
 
 
December 2, 2016 
 
TACS LEGISLATIVE UPDATE 
 
While you are wrapping up the semester and getting ready for winter break, things are subtly 
ramping up here in Austin. The 85th legislative session begins January 10th, 2017, and while 
things are officially quiet, this is truly the calm before the storm. I wanted to send just a brief 
update to set the stage for you so you can understand the dynamics at play as we brace for the 
upcoming session.  
 
Without sounding too alarming, I think it is fair to say that on both the national and state levels, we 
are preparing for a full-scale attack on public education. I don’t mean to suggest that we will be 
moving from a position of total support to complete confrontation, but the results of the recent 
presidential election have emboldened those in Texas who would prefer to privatize than to fund 
and support public education. 
 
You have likely noted that President-Elect Trump has selected Betsy DeVos to be his nominee 
for U.S. Secretary of Education. Ms. DeVos is an extremely wealthy voucher advocate from 
Michigan who supports privatization and defunding of public education. Her presence and 
priorities in Washington will give Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick more wind in his sails to push 
vouchers in Texas. During Donald Trump’s presidential campaign, he proposed a $20 billion 
voucher plan using reallocated federal education funds for block grants to states to administer 
voucher programs. As you can see, we will have our work cut out for ourselves. 
 
On the home front, Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick has enumerated his priorities for the 
upcoming session and repeated with great clarity his support for school choice (the voucher 
variety) and that he will continue to push for this session after session until he gets it passed. He 
now has friends high up and he will be harder to fight. He has also listed the transgender 
bathroom issue as a major priority, but he doesn’t seem to think school funding warrants being on 
his list of priorities.  
 
In contrast, at a Texas Tribune “Symposium Previewing the 85th Legislature” earlier this week, 
House Speaker Joe Straus reiterated that fixing school funding would be a priority for him in the 
coming session. He has been a strong supporter of public education and the Texas House has 
historically turned down vouchers of all hues. With Speaker Straus almost certainly at the helm 
again, the House will hopefully address school finance while also holding the line against 
Lieutenant Governor Patrick’s enthusiastic push for vouchers.  
 
There have historically been tensions between the Texas Senate and House of Representatives 
and it looks like those tensions will continue, if not grow more intractable. Bills can pass in one 
chamber only to come to a swift demise in the other. In fact, the way our legislature is set up, it is 
designed to kill bills, rather than to pass them. This is good when we are trying to stop bad 
legislation, but it makes it challenging to get good laws passed. In fact, Speaker Straus joked at 
the Texas Tribune event that they change the carpet in the House often because of all the tears 
that legislators shed when their legislation dies.  



 
Keep in mind that all of this comes in the context of a year when oil revenues are down, and the 
state has asked for all agencies to expect and plan for a budget cut. It is hard enough to get 
funding for public education when the coffers are full, but in “belt tightening” years, it is even 
harder.  
 
With your help, we have defined our legislative objectives and we are strengthening our 
relationships in the capitol and working with our friends in public education to strengthen our 
position. Your involvement through outreach to your communities and to your elected officials will 
be of vital importance during the legislative session. Superintendents are the experts that 
legislators rely on and you want your elected officials to look to you when legislation is being 
evaluated. So, make a few quick phone calls before winter break. Introduce yourself to newly 
elected leaders, and call your established Senators and Representatives to offer your support 
and insight, and wish them good tidings! We need all the friends we can get in the Capitol and 
this is the time to cement those relationships! 
 
Thanks again for all you do for the more than 5 million students in Texas public schools. Rest up 
and get ready for battle! We are doing just that and we look forward to having you as partners! 
 
Warm regards, 
 
 
Laura Yeager 
TACS Governmental Relations 
 


