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The need for a military student identifier
Military families, like every other family in our country, are concerned about the opportunities for their
children to attend and excel in quality schools, to take challenging courses and participate in a variety of
extra-curricular programs in the arts, technology and sports. Frequent moves and deployment disruptions
often provide academic transition challenges.
While most schools, school districts and state education agencies (SEAs) make efforts to assist their militaryconnected students, they have not had consistent tools to identify them. Because of this, they’ve been unable to
answer questions about their well-being, to include their class passing, promotion and graduation rates, whether
they are achieving at the same level as their peers, and how well they fare socially, emotionally and behaviorally.

The History of the Military Student
Identifier
Individual state initiatives (19 states)

The MCEC began advocating with state and federal leaders for
the creation of a military student data element in state school
data collection systems in 2012. Inclusion of this data element
would allow school personnel and policy makers to answer
the questions posed above by studying group performance
and trends. Through those early efforts 19 states added the
Military Student Identifier (MSI) to their data collection efforts
either through legislative action or administrative directives
within state education agencies. Although these states collect
the data, most of them do not currently display status reports
of their collection efforts or descriptive information about the
status of their military-connected children.

MCEC and other organizations supporting military students
strongly advocated for the inclusion of the children of
National Guard and Reserve parents during the legislative
process, but the law passed and signed by the President
specifies that the MSI is required only for students whose
parent is an active duty member of the US Armed Forces.

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)

Texas MSI initiative

As the same time as some states independently added the
MSI, the U. S. Congress reauthorized the Elementary and
Secondary Schools Act (ESEA). This process provided a
unique opportunity for the MCEC to advocate for the need
for an MSI and to encourage members in both the House of
Representatives and the Senate to add an MSI data element
to regular annual state data collection, a component of every
authorization of ESEA. Congress saw the benefit of this
action and included the MSI in the reauthorization of
ESEA, now known as the Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA), in December 2015. For the first time, there will be
a Military Student Identifier in all 50 states and the District
of Columbia. ESSA legislation directs implementation of
its provisions in the 2017-18 school year, although recent
regulation changes and a new administration may delay it.

In late 2015, through a generous grant from the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation, the MCEC was offered the
opportunity to examine how students were faring in one of
the states that had been collecting data. The MCEC worked
with the Educational Leadership Research Center (ELRC) at
Texas A&M University (TAMU) to request and evaluate data
that had been collected for the 2013-14 and 2014-15 school
years. Because the 2nd year’s data was considered more
complete, the MCEC & TAMU focused there. The data for
this study was received from the Texas Education Agency
(TEA) and included information from the Public Education
Information Management System (PEIMS) and student
achievement files.

2

ON THE move®

State Data Collection, MCEC/TAMU research project
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Demographic overview
The overall distribution of military and nonmilitary students
in Texas for 2014-2015 appears below.

Texas Military Student Identifier Counts for the 2014-15 School Year
Students

Frequency

Percent

5,148,382

98.4

64,735

1.2

National Guard

3,761

0.1

Reserve

7,540

0.1

Pre-K

6,427

0.1

Total

5,230,845

100.0

Not Military-Connected
Active Duty

While Texas ranks in the top three states serving military-connected children, the relative number of military-connected
children, compared to the total population, is small. As a result, military-connected students may go unnoticed except in
schools in proximity to major active duty installations. National Guard and Reserve-connected students may be close
to invisible because they are so widely distributed around the state.

Demographic Comparisons
The table below displays the distribution of non-military and
military-connected students by campus levels and various
demographic and program categories. It is subdivided by
military affiliation.
Notice first that military-connected students of all three types
(Active Duty, National Guard and Reserve) are more numerous
in elementary schools than their non-military peers. This
confirms what has been reported through Department of
Defense sources, that military-connected students tend to be
younger than the non-military population.
The ethnic distribution also contrasts among the different
groups where Black/African American Active Duty militaryconnected students are about 6% greater
within their cohort than non-militaryconnected students and almost double the
percentage of the same students from
National Guard and Reserve parents. White
military-connected Active Duty students
also form a large portion of their cohort
than non-military-connected students but
are 6% smaller than the proportions
of National Guard and Reserveconnected students.
www.MilitaryChild.org

At Risk and Economically
Disadvantaged Comparison
The categories of At Risk and Economically Disadvantaged
show clear contrasts. Statewide 51% of non-military students
meet At Risk* criteria while 36% of Active Duty-connected
children and 39% of National Guard and Reserve-connected
children meet the same criteria. “At Risk” in Texas indicates
that any one of the following are true: failed 2 or more
classes; retained at grade level; failed state assessment test;
pregnant; placed in an alternative program, or expelled.
Similarly, 59% of non-military children, 36% of Active Dutyconnected children and 41% of National Guard
and Reserve-connected children meet the
economically disadvantaged
criteria. “Economically
disadvantaged” refers to
children who qualify for
free or reduced meal
subsidies.
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The Military Student Identifier

Texas PEIMS 2014-15 Data • Educational Leadership Research Center at TAMU
STUDENT CONNECTED TO
Non-Military
CAMPUS TYPE

Active Duty

Nat’l Guard

Reserve

Count

Percent

Count

Percent

Count

Percent

Count

Percent

Elementary n=2,620,943

2,580,805

50.1%

34,109

52.7%

2,068

55.0%

3,961

52.5%

High School n=1,448,674

1,429,792

27.8%

16,059

24.8%

882

23.5%

1,941

25.7%

Middle School n=1,154,570

1,137,560

22.1%

14,561

22.5%

811

21.6%

1,638

21.7%

646,034

12.5%

12,181

18.8%

333

8.9%

1,114

14.8%

52.3%

21,194

32.7%

1,531

40.7%

2,900

38.5%

Black/Af Amer
Ethnicity

Hispanic/Latino 2,694,008
Other

324,713

6.3%

6,821

10.5%

249

6.6%

520

6.9%

White

1,483,402

28.8%

24,533

37.9%

1,648

43.8%

3,006

39.9%

At Risk
n=2,670,143

No

2,505,615

48.7%

41,351

63.9%

2,28

60.8%

4,791

63.5%

Yes

2,642,542

51.3%

23,378

36.1%

1,474

39.2

2,749

36.5%

Dyslexia
n=125,245

No

5,024,348

97.6%

63,456

98.0%

3,715

98.8%

7,423

98.4%

Yes

123,809

2.4%

1,273

2.0%

46

1.2%

117

1.6%

Economically
Disadvantaged
n=3,069,815
Gifted &
Talented
n=396,771
Limited
English
n=948,511

No

2,106,342

40.9%

41,256

63.7%

2,185

58.1%

4,589

60.9%

Yes

3,041,815

59.1%

23,473

36.3%

1,576

41.9%

2,951

39.1%

No

4,756,529

92.4%

60,351

93.2%

3,546

94.3%

6.990

92.7%

Yes

391,628

7.6%

4,378

6.8%

215

5.7%

550

7.3%

No

4,063,739

81.1%

62,055

96.3%

3,509

93.5%

7,222

95.8%

Yes

945,542

18.9%

2,414

3.7%

242

6.5%

313

4.2%

Spec Ed
n=450,766

No

4,704,158

91.4%

58,749

90.8%

3,504

93.2%

7,010

93.0%

Yes

443,999

8.6%

5,980

9.2%

257

6.8%

530

7.0%

Program Participation Comparisons
Interesting variations appear as we observe the participation rates for dyslexia, special education limited English proficiency
and gifted and talented programs.
Nonmilitary students participate in the dyslexia program at a slightly higher rate of 2.4%, compared to Active Duty-connected
students at 2% or National Guard and Reserve-connected students at 1.2% and 1.6% respectively. This pattern changes for
special education participation. Nonmilitary students participate at a rate of 8.6% while 9.2% of Active Duty-connected
students and 6.8% of National Guard and 7% of Reserve students receive special education services.
Limited English proficient student programs show another contrast. Here 19% of nonmilitary students meet the criteria while
3.7% of Active Duty-connected students and slightly more, 6.5%, of National Guard and 4.2% of Reserve-connected students
meet the same criteria.
Finally, gifted and talented program participation rates display differences again. Nonmilitary students have a 7.6%
participation rate compared to 6.8% for Active Duty-connected students and 5.7% participation for National Guard
and 7.3% for Reserve-connected students.
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State of Texas Assessments of Academic
Readiness (STAAR) Summary
In Texas, annual student academic assessments using the STAAR take place as shown in the table below:
STAAR Grade
Level Tested

Reading

3
4
5
6
7
8

a
a
a
a
a
a

Writing

Math

a
a
a
a
a
a

a
a

Science

Social
Studies

a
a

a

And, high school students take a series of End of Course (EOC) examinations as a graduation requirement.
The Texas Education Agency requires EOCs as shown below:
End-of-Course Test

R=Required O=Optional

English 1

R

Biology

R

English 2

R

American History

R

Algebra 1

R

Algebra 2

O

English 3

O

Test passing standards in Texas increased in 2012 and
influenced STAAR passing standards, as well. A “phase-in”
schedule of passing standards under STAAR began for the
2013-2014 school year. In that year, TEA reported scores
for multiple passing standards in order to keep school
systems and parents knowledgeable about the advancing
expectations for student performance and the State’s
overall progress in moving toward the highest achievement
levels. This summary focuses only on comparative
student performance at the Recommended and
Advanced standard levels which will become
permanent benchmarks.

www.MilitaryChild.org

TAMU Research Methodology
For the purposes of this study, the
Educational Leadership Research
Center (ELRC) at Texas A&M
University presented data related to
the performance of military-connected
students in grades 4, 8 and high school
level for mathematics and English/
language arts. The data sets were from
an ELRC STAAR data request from the
Texas Education Agency (TEA). ELRC
merged the STAAR data with a Public
Education Information Management
System (PEIMS) dataset also obtained
from TEA.
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A series of tables found in the full report describe the
achievement levels of non-military and military-connected
students (subdivided by Active Duty, National Guard and
Reserve affiliation) and contrasted by whether or not the
student’s family qualified as economically disadvantaged or
not. Sorting performance measures with this variable shows
the most significant contrasts of the demographic variables
used in the analysis. This last variable created larger groups
in the “yes” and “no” categories and performance patterns
appear to vary in ways that are not generally predicted.
In examining mathematics and reading performance at
grades four, five and eight and algebra 1 performance for
students completing that end of course exam, we see a trend
emerging. In almost all cases nonmilitary non-economically
disadvantaged students have higher passing rates than
military-connected non-economically disadvantaged
students taking the same tests. Active duty students generally
have higher passing rates than National Guard and Reserve
students, although the size of those groups is so small that
conclusions are not suggested.
The story is different for the economically disadvantaged groups
in each case, and the pattern is similar across all tests at both the
recommended and advanced passing standard.

Here military-connected students had higher passing rates
than nonmilitary students in reading, mathematics and
algebra 1 at both the recommended and advanced passing
standards. As expected, passing rates for all economically
disadvantaged groups were lower than for non-economically
disadvantaged students, but the contrast between military and
non-military groups was clear and consistent.
Given the powerful influence of socio-economic status on
achievement scores (Lacour and Tissington, 2011), one might
conclude that the economically disadvantaged variable does
not provide enough definition to distinguish the degree
to which military-connected students are economically
disadvantaged compared to their non-military-connected
counterparts. Could it be that economically disadvantaged
military-connected students perform better than economically
disadvantaged students who are not military-connected
because the military-connected students are not as
economically disadvantaged as the non military students? To
obtain a truer picture of the performance of military-connected
students to students who are not military-connected an
economic variable that reflects more detail with respect to
poverty is needed.

Interpretation and conclusions
1. The observations and finding of this initial analysis of the
PEIMS and STAAR data must be used as the catalyst to
examine the available data more deeply, gather additional
data, investigate cause and effect relationships and
continue to examine it longitudinally. Users of this type
of PEIMS and STAAR data analysis must be cautious in
drawing conclusions, as MSI research is still very much
in its infancy and should not be used to categorically
state that military students are doing better or worse
than their civilian counter parts. Every stakeholder
concerned about military-connected students should
be motivated by this initial report to dig deeper.

2. Drawing conclusions from the examination of
statewide data does not provide sufficient resolution
from which to draw confident observations and
conclusions; it only begins to shine a light on possible
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areas of concern for military students. Informed by
the state level data, LEAs must now more deeply
examine district level data by examining “reason
codes” analysis to more accurately pinpoint potential
areas requiring attention and corrective action.

3. LEAs should begin now, working in concert with their
military leader partners and the military parents,
to determine how and when to report militaryconnected statistics and what data elements to
include, all in the public domain.

4. School principals should use
this report as a catalyst
for deeper
conversations
with their staff and faculty about militaryconnected students on their campus.

MCEC Special Topic

5. Within the first two weeks of arrival, schools should
examine their intake processes and procedures that
are unique to military-connected students and their
academic, social and emotional status.

6. Further study is required to uncover the true status
of those military families identified as economically
disadvantaged. From state-level analysis of
assessments, it appears that military children classified
as economically disadvantaged consistently score better
than their civilian counterparts. What are the factors
that impact this? Is it the method used in classifying
them as economically disadvantaged? Is it the familystrengthening financial and educational security offered
within the active duty military (i.e. housing allowance,
free medical care, childcare, regular family income,
emphasis on ongoing education within the military)?

7. Parents and educators should be aware of how LEAs
define “at risk” for tracking purposes. School districts
with high densities of military students could create
a unique set of “sub-codes” to further define “at risk”
military students.

8. LEAs and the military commands within Texas should
further examine the district participation rates in
“gifted” programs to discern the variance in participation
levels between the active component, Guard, and
Reserve-connected students within the district.

9. LEAs and the military commands within Texas must
improve awareness of and access to Dyslexia
program supports as it appears the militaryconnected students are underrepresented as
compared to their civilian counterparts.

www.MilitaryChild.org

10. LEAs and the military commands within the Guard
and Reserve components in Texas must be better
informed about and given access to special programs
(SPED, G&T, Dyslexia) supports as it appears
the Guard and Reserve-connected students are
underrepresented when compared to the Active
Component Students and their civilian counterparts.

11. The State of Texas Interstate Compact Council
should consider supporting Guard and Reserveconnected students as well as the Active Duty despite
the fact that NG & Reserve students are not officially
covered under the Interstate Compact rulings.

12. The readers of this report and its data, particularly
military parents and military leaders, must understand
the Texas standards for accountability (i.e. Phase
1 Standard vs Recommended vs Advanced) and how
they will change year to year. Further study and
analysis is required to determine if the effects of
mobility for military-connected students is reflected
in the Recommended and Advanced standards year
to year and if the percentage variance is changing
positively or negatively.

13. Military families should take every advantage of preKindergarten and other support programs that are
available for their children to help set conditions for a
successful lifelong educational experience.

14. Military leaders must continue to offer support
programs to their families, especially those
economically disadvantaged families, and to ensure
family readiness and help their dependent children
excel beyond their military parent’s educational
achievements. This in turn will impact retention and
operational readiness.
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A Lesson Learned about Research
and the Family Education Rights
to Privacy Act (FERPA)
Privacy laws require the state to exclude
or “mask” data sets that contain fewer
than five entries to avoid the possibility
that a single student might be identified.
This created a challenge for this research
project in that it prevented the analysis of
some valuable data.

FERPA serves a critical purpose, and
experience shows that institutions that
safeguard student information apply it
uniformly and accurately. The challenge for
researchers is how to work within the law
and still gather enough data to provide an
accurate picture of the characteristics and
performance levels of the subject group,
in this case military-connected students.
The complexity of any group requires
gathering as much detailed information
as possible for each individual in the
group. Even though researchers clearly do
not need or want to identify individuals,
they do need detailed characteristics in
order to determine whether patterns and
correlations exist. The unfortunate result
is that the more details that are pursued,
the more cases are excluded from the data
set because of the possibility that a single
student may be identified.
A more effective approach may be to work
in partnership with individual school
districts where data remains under control
of the district and external researchers
work under the district’s direction and
control, assuring that individual students
are not identified and that all cases may be
included in statistical analysis.
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The Way Ahead –
What have we learned and where
do we go from here in support of
military-connected students?
This review has been a successful exploratory step
that can be built upon to more deeply understand
how to support military-connected students. At the
same time, lessons learned may very well have positive
application to the general population, both in academic
and community settings.
The opportunity to create a national database as
the result of MSI data collection authorized through
ESSA will provide a broader understanding of military
children over time. Based on experience in Texas, it is
likely that it will be several years before national data
collection will accurately reflect the sum of the military
population. Since data collection will take place in tens
of thousands of individual public schools, each school
district and each school will need to train its staff and
parents to accurately collect and record the information.
This is no small undertaking.
Once data is available the same challenges presented
by FERPA will exist at the national level and must be
approached thoughtfully.
It will also be useful to think beyond ESSA and the K-12
analysis to consider how military-connected children
thrive and perform in post-secondary education. There
are several organizations addressing post-secondary
student issues and it will be enlightening to explore
linking the K-12 efforts to theirs.

The detailed report can be found at
elrc.tamu.edu/?portfolio=military-studentidentifier
MCEC Special Topic

