislative action to better reflect their mission. As one interviewee said, those institutions 

that do not get involved in the process risk letting outsiders create funding models for them. 

 

WHAT DID NOT WORK? 
 

 
The influence of university leaders, institutional governing board members, and key state 

legislators should not be underestimated when promoting new financing strategies such as 

performance funding. The Coordinating Board conducted listening tours and briefings for 

legislative staff as well as regional meetings for other stakeholders to promote and discuss 

performance funding. However, according to several interviewees, the regional meetings 

focused more strongly on business leaders, and did not generate substantial support among 

university leaders, governing board members, and state legislators sympathetic to higher 

education. An interviewee said that the Coordinating Board learned too late that the 

meetings were not generating support among these key leaders. 

 
When working with higher education institutions to develop performance-funding metrics, 

state agencies need to highlight key stages of progress and elements of agreement. The 

Coordinating Board, through its formula funding advisory 

committees, was forthright in working with stakeholders in 

higher education on the details of various models under 

consideration. However, interviewees in 2012 said that the 

many formulas under consideration generated some 

confusion among participants, including among those 

responsible for informing legislators about the 

advancement of the work. In addition, interviewees said 

that institutional representatives participating on the advisory committees were not 

effective in gaining support of their institutional leadership. In hindsight, the Coordinating 

Board could have spent more time highlighting and publicizing those elements of the 

models that gained agreement.  

 

  

Raising the percent of allocations 
through performance funding 
before initial legislation was 
passed appears to have been a 
serious mistake. 
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Perhaps most importantly, the context of the legislative agenda appears to be crucial and 

missteps can be serious. In 2013, the Coordinating Board recommended performance 

funding at 10 percent of state base funding for four-year institutions. Before the 83rd 

Legislature took up this matter, Representative Dan Branch took the further step of 

sponsoring House Bill 25, a new bill which directed the Coordinating Board to develop 

recommendations to raise the funding amounts step-wise to 25 percent of state base 

funding in fiscal years 2018-19.27 Interviewees said that this call to increase the share of 

funding based on performance beyond 10% in later fiscal years appears to have 

undermined efforts in 2013 to adopt a performance-funding model at 10% for four-year 

colleges and universities. 
 
While many university administrators and faculty were skeptical about performance 

funding prior to the introduction of Representative Branch’s bill, some did support the 10% 

figure, which had been part of the original agreement. Representative Branch’s bill, by 

appearing to break that agreement, increased the concern of some that the Legislature 

would eventually increase performance funding well above the 10% proposed in 2013. 

Ultimately, late in the legislative process, concerns were raised and the consensus for 

performance funding among the leaders of the four-year institutions unraveled. An 

interviewee noted that “those who felt they would do better with the status quo or under a 

semester credit hour generation signaled their legislative members that they were not 

comfortable with the proposal.” According to another interviewee, the leaders’ support for 

performance funding “turned out to be broad but shallow.” 
 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR PRODUCTIVITY WORK IN TEXAS? 
 

 

In Texas, the willingness of community and state technical college leadership to go to the 

Legislature and support the performance model proposed for their sector appears to have 

been a critical factor in implementing performance funding there. This, plus the “shallow” 

support from the four-year sector and ultimate failure by the Legislature to adopt it in that 

case, suggests that engagement of higher education institutional leaders will be crucial for 

long-term support of performance funding. 
 

NOW WHAT? 

 
Regarding the future of performance funding in Texas, one higher education leader predicted 
that the model for the Texas State Technical College System will likely remain in effect and 
that the formula adopted for the community colleges will likely be modified to allow them to 
be rated on their own improvement over time rather than against the other community 
colleges. 
 

The status of performance funding for universities, however, is not as clear as it is for 

community colleges. One interviewee predicted that performance funding for universities 

appears to be a dead issue for the near term. Other interviewees disagreed, noting that the 

Coordinating Board is preparing to recommend performance funding for universities in 
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the 84th Legislative Session which will begin in January 2015 and that performance 

funding for universities is already being discussed among higher education leaders and 

legislators. The largest turnover in state leadership in nearly two decades will occur in the 

next legislative session and some interviewees see these changes as creating a unique 

opportunity to put new performance funding ideas on the table.  

 

During fall 2013, the Coordinating Board’s four-year university formula funding 

committee continued to discuss performance-based funding and received consultation 

from the RAND Corporation. While the commissioner charged the committee to 

continue to explore performance funding, there is currently no legislative mandate to 

do so for the four-year universities.28 In addition, conversations have started within the 

University of Texas System, across Texas Higher Education Leaders Consortium members, 

and between the Coordinating Board and the RAND Corporation around performance 

funding and competency-based approaches. Specifically, these conversations have 

addressed the intersection of new delivery models, competency-based programs, prior 

learning assessment, and performance funding that could lead to a new generation of 

performance-funding models. Taken together, these conversations, along with the 

possible major changes in legislative leadership, could result in looking at performance 

funding differently. Consideration of the use of such new variables has been referred to 

in Texas as Performance Funding 3.0, as compared with Performance Funding 2.0, 

which includes criteria currently in use by many states.29 A state leader indicated that 

as this work unfolds Texas may need to consider whether performance funding should 

follow innovation or lead the way to innovation. 
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Student Incentives 
 

Most public universities in Texas are required to offer entering undergraduates a fixed-tuition 

option.30 The need-based TEXAS Grant program now includes academic prioritization criteria. 

 

STATE AND SYSTEM-LEVEL STUDENT FINANCIAL AID POLICIES 
 

 

History: Financial aid not keeping pace with tuition in Texas 
 
The development of financial aid policies to encourage more students to complete their 

degrees was not a primary focus for the state’s Lumina grant. However, Texas legislative 

and higher education leaders participated in several Strategy Labs convenings on this topic 

during the grant period, which may have helped advance policy discussions in the state. 

 

In 2008, the year in which Texas received its planning grant, the Richard T. Ingram Center 

for Public Trusteeship and Governance of the Association of Governing Boards of Universities 

and Colleges reported that despite recently increasing its investment in student financial 

aid, the state was “not keeping pace with growth in the state’s population and the cost of 

attending a college or university. Large numbers of eligible students do not have access to 

Texas’ major grant programs.”31  

 

In the report, the Ingram Center supported adding merit 

factors to the initial eligibility criteria for the TEXAS Grants 

contingent on the Legislature appropriating sufficient 

funding for the grants and additional funds for the Texas 

Educational Opportunity Grant, a need-based grant 

program for students at two-year colleges. At the time, 

Texas already had a small loan-forgiveness program in 

place to encourage on-time completion. The program, 

called the B-On-Time Loan Program, offered loans that 

could be completely forgiven to those students who 

graduated on time in good academic standing.32 

 

Findings: New prioritization and eligibility criteria for the need-based TEXAS Grant 
 

KNOWLEDGE AND ENGAGEMENT OF STAKEHOLDERS 

 
Several Strategy Labs activities regarding alignment of financial aid strategies with state, 

system, and institutional goals for completion occurred in Texas from early 2011 through 

early 2013. Interviewees said that the activities focused on information sharing and 

knowledge building. 

 
  

About half of eligible students 
received the TEXAS Grant and 
only about 4% of eligible 
community college students 
received the Texas Educational 
Opportunity Grant. 

Source: Closing the Gaps by 2015, 
Texas Higher Education Coordinating 
Board (2008). 
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These activities included the following: 

 

 Informational meetings with the Texas Higher Education Leaders Consortium. 

 Multiple briefings to legislators and the Governor’s higher education policy advisor. 

 Out-of-state meetings and roundtable discussions attended by Texas policymakers. 

 Presentations by national experts to Texas legislators, higher education system 

leaders, and institutional leaders. 

 A technical assistance meeting, in advance of the 2013 biennial legislative session, 

focused on financial aid as part of broader completion management strategies, 

attended by staff from the Coordinating Board, the Legislature, the Speaker’s office, 

Texas Association of Community Colleges, and colleges and universities. 

 
 

ACTIVE CHAMPIONING 
 

 
Interviewees said that financial aid reform was a priority of the Commissioner of Higher 

Education in preparation for the 83rd session of the Texas Legislature in 2013. Discussions 

of the Coordinating Board’s reform proposals focused primarily on expanding access to 

financial aid, but also included issues related to student completion. In April 2012, the 

Coordinating Board sponsored a statewide conference for the state’s financial aid 

administrators and a statewide open meeting, both of which focused on ways to expand the 

TEXAS Grants to serve more students. In fall 2012, the Texas Senate Higher Education 

Committee examined the following student financial aid issues: 

 
 Cost-effective approaches to financial aid, including incentives for student success 

 Student loan debt 

 State and federal loan forgiveness programs and default rates33 

 

By December 2012, the Coordinating Board’s policy discussions included the strategic use 

of financial aid to increase completion and how institutional financial aid policies can align 

with its proposed changes in the TEXAS Grant program and 

the B-On-Time Loan Program. Interviewees said that 

discussions sought to restructure the programs primarily to 

reach more students. In addition, the Coordinating Board 

worked with Public Agenda to gather information about the 

perspectives of students concerning financial aid and other 

issues.  
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POLICY ACTION 
 

 
During the grant period, state funding for student financial aid fluctuated greatly. Table 4 

shows financial aid for the most recent biennium fiscal years, i.e., FY 2008-09, FY 2010-

11 and FY 2012-13. 

 

Table 4: Texas Financial Aid 
 

 
 

Texas Financial Aid (in millions rounded) 

  

 
TEXAS 
Grants 

 
 

 
B-On-Time 

Texas 
Educational 
Opportunity 

Grant (TEOG) 

 
Top 10 
Percent 

Scholarship 
 

FY 2008-09 
 

$ 427.0 
 

$   77.0 
 

$  14.0 
 

----   
 

 

FY 2010-11 
 

$ 622.0 
 

$ 157.1 
 

$  24.0 
 

$  51.5 

 

FY 2012-13 
 

$ 579.7 
 

$ 111.9 
 

$  23.2 
 

$  39.6 

Note: From the Summary of Higher Education Legislation, 81st Texas Legislature (October 2009); Summary of Higher 
Education Legislation, 82nd Texas Legislature (July 2011); THECB (July 2013); and Summary of Higher Education 
Legislation, 83rd Texas Legislature, Regular Session (July 2013). 

 
 
 

For the 2014-2015 biennium, increases are planned for most of the major financial aid 

programs: 

 The TEXAS Grants received an increase, bringing its total to $724.62 million. 

 The B-On-Time Loan Program increased in funding to $112 million. 

 The Texas Educational Opportunity Grants increased 20 percent to $27.8 

million. (Note: This increase is independent of the anticipated transfers from 

TEXAS Grant and B-On-Time as a result of the legislation (SB 215) enacted by 

the 83rd Texas Legislature making TEXAS Grant and B-On-Time university-only 

programs in the second year of the 2014-15 biennium (i.e., fall 2014).) 

 The Top 10 Percent Scholarship program remained level at $39.6 million.  

 

Even as state funding varied, the Coordinating Board was 

persistent in developing proposals to expand the state’s 

grant programs to cover more students and to increase the 

number of students graduating. The Legislature adopted the 

following changes to the financial aid policy. These actions 

were not directly related to Strategy Labs activities. 

 

The Coordinating Board was 
relentless in its pursuit of 
expanding the number of students 
covered by financial aid. 
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2011 The Legislature added academic prioritization criteria to the need-based 

TEXAS Grant for first-time entering students--through SB 28, the Texas 

Grant College Readiness Reform Act--to ensure that those who were best 

qualified and prepared for college received priority when funding was 

limited. These changes reflected recommendations from the Coordinating 

Board. The Legislature also passed HB 2910, which created the 

partnership-based Texas Science, Technology, Engineering, and 

Mathematics (T-STEM) Challenge Scholarship Program. This program 

provides grants to public two-year colleges to increase completions in 

STEM fields by awarding merit-based scholarships.34 

 
2013 Through  the passage of SB 215, the Legislature limited recipients of the 

TEXAS Grant and the B-On-Time Loan Program to students at public 

universities and health-related institutions, thereby eliminating new 

recipients at two-year colleges beginning in fiscal year 2015 (i.e., fall 

2014). The new law also: sought to improve the B-On-Time Loan Program 

by increasing student participation and the rate of loan forgiveness; 

required the development of a financial literacy program to help students 

avoid incurring large amounts of debt; and sought to increase 

accountability for the disbursement of state financial aid.  

 
2013      The Legislature directed the Coordinating Board to study the relationship 

between the receipts of grant aid and changes in their participation, 

persistence, and graduation—and report the results by October 1, 2014.35 

 
In 2013, the Coordinating Board provided information to legislators about revisions to the 

TEXAS grants to encourage time-to-degree, such as requirements that they be limited to 

eight semesters or that recipients enroll in at least 12 credit hours per semester. The 

Board did not advocate strongly for these changes. As an interviewee noted, “In the 

legislative process, you can’t be pushing too many radically different ideas at once. . . You 

usually get one or two at the most, but not a lot.” 

 

Analysis: More aid for students at universities compared with two-year colleges 
 
The TEXAS Grants and B-On-Time Loan Program received substantial attention by the 

Coordinating Board and the Legislature during the grant period, compared with the smaller 

Texas Work Study Program and the T-STEM Scholarship Program. In 2013, state leaders 

said that these two latter programs are important for students, primarily because of the 

internship opportunities they provide. 

 
State leaders also identified as important the interface between federal loans and 

regulations and the state’s loans and regulations. For example, federal rules limit how the 

Coordinating Board administers the B-On-Time Loan Program. 
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In addition, the federal Pell Grant awards are not keeping pace with increases in tuition; 
these awards cover only a small share of tuition charges at public universities. 
 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR PRODUCTIVITY WORK IN TEXAS? 
 

 
Even with the transfer of money to the Texas Educational Opportunity Grant from the 

TEXAS Grant and B-On-Time loan program, limiting these resources to university students 

raises some concern that more financial aid may shift to students at Texas public 

universities and away from those attending two-year colleges. It is too early to identify 

effects of this trend, but it would be important to monitor whether financial incentives are 

created for students to attend the universities, which are the state’s highest-cost 

institutions, rather than the two-year colleges, which are lower-cost institutions. Providing 

incentives for more students to complete their first two years at a community college could 

save the state and students money. 

 
State leaders expressed concerns about the consistency and adequacy 

of state funding for student financial aid. They said tuition increases 

continue to outpace financial aid awards, which may help to explain 

why more students are carrying higher debt loads.36 As noted above, 

state funding of student financial aid dropped in the 2012-2013 

biennium, but increased in the 2014-2015 biennium. During the lean 

years, it is not known how many students did not enroll because of the 

decreases in financial aid funding. 

 

NOW WHAT? 

 
Concern about increases in tuition and student loan debt being unsustainable are reported as 

common in Texas. State leaders expressed concerns about the value that the state receives 

from its funding of student financial aid. For example, SB 215 that passed in 2013, sought to 

increase the accountability of the Coordinating Board in disbursing state financial aid. As 

this state conversation about financial aid continues to develop, it is important that it 

include a review of how well the current mix of financial aid funding at the universities and 

the two-year colleges supports the state’s strategies of articulation and transfer for 

controlling the cost of higher education to students and to the state. 
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STATE AND SYSTEM-LEVEL TUITION POLICIES  
 

 

History and findings: A new fixed-tuition option for students at some universities 
 
The development of tuition policies to increase the number of completions in Texas was not 

part of the state’s productivity grant. However, over the past 15 years, some of the state’s 

primary steps to address tuition policy include: 
 
 

2000 Closing the Gaps established a state affordability policy to set “tuition and 

fees in a manner that closes gaps in participation and success.”37 

 

2003 HB 3015 amended the Texas Education Code to allow public universities to set 

different designated tuition rates. (Note: Designated tuition is set by the 

institutions and is the portion of tuition that was deregulated beginning 

September 1, 2003.) Universities began increasing designated tuition in spring 

2004. Since then, tuition has trended upward and the state contribution to 

higher education has trended downward.38, 39 

 
2005 The Legislature authorized the state to restrict tuition payments for 

baccalaureate degree hours over 150.40 

 
2009 The Tuition Rebate Program provided a $1,000 tuition rebate for students 

who graduated with few credits outside their major.41 

 
2011 Governor Perry challenged institutions to offer degree programs for the 

price of $10,000 tuition. In 2013, the Governor’s Office identified 13 Texas 

universities which have announced or implemented such programs.42 

However, the varying requirements of the programs make it very difficult 

for students to qualify and actually complete a bachelor’s degree for that 

price.  

 
2013 Governor Perry called for public colleges and universities to offer incoming 

students a fixed tuition rate for their four years.43 The Legislature 

responded by passing House Bill 29, which requires most universities to 

offer a fixed tuition plan. Senate Bill 1210 requires students who receive 

tuition discounts or waivers to meet basic academic progress requirements 

to maintain eligibility.44 

 
There is some linkage between Texas’ tuition policy and the state’s financial aid set aside 

rules. A state policy (adopted in 2003) requires universities to set aside 20 percent of 

designated tuition dollars for need-based aid.45 Today, one-quarter of this set-aside is 

directed to the B-On-Time Loan Program.46 Starting with the 2014-2015 academic year, 

institutions began receiving funding in direct proportion to their share of the tuition set-

asides collected. This change was made by the Legislature out of concern that some 
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institutions contributed proportionately more to tuition set-asides than they received in 

new loan originations. The change raises the possibility that those institutions with fewer 

students eligible for need-based aid might not allocate all of their funds, and those with a 

large number of students eligible for need-based aid might not have adequate set-aside 

funds to serve them. 

Analysis: Limited results in holding the line on tuition 
 

The $10,000 degree initiative resulted in new 

partnerships between community colleges and 

universities. For students to complete their degrees at 

this price, however, they must clear substantial hurdles, 

including accruing college credits while in high school, 

maintaining good grades, taking heavy course loads, 

receiving federal aid, and not changing their majors or 

curricular pathways. To that end, the $10,000 degree 

may represent an unrealistic promise for many students.47

 

Reducing the actual cost of providing degrees remains a challenge for higher education 

institutions. One of Texas’ $10,000 degree programs--Bachelor of Science in Organizational 

Leadership--focuses on achieving affordability through a competency-based approach and 

digital technology. Even with these approaches, the cost is not expected to be $10,000 until 

the program gets to scale and it will still rely on tuition and state subsidies.  

 
Similarly, the fixed-rate tuition program sounds attractive, but institutions typically offer a 

fixed-rate plan that is higher than current-year tuition. As an interviewee noted, families 

that run the numbers on the program understand that paying the fixed-rate plan could cost 

more if the student later decides to transfer or take a year off.  

 

 

The hoped-for outcomes from the 
$10,000 degree program initiative 
and the fixed-rate tuition 
proposals have yet to be realized. 
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New Models 
 

After Tuning 12 academic disciplines, Texas hopes to continue its program design work called 

Tuning and Fine Tuning—and its encouragement of voluntary statewide articulation 

agreements to improve student transfer for the Tuned programs. 

 

STATE AND SYSTEM-LEVEL POLICIES FOR IMPROVED ARTICULATION AND TRANSFER 
 

History: A strong statewide foundation for the transfer of lower-division courses 
 
Compared with most other states, Texas has developed a relatively strong statewide 

infrastructure for the transfer of lower-division courses among public colleges and universities: 
 

1965 Legislation that established the Coordinating Board also sought to facilitate 

transfer of lower-division courses. 

 

1987 The Texas Core Curriculum was first implemented. 

 
1990s The state established the Lower Division Academic Course Guide Manual and 

the Texas Common Course Numbering System. 
 

1997 The Texas Core Curriculum was revised to create a fully transferable 

general education core curriculum applicable to all public colleges and 

universities.48 

 

2000 Closing the Gaps identified the creation of seamless student transitions 

“among high schools, community and technical colleges, universities, and 

health-related institutions”49 as a primary statewide goal. 

 

 

 

A key goal of Texas’ learning year grant from Lumina was to improve student pathways from 

community colleges to universities by developing a statewide process to facilitate efficient 

transfer of credits within specific academic disciplines. Over the year, this evolved into 

identifying common learning outcomes statewide at the 

course level within one pilot degree program through a 

process that was later termed “Fine Tuning.”50 The state’s 

implementation grant built on this work by identifying 

common learning outcomes statewide at the program 

level through a process called “Tuning.” The goal of 

“Tuning” was to achieve statewide curricular alignment 

within disciplines in order to offer greater transparency 

 

What is Fine Tuning? 

Fine Tuning is the process of 
identifying statewide common 
learning outcomes at the course 
level. 
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of outcomes to students, parents, and employers; and increase application of transferred 

courses to majors by integrating the outcomes of the course and program design within the 

existing state transfer infrastructure.51 

 

Findings: Transferable coursework in 12 academic disciplines 
 

 

KNOWLEDGE AND ENGAGEMENT OF STAKEHOLDERS 

 
The process of Tuning academic programs and Fine 

Tuning courses requires the intensive engagement of 

faculty statewide. During the grant period, faculty 

members in engineering, science, math and business 

(primarily STEM fields) from two- and four-year 

institutions worked together to define expected 

competencies and student learning outcomes for courses 

in 12 academic programs. Lumina provided partial 

funding for a project coordinator for Tuning and funded 

administrative support of the faculty-led committees engaged in the work. Webcams were 

provided to minimize travel costs of committee members. After the programs were 

Tuned, the Coordinating Board worked with public colleges and universities to establish 

institutional policies through voluntary memorandums of understanding (MOUs) to 

improve transfer of credits in the programs.52 Lumina also supported an in-state 

evaluation to provide feedback on this work.53 

 

In addition to the Tuning process, Lumina’s Strategy Labs 

Network provided information to Texas leaders about 

other opportunities to improve their transfer policy. This 

included separate legislative briefings about reverse 

transfer policies, transfer pathways, and state transfer 

regulations. In 2012, Texas participated in a convening on 

prior learning assessment. 

 

ACTIVE CHAMPIONING 
 
Throughout the grant period, the Coordinating Board brought together a wide range of 

faculty through the Tuning process. The Board secured the signatures of many college 

and university leaders on voluntary MOUs to govern the articulation process. The 

Coordinating Board continued its leadership through a statewide conference for 

governing board members and other higher education leaders in November 2013.  

 

  

What is Tuning? 

Tuning is a faculty-led process 
defining student-specific learning 
outcomes and general competencies 
that students must demostrate in 
order to earn degrees in specific 

academic disciplines. 

What is a pathway map? 

Pathway maps show students 
what lower-division courses they 
should successfully complete and 
in the sequence they should 
complete them  in order to 
achieve a particular credential in 
a timely manner. 



 

24 
 

POLICY ACTION 
 

A key set of outcomes of the Tuning and Fine Tuning processes included the identification 

of transferable coursework in 12 academic disciplines. Pathway maps are available to help 

students select appropriate courses to increase on-time completion. A set of MOUs now 

provides a policy foundation for full articulation of the coursework. The state’s two largest 

institutions—The University of Texas at Austin and Texas A & M University—have not yet 

signed the MOUs. 

 
During the grant period, related state policy actions included the following: 
 

2011 House Bill 3025 established new state policies for reverse transfer and for 

the filing of degree plans by students. Senate Bill 1726 required public 

colleges and universities to adopt measurable learning outcomes for 

undergraduate courses to facilitate statewide transfer of credits. 

 
2013 Senate Bill 498 reduced the number of completed semester credit hours 

needed to initiate the reverse transfer process. Senate Bill 215 capped 

associate degrees to no more credits than what is required by licensure or 

accreditation for that field, which, in most cases, is 60 credit hours.54 

 

Analysis: Effective work taking place across institutions, but implementation remains 

a challenge 
 

The Tuning and Fine Tuning projects elevated Texas as a 

national leader in using student learning outcomes as part 

of a statewide strategy for improving transfer of credits 

across institutions. The projects were effective in getting 

faculty from two- and four-year institutions to agree on 

common student learning outcomes for courses and 

programs. In facilitating transfer of credits across 

institutions, however, additional work remains. 
 

What worked? 

 

The Tuning and Fine Tuning processes brought together faculties from the two- and four-

year sectors for unprecedented agreements about program and course learning outcomes. 

The focus on course alignment, that is, Fine Tuning, is a 

specific contribution of Texas to the Tuning approach. 

The Coordinating Board’s management of faculty-led 

discussions and decision-making was critical for 

maintaining focus and building momentum. In addition, 

the Tuning work led to new relationships among the 

participating faculty, and among the faculties and the 

 
Through Fine Tuning, Texas 
became a national leader in using 
course-level student learning 
outcomes for lower-division courses 
to improve articulation and transfer 
from two-year to four-year 

institutions. 

Unprecedented numbers of 
agreements between two-year 
and four-year sectors resulted 
from faculty-led Tuning and Fine 
Tuning. 
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Coordinating Board staff. These new relationships should pay dividends into the future and 

provide new opportunities for the Coordinating Board and faculty to advance the Tuning 

work. 
 

WHAT DID NOT WORK? 
 

 
In building from the Tuning processes, the Coordinating Board worked with public colleges 

and universities to establish voluntary MOU agreements among institutions. The MOUs 

concerned the transfer of credits and their application to the major program of study for 

successfully completed Tuned courses. The MOUs also concerned the acceptance of students 

within a Tuned program at a four-year institution after they successfully completed the 

appropriate Tuned transfer curriculum at a two-year institution and satisfied all admission 

requirements. Although many colleges and universities have signed the MOUs, this has 

been a challenging process, and the state’s flagship institutions have not yet signed. The 

reasons may include the following: 

 
Lack of early engagement of institutional officers: Institutional decisions and commitments 

regarding the enrollment of students are made by campus admissions officers, enrollment 

managers, and other institutional leaders—not by faculty. Because universities sometimes 

receive applications from more qualified transfer students than they are able to admit, 

these institutional officers can be cautious about making enrollment commitments, 

particularly for specific programs. In hindsight, efforts to engage institutional officers in 

earlier discussions about Tuning might have led to greater institutional commitment to the 

MOU agreement process. 

 
Impacts on accreditation: In 2012, SPEC learned from higher education leaders in Texas 

that the flagship universities are concerned about the impacts of the MOUs on program 

accreditation. For example, the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology has 

standards for course and program outcomes, and the flagship universities are wary of 

committing themselves to agreements that may be perceived later as inconsistent with 

those standards. Addressing these concerns with program deans and other institutional 

leaders remains a challenge. 

 

Perceived lack of relevance to specific programs: During the interviews in 2012, SPEC 

learned that some universities did not participate in the MOUs because they tune their 

programs to the needs of specific workforce constituencies, already have their own 

articulation infrastructure in place and had an abundance of applicants for their 

engineering programs.  

 

Voluntary MOUs may be a smart strategic policy decision: While some higher education 

leaders said that having the two flagship universities sign the MOUs would be a good idea, 

others do not think the fact that they have not yet done so is a sign of weakness. One leader 

commented that the Coordinating Board’s approach of including these institutions in 
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deliberations, while also making the MOUs voluntary, was a smart and strategic move since 

the larger number of students does not transfer to these flagships. This in fact sets the stage 

for enlisting the help of the flagships on policy discussions about larger issues.  

 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR PRODUCTIVITY WORK IN TEXAS? 
 

The challenges that the Coordinating Board faced in rolling out the articulation agreements 

may be minor in comparison with the challenges of ensuring that the agreed-upon course 

guidelines are understood and approached with rigor within and across two-year and four-

year institutions. In following up on the adoption of MOUs, for example, the Coordinating 

Board found that colleges and universities had not adequately informed their staff and 

faculty about the expectations that institutions would sign a Tuning MOU. Consequently, few 

faculty members were aware of the Tuning process or that “Tuned” courses must be 

consistent with the student learning outcomes listed in the Lower-Division Academic Course 

Guide Manual. Coordinating Board staff indicated that raising awareness of Tuning is not 

enough; implementation must have a specific focus, so that faculty across institutions 

commit to applying consistent standards of rigor to their classes.  
 

NOW WHAT? 
 

 
The many faculty engaged in Tuning could form the basis of a strong network to assist with 

implementation. The work of implementation will likely require deeper communication 

between Tuning proponents and those who will implement Tuned courses and related 

transfer processes so that critical players within institutions understand what is needed from 

them and why their support is important. Agreement must be reached about who will work 

within academic programs to ensure that Tuned courses are designed and taught in 

alignment with the agreed-upon course guidelines and about what resources are available to 

support this work. Voluntary participation in the MOUs set the stage for engaging all relevant 

universities in policy discussions around the larger issues of course design and delivery. An 

important continuation of this work will be to design courses and program delivery in new 

ways to meet desired outcomes and to align them with Tuning and Fine Tuning guidelines. 

Support by higher education institutions, policymakers, and funders will be important as this 

work goes forward. 

 

Currently, it is not clear how the Coordinating Board will 

move forward to: (1) address these implementation issues 

within institutions, (2) provide incentives for the flagship 

universities to agree to MOUs for transfer (if this is deemed 

important), or (3) expand the Tuning process to additional 

academic programs now that Lumina funding is no longer 

available. 

 

 

With so many engaged faculty 
there is the potential for a strong 
implementation network for Tuned 
programs. 

 



 

27 
 

In addition to these challenges, a number of different viewpoints were expressed regarding 

how to address transfer and what transfer should accomplish. Questions remain about who 

should develop related policy, whether regional or statewide compacts should be 

established and whether participation should be voluntary or mandatory. Agreement must 

be reached about the necessity of involving the new community college Success Center55 in 

negotiations regarding student transfer process. The question remains about whether it is 

time to move beyond narrowly-focused articulation compacts to the development of 

associate degrees that provide a more broad-based foundation for any further degrees 

within a specific area, e.g., engineering generally. The lack of a clear view for moving 

forward can threaten the sustainability of the current momentum of the Tuning work. 

 

USE OF NEW EDUCATION DELIVERY MODELS FOR ACCELERATED LEARNING OR 

LOW-COST OPTIONS 
 
The development of new education delivery models was not a primary goal of Texas’ 

Lumina grant, but the state participated in some related Strategy Labs activities during the 

grant period. The following topics represent areas of interest for the state. 

 
Dual credit. Texas has a strong history of encouraging high school students to 

accelerate by taking college courses while in high school, including the promotion of 

dual credit, Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate, and Early College 

High Schools. Since 2008, state law required school districts to make available a 

minimum of 12 semester credit hours of college courses.56 Recently, The University 

of Texas at Austin received a two-year grant from the Texas Legislature for the 

OnRamps program to redesign dual credit courses in selected fields to be 

competency-based and scalable. The goal of this initiative is to better prepare 

incoming college students who are already doing well in high school for college-level 

work.57 

 
Competency-based education. In 2009, the Legislature created a competency-based 

high school graduation pathway, which in turn led to the OnRamps project. Through 

an executive order in 2011, Governor Perry created a Texas subsidiary of Western 

Governor’s University, WGU Texas, which provides competency-based college 

degrees with a focus on working adults. However, state financial aid is not available 

for WGU Texas students.58 Under a Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation grant 

administered by EDUCAUSE, the Coordinating Board, Texas A&M University – 

Commerce, and South Texas College are using a modified Tuning Texas approach to 

develop a new low-cost bachelor’s degree with an online competency-based 

component. In 2013, Senate Bill 441 required the Texas Workforce Commission to 

collaborate with the Coordinating Board and public community and technical 

colleges to support competency-based college programs that are aligned with 

regional workforce needs.59
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 Business Efficiencies 
 

Texas created a Council for Continuous Improvement and Innovation in Texas Higher 

Education to: (1) begin identifying goals and metrics for the next long-range plan for higher 

education beyond Closing the Gaps by 2015; and (2) develop a culture of continuous 

improvement in higher education dedicated to improving excellence and productivity. 

 

Findings: State reporting of cost-savings at the institutional and system levels 
 
Texas’ grant from Lumina did not focus on achieving efficiencies in academic programs 

or in administrative functions. However, the state took some actions in these areas 

during the grant period. 

 
2009 Governor Perry directed the Coordinating Board to review opportunities 

for cost efficiencies at Texas public higher education institutions.60 The 

Legislature directed the Coordinating Board to identify achievable cost-

saving measures in the operation of public colleges and universities.61 

 

2010 In response, the Coordinating Board provided recommendations in a wide 

range of areas, including academic efficiencies, such as closing down low-

producing degree programs and developing class schedules that better 

utilize facilities, and administrative efficiencies, such as streamlining 

administrative processes and expanding the size of procurement pools.62 

 

In addition, the Coordinating Board created the Council for Continuous 

Improvement and Innovation in Texas Higher Education to begin work on 

the state’s next long-range plan and to develop a culture of continuous 

improvement in higher education. One of the Council’s charges was to 

“recommend processes to increase efficiency and effectiveness across all 

higher education activities, including programmatic areas aimed to 

increase student success.”63 

  

2012 The Governor directed the Coordinating Board to provide a follow-up 

report on progress related to the 2010 recommendations. 

 

2012 The Coordinating Board reported the results of a statewide survey of 

public institutions of higher education which suggest that respondents 

were engaged in a wide range of efforts to reduce costs. The top five 

actions that institutions reported to achieve cost efficiencies relate to 

academic rather than administrative functions. These are: (1) closing or 

consolidating degree programs that award small numbers of degrees, (2) 

offering more online and hybrid courses, (3) increasing class size through 

various means, (4) using online learning management systems, and (5) 
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developing articulation agreements between two- and four-year 

institutions in an effort to more clearly identify coursework that will 

transfer for credit.64 

 

Analysis: Some mixed messages on higher education efficiency 
 
Many higher education institutions in Texas appear to be working to achieve cost savings 

according to the Coordinating Board’s institutional survey conducted in 2012.65 However, 

there appears to be a lack of state and/or system policy direction to guide the 

reinvestment of those savings which could, for example, help make degree programs more 

effective or which could be used to promote students’ success through financial aid.  

 

As the Coordinating Board works to support efficiency in 

higher education, it is important that policy leadership send 

consistent messages. The Coordinating Board sought to 

implement a more stringent annual review system for 

consolidating programs with low enrollment partly as a 

response to the Governor’s and the Legislature’s interest in 

achieving efficiencies in higher education. In 2013, however, the Legislature removed the 

Coordinating Board’s authority to close or consolidate degree programs (SB 215).66 

 
As another example of inconsistent messages, in 2009, at the same time that the 

Coordinating Board was examining ways to reduce costs, many public officials in Texas, 

including the Select Commission on Higher Education and Global Competitiveness, sought to 

increase the number of high-profile research universities—called “Tier One” institutions—

in the state.67 That same year, Governor Perry signed House Bill 51 to expand the number of 

Tier One universities. An independent report noted that the state’s goals for creating more 

high-level research universities conflicted with the state’s efforts to provide more efficient 

delivery of higher education: 

 
“Boosting research and prestige at public universities is an expensive 

undertaking that will take funds away from the state’s efforts to increase 

college enrollment and produce more graduates ready for tomorrow’s jobs. 

That’s one reason observers, including the Governor’s Business Council, have 

cautioned the state against creating too many research-intensive universities. 

Yet state leaders have not recognized these trade-offs or set realistic 

priorities.”68 

 

The work of the Council for Continuous Improvement and Innovation in Texas Higher 

Education has been promising since its beginning to develop a new long-range plan for the 

state for 2016 through 2030. Some interviewees described the state’s efforts to develop a 

culture of continuous improvement in higher education as primarily focused on sharing 

information, but that it falls short in providing useful recommendations for innovations to  

  

Texas’ efforts to improve 
efficiencies lacks a plan for how 
savings might be reinvested in 
efforts to graduate more students. 
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improve student learning outcomes. Interviewees also expressed concerns about ensuring 

that the quality of learning outcomes is maintained as productivity is pursued. 
 

NOW WHAT? 
 

 

The Council for Continuous Improvement and Innovation in Texas Higher Education 

reached the end of its tenure in January 2014. A new independent committee is being 

convened to continue work on the state’s strategic plan for higher education. It is not clear 

whether the Coordinating Board will continue to emphasize continuous improvement as a 

statewide strategy. 
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  II. Insights across the Four Steps  
 

 

   ENGAGEMENT OF HIGHER EDUCATION APPEARS TO   

   BE CRUCIAL TO EFFECTIVE STATE POLICY 
 

Texas focused its Lumina grant resources and made its 

most substantial progress in two key areas: the 

development of performance funding (Step 1) and the 

Tuning of 12 academic programs to improve student 

transfer (Step 3). The Coordinating Board saw statewide 

action on tuition and financial aid policy (Step 2), and it 

reported on and sought to advance institutional efforts 

to improve efficiency (Step 4). In each of these areas, 

several challenges remain. 

 
Performance funding (Step 1). 

The Legislature’s adoption 

of performance funding for 

community colleges and 

technical colleges reflects a 

substantial policy change 

for Texas. Though they 

were not passed by the 

Legislature, the 

Coordinating Board made 

progress in developing 

performance-funding metrics for the universities. Two-year 

institutions now face challenges in examining and improving 

their own policies to increase student success and completion 

while also maintaining the high quality of their programs and 

working with the Coordinating Board to further develop 

recommendations for an allocation system. The Texas State 

Technical College System’s “returned-value model” is the most 

innovative outcomes-based formula. However, the Texas State 

Technical College System, the Coordinating Board, and the 

Legislative Budget Board will also face challenges related to 

further refining this funding formula as it rolls out over the years. 

The Coordinating Board faces challenges in engaging 

university administrators and faculty in discussions about the 

future of performance funding— or productivity generally—

in this sector. 

Performance funding 
implementation is the next 
challenge for two-year colleges. 
Engaging administrators and 
faculty in performance-funding 
discussions is the next challenge 
for universities. 

 



 

32 
 

Student incentives (Step 2). The state saw limited changes in tuition, while important 

changes were made in the state’s student financial aid programs, including the addition of 

academic preparation criteria to the TEXAS Grant program and changing it to a university-

only program. The Texas Educational Opportunity Grant program will continue to provide 

financial aid opportunities for community college students. Some challenges that remain, 

according to interviewees, include aligning student financial aid policy with other state goals 

in order to hold down costs for students and the state, such as providing incentives to 

students to begin study at two-year institutions. 

 
New models (Step 3). The state made substantial progress in Tuning 12 academic 

programs across two- and four-year institutions. The Coordinating Board particularly faces 

challenges in engaging with signatory and other relevant institutions to ensure that courses 

offered in Tuned disciplines are consistent with course descriptions and student learning 

outcomes as listed in the Lower-Division Academic Course Guide Manual as well as expanding 

the Tuning process to additional academic programs. 

 
Business efficiencies (Step 4). The Coordinating Board reported on and supported 

institutional efforts to improve efficiency partly through its Council for Continuous 

Improvement and Innovation in Texas Higher Education. The Council reached the end of 

its tenure and the Higher Education Strategic Planning Committee is being formed as an 

independent advisory committee to provide recommendations as the Board develops its 

long-term strategic plan for Texas higher education. 

 

An important lesson emerges from these actions and challenges: engagement of institutional 

leaders is important throughout the state policy cycle in Texas. Active engagement of 

institutional leaders was a critical factor in both the development of the final performance 

funding recommendations to the Legislature and whether 

the changes were adopted. The community colleges and 

technical colleges actively supported the policy changes 

for their sector with the Legislature. Support for legislative 

action among leaders of four-year institutions turned out 

to be “broad but shallow” and unraveled late in the 

legislative process. 

 

In addition, the implementation of statewide programs and policies appears to require, at a 

minimum, the active engagement of institutional leaders, both among the administration 

and faculty. In terms of Tuning and Fine Tuning, the engagement of faculty across 

institutions in developing learning outcomes and degree pathways was crucial, but not 

sufficient, in making widespread progress on curricular revisions within individual 

institutions. Agreement on the MOUs also required working closely with administrators and 

other institutional leaders. The implementation of Tuning—including discussions about the 

rigor of Tuned courses across and within institutions—will require additional engagement 

still, particularly among larger numbers of faculty. 

It will be important to actively 
engage institutional leaders 
throughout the state in the next 
policy cycle in Texas.  
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The challenges become more complex—and the need for 

effective engagement even more important—when 

considering the interplay of productivity issues across the 

Four Steps. For example, interviewees said that Texas is 

considering ways to link the incentives of performance 

funding to the success of students in financial aid programs 

and of students enrolled in new delivery models, such as 

competency-based programs. Interviewees also mentioned 

the use of performance-funding measures to incentivize 

student transfer. Creating incentives that link performance 

funding, new models for course delivery, student transfer, 

and degree completion are innovative and promising, but 

they involve complex assumptions that need to be better 

understood through engagement with institutional leaders 

(including administrators and faculty) from the two- and 

four-year institutions. 

 

One key to success may involve improving communication 

among the Coordinating Board, institutional leaders and 

faculty, other relevant institutional stakeholders, legislators, 

and business leaders. During our interviews, some higher 

education leaders noted that the Coordinating Board could 

have communicated earlier and better with the university 

leaders about performance funding, with institutional 

administrators about the Tuning MOUs, and with the higher 

education field generally about the work of the Council for 

Continuous Improvement and Innovation in Texas Higher 

Education. Communication that includes engagement with 

institutional leaders around desired policy outcomes and 

how to achieve them could 

increase both 

commitment to enact a 

policy and to the specific 

role each can play in 

implementing it.  

 

Based on Texas’ work, effective engagement of higher 

education constituencies appears to be a key factor for 

enacting state policies to increase productivity in higher 

education. Going forward, the Coordinating Board may find 

it useful to engage with students more routinely, for 

example, to learn more about the effects of changes being 

considered in the state’s student financial aid programs. 

Perspectives of State Leaders  

on Sustainability  

State leaders interviewed in 2013 shared 
the following perspectives about the 
sustainability of Texas’ grant work.  

Performance Funding  

 At the technical colleges is likely to 
continue, since it is supported by the 
colleges.  

 At the community colleges is likely to 
continue, with modifications 
requested by the colleges, including 
being rewarded based on their own 
improvement over time. 

 At the universities is unlikely to be 
instituted, but there is some 
discussion in the state about 
performance measures associated 
with success of students receiving 
financial aid and of students enrolled 
in new modes of delivery, such as 
competency-based learning. 

Financial Aid 

 Support from Legislature will likely 
continue to be a challenge; however, 
interest in student loan default rates 
and financial literacy programs will 
likely continue.  

Tuning and Fine Tuning 

 May not be sustained without active 
commitment by the four-year 
institutions, as reflected in increased 
student transfers from the 
community colleges in the Tuned 
Programs.  

 Additional programs are unlikely to 
see Tuning efforts without additional 
resources from outside the 
institutions.  

 

Communication among all higher 
education constituencies is key to 
advancing further policies aimed 
at increasing productivity. 
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TEXAS’ USE OF INITIATIVE RESOURCES 
 
State leaders interviewed in 2013 agreed that the priorities identified by Lumina’s 

productivity initiative were generally well aligned with Texas’ goals for higher education. 

However, some higher education leaders said that Lumina’s and Texas’ emphasis on 

completion, that is, the achievement of credentials, is incomplete without a more robust 

discussion and analysis of quality measures to ensure the excellence of courses and 

programs. Interviewees said that Lumina’s influence in Texas relative to productivity can be 

traced to the Achieving the Dream initiative which began in 2004 and included Texas as well 

as other states. According to a community college leader, Achieving the Dream engaged the 

community colleges in evidence-based approaches and examining student data; the number 

of students transferring; and the number of students completing associate degrees and 

certificates. The colleges’ attention to these data touch points improved how they addressed 

student pathways. Interviewees said that engagement in the Tuning initiative built on the 

foundation that Achieving the Dream had established and helped to foster a college culture 

more focused on student success. Interviewees said that this change in culture was one 

factor that enabled the community colleges to support innovations such as performance 

funding and statewide articulation agreements. 

 
Lumina was credited with bringing an overall approach that enabled state leaders 

to broaden their understanding of productivity. For example, participation in the 

grant initiative enabled Texas to learn more about performance-funding initiatives 

and experiences in other states. Lumina’s support of Tuning efforts across 

institutions was described as pivotal in helping the state move forward with its 

vision of improved student transfer. 

 
Interviewees described the Strategy Labs Network as useful. The Strategy Labs were 

credited with educating legislators about performance funding and informing the 

development of several bills, including the Higher Education Outcomes-based 

Funding Act (HB 9) in 2011. Significant Strategy Labs activities from 2011 to 2013 

also focused on the role of state student financial aid in supporting completion, 

including discussion of the B-On-Time Loan 

Program and the alignment of financial aid 

strategies to campus, system, and state goals for 

student completion and success. In early 2013, 

interviewees said that some institutions were 

experimenting with innovative financial aid 

strategies to increase completion. 
 

  

Lumina’s influence on productivity 
issues in Texas was traced back 
to the Achieving the Dream 
initiative that began in 2004. 
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As part of the grant, Lumina supported an in-state evaluation of Texas’ productivity 

efforts. These evaluations were used to adjust and improve how the work was 

carried out. 

Lumina also funded several national partners, including CommWorks, Public Agenda, and 

HCM Strategists to assist with communications, engagement, and policy development in 

Texas. A policy audit completed during the learning year was described by interviewees as 

a useful overview in providing context and practical information. In addition, separate 

from the productivity grant, Lumina provided support to The University of Texas at Austin 

to convene the Texas Higher Education Leaders Consortium as a means of cultivating a 

sense of shared responsibility among community college and university leaders to support 

the productivity agenda through cross-institutional partnership.  

THOUGHTS LOOKING FORWARD 

This is a period of transition for Texas higher education. In its last two sessions, the 

Legislature made significant changes in the formulas for funding higher education 

institutions and in financial aid policy. The year 2015 will see the inauguration of a new 

Governor. There will be a new State Comptroller and new chairs of the House 

Appropriations Committee and the Senate Finance Committee. 

The 2013 Legislature changed the responsibilities of the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board significantly, including requiring the Board to: 

 Provide opportunities for higher education leaders and stakeholders to

participate in its rulemaking processes;

 Establish a student loan default program and a student financial literacy program;

 Establish a more effective monitoring function to audit institutional

compliance with state regulations, including the state student financial aid

programs; and

 Work more closely with the State Board for Elementary and Secondary Education
and the Texas Workforce Commission on K-16 education and workforce
development programs.

The law also removed from the Coordinating Board the authority to close or consolidate 

degree programs. The Coordinating Board can recommend closures and consolidations, 

and institutional boards can either follow the recommendation or justify to the 

Legislature why they did not. These changes in the Board’s responsibilities are extensive 

and will require adjustments to how the Board operates. 

Meanwhile, the Council for Continuous Improvement and Innovation in Texas Higher 

Education disbanded in January 2014 and as of February 2015 was in the process of 

being replaced by an independent committee charged with providing advice and 
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recommendations for the Board’s development of a new strategic plan for higher 

education to span the years from 2016 to 2030. 

These changes present Texans with opportunities to engage state legislators and policy 

leaders as well as higher education, business, and community leaders in renewed 

conversations about the purposes of higher education and the state’s means of achieving 

them. As these efforts move forward, it will be important to examine the state’s continued 

efforts to increase student success and completion. 
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Appendix II: Methodology 
 
 
In 2008, Lumina asked SPEC Associates (SPEC) to 

evaluate its investments in the seven states participating 

in an initiative known as Making Opportunity Affordable, 

which later became known more broadly as Lumina’s 

higher education productivity initiative. The central 

evaluation question involved the relationship between 

the initiative’s work and changes in state and 

systemwide policies that affect productivity. It is 

important to note that SPEC’s evaluative efforts focused 

on the effectiveness of Lumina’s investments in each 

state, rather than the effectiveness of each state’s efforts 

in accomplishing its grant goals. Each of the states had 

access to an in-state evaluator to evaluate its own work.  

 
Some of the challenges in this evaluative work included 
the following: 

 
 The initiative’s overall purposes, objectives, and 

strategies emerged over the course of the work 

and changed several times during the grant 

period. 

 The initiative did not adopt a theory of change or 

articulate critical assumptions undergirding its 

Four Steps agenda. 

 The initiative did not adopt an overall cross-state 
definition of productivity or strategy to measure 
progress or effectiveness in achieving the 
initiative’s objectives. 

 
SPEC gathered data from a wide range of sources and looked deeply at each state’s efforts. 

SPEC analyzed its data using multiple methods, as summarized below. The period of 

examination is from the beginning of Lumina’s work with the states in 2008 through the fall 

of 2013. SPEC’s evaluation team consisted of nine seasoned professionals in the areas of 

program evaluation, higher education systems and governance, state higher education 

policy, systems thinking, evaluation of inter-organization collaboratives and networks, 

strategic planning, institutional research, and assessment of student learning outcomes. 

Each of the seven states was assigned two members of the evaluation team who were 

responsible for identifying relevant documentation, participating in monthly conference 

calls with state teams, interviewing higher education leaders, analyzing state-specific data, 

and drafting state-specific reports. 

 

This individual state report is one 
of seven that examines the 
productivity-related 
accomplishments in each of the 
implementation states during the 
grant period. A national technical 
report, Cross-State Technical 
Report for Lumina’s State-Based 
Efforts to Improve Productivity in 
U.S Higher Education: A 
Summary of Deeper Work in 
Seven States, provides a detailed 
summary of the work across the 
seven states. A national 
evaluative report, Improving the 
Yields in Higher Education:  
Findings from Lumina 
Foundation’s State-Based Efforts 
to Increase Productivity in U.S. 
Higher Education, presents the 
evaluation team’s major 
conclusions about the initiative’s 
potential impacts and 
implications.  The reports are 
available at www.specassociates. 
org.  

http://www.specassociates.org/
http://www.specassociates.org/
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Data analyses and interpretation 

Data analyses and interpretation included the following: 
 

 Examination of each state’s goals and achievements through their policy 
contexts, including higher education governance, leadership, finance, and 
accountability 

 Monthly synthesis of newly acquired information and insights 

 Coding and tagging of concepts and themes in documents, transcripts, and 

data reports 

 Comparison of states’ progress in productivity-related activities 

 Analysis of patterns and trends across states on factors external to higher 
education 

 

 Sense-making via: 

 Focused discussions with state grant team members; 

 Final site visit discussions with key higher education leaders; 

 Feedback on reports from state team members and from Lumina’s national 
support organizations; 

 Reflection with Lumina staff and its national productivity partners; and 

 Ongoing interpretive discussions among evaluation team members. 
 

Data sources 
 

Qualitative data were collected from the following sources, and included 

approximately 575 documents related to Texas: 

 
 State and national reports and legislation 

 Focused observations at national and state meetings 

 Monthly conference calls with state teams over a three-year period 

 In-depth telephone interviews with higher education leaders, 

business representatives, faculty, students, and state legislative 

policymakers 

 Three site visits to each implementation state for in-person interviews 

with stakeholders 

 Focused interviews with national organizations and individuals connected to 
Lumina’s investments in productivity 

 Media reports 
 

Quantitative data were collected from the following sources: 
 

 Reports and secondary data from these sources: 

 Higher education boards 

 Legislative research organizations 

 U.S. Census Bureau 
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 State demographers 

 K-12 agencies 

 Statewide nonprofit organizations 

 Higher education and education policy organizations 
 

 

 Databases available from these sources: 

 National Information Center for Higher Education Policymaking and 
Analysis 

 National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs 

 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 

 Comparative state financial data (Grapevine)
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