
 
February 17, 2017 
 
TACS LEGISLATIVE UPDATE 
 
Things are picking up at the Capitol. With committees in place, stakeholders and elected officials 
are preparing for real work to be done and bills to begin being heard. We always talk about how 
the legislature meets for 5 months every two years, but, by law, they aren’t allowed to hear any 
bills other than “emergency items” for the first 60 days. That leaves three months to get things 
done. The good is that there is less time to do harm, but the downside is that it becomes a 3-
month sprint, during which many good bills get trampled. The tone that is emerging from the 
Capitol so far is one of contention, not cooperation. The Senate has quite different priorities 
(bathroom bill, vouchers, etc.) than the House, and the Speaker seems more willing than in past 
sessions to overtly oppose many of the Senate’s priorities. We are hopeful that this will lead to a 
stalemate on vouchers (under the names of ESAs and tax credit scholarships) but it is likely that 
any positive legislation is likely to be sacrificed to the larger war against vouchers. It seems a 
worthy trade, but it we will continue to work for good and against evil on all fronts.  
 
This week the House Appropriations Committee met and very briefly discussed both TRS and 
public education funding. We continued meeting with legislators and their staffers to discuss 
TACS priorities, and we had another productive legislative conference call.  
 
1. House Appropriations Committee Meetings 
The House Appropriations Committee began holding meetings this week. On Tuesday, they 
briefly discussed TRS and on Wednesday, they discussed public education funding. 
Representatives from the Legislative Budget Board (LBB) presented at both hearings. Public 
testimony was not accepted at these preliminary meetings.  
 
The LBB provided information about contributions into the TRS-Care trust fund. School districts 
and active members each pay about 17% for a total of 34%, retiree premiums contribute 31%, the 
state contributes 24%, and federal subsidies account for 10%. The TRS-Care shortfall had 
previously been estimated at $1.35 billion, and has recently been reduced to $1.05 billion as a 
result of restructuring and fewer claims. The LBB attributed the shortfall to the fact that payroll is 
growing much slower than the speed of growth in healthcare costs. The LBB indicated that the 
shortfall will be made up by each of the contributors paying more.  
 
During the Wednesday meeting, the school finance discussion predominantly focused on 
recapture. According to the LBB, 161 districts are paying $4.6 billion in recapture payments, 
which accounts for 6.1% of the general revenue. According to the LBB, the way to reduce 
recapture would be to increase the basic allotment. The proposed House budget adds $1.5 billion 
to public education by adding it into the basic allotment. This would increase the basic allotment 
by $103 per student.  
 
2. Budget Subcommittees for Article III (Education) 
Both the House and the Senate have named subcommittee members for the budget committees, 
which will be addressing school finance. Article III is the section of the state budget that deals 
with public education.  



 
House Appropriations Subcommittee on Article III: 
Chair: Trent Ashby 
Vice Chair: Helen Giddings 
Members: Mary Gonzales, Donna Howard, Linda Koop, John Raney, Gary VanDeaver 
 
Senate Finance SBI work group on Article III: 
Chair: Larry Taylor 
Members: Paul Bettencourt, Kelly Hancock, Kel Seliger, Royce West 
 
3. TACS Legislative Conference Call 
This Monday, February 13th at 9:30am, we held our weekly legislative conference call. Again, we 
had excellent turnout and participation. Our chief topics of discussion were: the education 
committees in each chamber, how to tell which bills to follow, voucher bills, and TSI. 
 
Committee Membership: 
Colby Nichols spoke briefly about the composition of the House and Senate education 
committees and their new members. Colby pointed out that many Texas Parent Pac-supported 
candidates are on the House Public Education Committee, including new members Linda Koop 
and Lance Gooden. Colby thinks that the new chairman, Dan Huberty, should be a good leader 
and we are hopeful that he will work closely with committee veterans Ken King and Gary 
VanDeaver, to be well informed on rural school issues. Vice Chair Diego Bernal is noteworthy for 
having visited each of his 55 campuses to talk to leaders, teachers, parents, and students and 
really understand what issues need to be addressed. Representative Morgan Meyer from 
Highland Park is also new to the committee. He has hired former Representative Dr. Marsha 
Farney’s chief of staff, so that should help his transition. Colby noted that committee wildcards 
include Representative Dwayne Bohac (major voucher supporter) and Democrats Dutton and 
Deshotel, who are inconsistent in their voting patterns. We have learned that the House Public 
Education Committee meetings will be held on Tuesdays at 2pm.  
 
Colby also discussed the House Calendars Committee which has enormous power in determining 
which bills are heard and sent to the floor. That committee is “stacked with friends of public 
education” so hopefully good bills will move forward with speed and anti-public education bills will 
face a more challenging journey. 
 
The Senate Education Committee, in contrast, has been intentionally stacked with voucher 
proponents. This committee plans to meet on Tuesdays and Thursdays at 8:30am. Neither 
committee has yet scheduled its first meeting, but we will let you know when they do! 
 
What Barry learned at “lobbying” school: 
Barry is often asked how to sort through the hundreds of bills dealing with education, and he 
shared some valuable insights he gathered through a training he participated in last session. We 
have found these to be true in practice. 
1 .  A bill authored or co-sponsored by the chair has the greatest chance of passing. 
2 .  Bills sponsored by committee members have higher likelihood of being heard and passed 
than those from non-committee members. 
3 .  Bills from Republicans on the committee have 60% or higher chance of passing. 
4 .  Bills from Republicans not on the committee have less than 50% chance of passing. 
5 .  Bills from Democrats on the committee have 40% chance of passing. 
6 .  Bills from Democrats not on the committee have 20% chance of passing. 
 
*Even if you get a bill heard and passed in the House, once it goes through the Senate and 
conference committee, you may not be able to recognize it. It is a long and winding road from a 
bill to a law! 
 
Voucher Bills: 



I (Laura) gave an overview of the key voucher bills and which ones we feel are most important to 
watch.  
 
SB 3 : Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick has made “school choice” one of his top priorities and he 
has given Chairman Larry Taylor SB 3 to usher through the process. This bill includes both 
Education Savings Accounts (ESAs) and Tax Credit Scholarships. Students could be eligible to 
receive both forms of vouchers and the very complex bill allows a wide range of students of all 
income levels to access various amounts of state taxpayer dollars. Students could receive ESAs 
between 50% and 90% of the state average M&O expenditures per student in ADA for the 
preceding fiscal year. The amount possible for the tax scholarships would be 50%-75% of the 
state average M&O of the previous year. The bill includes language that explicitly prohibits the 
state from requiring the recipient school to modify its creed, admissions policies, performance 
standards, curriculum, assessments, etc. to receive funds. The comptroller would oversee the 
program and would select an Educational Assistance Organization (ESO), which would make a 
profit running the program.  
 
SB 542 / HB 1184: Senator Bettencourt and Representative Bohac have companion bills that 
create tax credit scholarships. This is the form of “voucher” that the Catholic Church has 
promoted and used in other states. This tax credit scholarship would similarly be available to a 
wide range of students with a broad income range. Scholarships would range from 50% to 75% of 
the state average M&O from the previous year. Any school that is accredited and gives a 
nationally normed test could be a recipient of the funds. The Comptroller would certify an 
Educational Assistance Organization (ESO) to manage the program. 
 
HB 1135: Representative Simmons has sponsored this bill, which creates ESAs for Special Ed. 
ESAs of up to 90% of the state and local funds the student would have generated in his or her 
home district would be available to a broad range of students. This is the type of program that has 
been the first adopted in many states and led to the slippery slope of growing vouchers across 
the country. We are confident that while the Senate has broad ambitions for larger voucher 
program, their goal is to at least get a special education voucher in the form of an ESA passed 
this session.  
 
TSI: 
We had a brief discussion of the TSI and why bills are being introduced to use the TSI in lieu of 
EOCs. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which replaced No Child Left Behind (NCLB), 
allows states to use national norm reference tests in lieu of criterion reference tests for 
accountability and reporting. Many states are moving to the ACT and SAT to save money and 
reduce testing since many students will take these tests to apply to college anyway. Texas, 
having outlawed use of Common Core standards, is hesitant to use those tests as they are 
politically perceived to be aligned to those standards. In spite of alignment studies showing that 
SAT and ACT align to the Texas TEKS (possibly even more than STAAR), leadership is 
considering TSI, which is a Texas-specific college readiness test used to qualify a student to take 
dual credit courses, in lieu of STAAR EOCs. We are interested in any feedback you can give 
us on your experience with the TSI. 
 
The next Legislative Conference Call will be held on Monday, February 20th, 2017 at 
9:30am Central time. Calls end at or before 10:30am. Please join us! 
The call-in number is: 563-999-2090 
The access code is: 297-918# 
 
*For more details about the topics discussed on the call, please contact your regional 
legislative committee member: 
ESC 1: Dr. Lisa Garcia, Point Isabel ISD 
ESC 2: Dr. Paul Clore, Gregory-Portland ISD 
ESC 3: Dr. Andrew Seigrist, Tidehaven ISD 
ESC 4: Dr. Benny Soileau, Huffman ISD 



ESC 5: Mr. Richard Bain, Jr., Silsbee ISD 
ESC 6: Dr. Howell Wright, Huntsville ISD 
ESC 7: Mr. Stan Surratt, Lindale ISD 
ESC 8: Mr. Judd Marshall, Mount Pleasant ISD 
ESC 9: Mr. David Stout, Bryson ISD 
ESC 10: Mr. Doug Williams, Sunnyvale ISD 
ESC 11: Dr. Kenneth Estes, Alvarado ISD 
ESC 12: Mr. Jon Hartgraves, Hico ISD 
ESC 13: Dr. Bruce Gearing, Dripping Springs ISD 
ESC 14: Mr. Terry Pittman, Sweetwater ISD 
ESC 15: Dr. David R. Walker, Christoval ISD 
ESC 16: Mr. Kyle Lynch, Canadian ISD 
ESC 17: Mr. Keith Bryant, Lubbock-Cooper ISD 
ESC 18: Dr. Amy Jacobs, Coahoma ISD 
ESC 19: Ms. Sylvia Hopp, San Elizario ISD 
ESC 20: Dr. Jeff Cottrill, Knippa ISD 
 
4. A-F Update 
In meetings with the both the Senate and House education leadership, we have been told that 
legislation is being drafted to revise the A-F accountability system. We don’t have any details 
(and we can’t be sure if it will be better or worse) but we will let you know as soon as the 
legislation emerges. As in the past, we are being told that A-F will stay, but these bills will provide 
a venue for discussion of how to improve the system.  
 
Meanwhile, we continue to encourage you to engage your communities. If the goal is to truly get 
rid of A-F, it will require a joint uprising of parents, educators, businesses, chambers, and other 
community members pushing hard against their legislators and showing them that their ticket to 
Austin is in jeopardy if they continue to support this harmful system. Here is a model of how to 
engage your community from Judd Marshall, Superintendent of Mount Pleasant ISD. 
 
I am setting aside a couple of hours each week to go and visit business people in our community. 
In fact, I just got back from doing this today. Here are three specific points that I have written on a 
piece of paper when I am meeting with community members: 
1 )  I briefly explain what A-F is and how it affects the perception of public schools. 
2 )  Then, I talk about what bad letter grades can do to our local economy (hotels, banks, realtors, 
restaurants, etc.). I also talk about what we are doing to improve scores in our district. 
3 )  After that, I ask for their public support against A-F. 
 
I am not bringing up vouchers in this conversation because I want our community to focus on this 
one particular issue, and I am trying to keep my part of the conversation as short as possible to 
respect their time. Also, they all already know how I feel about vouchers. The people I have 
visited with have had several questions as a result of my comments. It seems to be very helpful, 
and I am going to keep doing this at least for the next month or so. Also, my monthly article 
that I have been writing for our local newspaper (The Mt. Pleasant Daily Tribune) since last 
July is a big help as well. 
 
We encourage you to follow Judd’s lead and engage your communities through meetings and 
writing articles.  
 
Thanks for reading! 
 
Regards, 
 
Laura Yeager  
TACS Governmental Relations 
 


