
 
February 3, 2017 
 
TACS LEGISLATIVE UPDATE 
 
It’s been another exciting week in Austin. Amid the more politically high profile issues and press 
conferences, discussions about fundamental issues affecting public education have been 
underway at all levels. Read below for an overview. 
 
School Funding 
Last Friday, January 27th, the Senate Education Committee and the Senate Finance Workgroup 
on School Finance met to begin the discussion of reinventing the Texas school finance system. 
Senator Taylor kicked off the meeting comparing the school finance system to an old 400 square 
foot farmhouse that has grown over the years, has spotty electricity, light switches that turn on 
lights in random places in the house, and that is on the verge of collapse. He asked for ideas that 
would create a better, modern system, rather than one that tinkers with a house that needs to be 
knocked down.  
 
The first panel included Chandra Villaneuva of the Center for Public Policy Priorities (CPPP), Ray 
Freeman of the Equity Center, Guy Sconzo of the Fast Growth School Coalition, and Catherine 
Clark of TASB. Chandra agreed with the aging house example, and stressed that any new 
system needs input from educators, the private sector, and the philanthropic community. The 
Equity Center, Fast Growth Schools, and TASB all presented their proposals.  
 
Senator Van Taylor asked repeatedly about why teacher pay as a percentage of spending in 
school districts is going down. He harped on this issue and I am sure it will be raised again. My 
immediate thought was that the unfunded mandates and other requirements placed on districts 
consume a great deal of the limited funds you have. Testing, remediation, special education 
services, accountability reporting, and many other requirements that public schools must comply 
with, all take money that could be spent on teachers. I would love to see one or more district try to 
quantify these costs and show that with the state has imposed these and could reduce these 
burdens to enable districts to pay teachers more. 
 
Senator Bettencourt’s questions focused on whether proposed solutions incorporated efficiency in 
districts. Senator Huffines asked whether presenters had looked into using sales taxes for their 
solutions. Chairman Taylor said the committee had researched the possibility of using sales tax 
and found that it would be a disaster. Senator Taylor (and others committee members) stated 
clearly that there isn’t more money and that the Senate doesn’t intend to increase the amount 
spent on public education. They seemed irritated at presenters who offered proposals that relied 
on the old system, but requested more money. Perhaps the tensest moment was when Senator 
Hall asked to see the “runs” for one of the proposed systems. Senator Taylor forcefully asserted 
he wants to move away from looking at winners and losers until a better system has been 
identified.  
 
The second panel featured James LaBas from the business community, Christy Rome from the 
Texas School Coalition, which represents Chapter 41 schools, and Vance Ginn from the Center 
for Fiscal Policy at the Texas Public Policy Foundation (TPPF). Dr. Ginn’s solution was using 



funding more efficiently, reforming the sales tax, and focusing on equity for students, not schools, 
which he proposes should be done via education savings accounts (vouchers). Senator Hughes 
expressed his great regard for TPPF and his support for eliminating property taxes and replacing 
them with an 11% sales tax.  
 
My takeaway from the Senate hearing was that they want a brand new solution that does not 
increase funding but does include vouchers. Their school funding “fix” will not likely be friendly to 
public education.  
 
TACS Legislative Breakfast and Executive Committee Meeting 
This week started off with the TACS Legislative Breakfast and I enjoyed seeing and meeting 
many of you. The bulk of the legislative discussion focused on the A-F accountability system and 
how to address the problems associated with it. Lieutenant Governor Patrick, Education 
Committee Chairman Taylor, and Commissioner Morath are all big fans of the A-F system, so the 
prospect of killing it is slim. In order to really get rid of A-F, it would take intense grass roots 
engagement by parents, realtors, business people, and educators. Barry encouraged 
superintendents to engage their communities if there is to be a hope of getting rid of this toxic 
system. We also discussed the importance of voting to getting elected officials who support public 
education. The A-F discussion continued at the executive committee meeting and we remarked 
that this new system might be just what pushes educators over the edge to get involved and 
voting. 
 
Training with Marsha Farney 
Some TACS members from Districts 9 and 17 who were coming in for the conference had asked 
TACS for some legislative training. Marsha Farney, former Texas House member, former SBOE 
member, and educator, spent an hour giving great suggestions for superintendents (or anyone) 
who is preparing to come speak with a member or staff and/or to testify. 
-Be on time, and leave on time (be respectful of member and staff time) 
-Be prepared – use bullets with your key points 
-Know how many voters are in their district 
-Bring a letter from the chamber of commerce (or a business person!) 
-Engage your pastors 
-Work with local officials 
-Write letters to your newspapers against ESAs, A-F, etc. 
-Tweet 
 
Dr. Farney said that form letters are not particularly effective, but personal emails and letters are 
read and remembered. Her suggestions for testimony included: 
-Be confident, passionate, respectful, and calm 
-Distribute copies of your written testimony, and prepare bullets for speaking 
-Bring a personal story from your district 
 
On the specific issue of vouchers (ESAs, tax credits, etc.) she said that they will pass in the 
Senate. Dr. Farney recommended that superintendents should visit their senators, but you should 
really work hard to make sure that your house members are a “hard no” on vouchers. The house 
will need to stop vouchers and there will be pressure on them to change their mind. Be your 
representative’s resource for information on why public schools are good, and why they need to 
be funded and supported. She finished with a great suggestion to “Be a joyful army of educators.” 
Dr. Farney’s presentation was well received and we are talking about how we can do something 
like this in the field in anticipation of the next legislative session. 
 
School Choice Bills Press Conference 
Monday afternoon, Lieutenant Governor Patrick, Chairman Taylor and members of the Senate 
Education Committee held a press conference introducing Senate Bill 3, which includes 
education savings accounts and tax credit scholarships to subsidize private school tuition and 
other education expenses. The bill explicitly forbids accountability measures being placed on 



recipients of these funds.  
Supporters contend that “this is not money leaving the system. It is money following the student” 
and they claim that it is a solution to the civil rights issue of “failing schools” in poor 
neighborhoods. As you know, this is linked to A-F, and Lieutenant Governor Patrick has claimed 
that “no parent should be forced to send their child to a school that is a D or an F or a C…” 
Senate Bill 3 is the highest profile of the “school choice” legislation, but there are several other 
bills that have been filed. Governor Abbott has said that he looks forward to signing school choice 
legislation when it reaches him. We have our work cut out for us. 
 
State Board Of Education 
The State Board of Education met Tuesday through Friday this week and Senator Larry Taylor 
was invited to swear in the members on Tuesday morning. He spoke very briefly about making 
sure our schools are efficient and have access to technology, and he alluded to the possibility of 
giving better and different tests. Commissioner Morath spoke on Wednesday morning and was 
predominantly asked questions on school board training and A-F. He reiterated that A-F is a work 
on progress and we encourage you to continue sending him comments and recommendations on 
how to improve the system. There was much discussion of the newly revised science standards 
and the contentious issue of evolution and how it should be taught. 
 
State of the State 
Tuesday morning, Governor Abbott who had been relatively quiet leading into the session, gave 
his “State of the State” address. While he outlined several emergency items, none were 
specifically education related. He did mention several education issues and his goals for resolving 
them. His speech began with him saying how fantastic Texas public schools are. He announced 
that Texas has more public high schools ranked in the top 100 than any other state. He cited that 
we have the 4th highest graduation rate, the 2nd highest among Hispanic and African American 
students, and that Texas has the highest graduation rate for economically disadvantaged 
students. He also pointed out that the #1 public high school in the country is in Dallas ISD. 
However, later in his speech, he expressed his strong support for school choice and said that 
there are already 30 states with school choice and Texas needs to join that list.  
 
Governor Abbott also talked about Texas having some of the best teachers in America, but that 
we lead the nation in teacher-student sexual assault. There are several bills that have been filed 
to address this issue and it is clearly a priority for the Governor. He said “We have a duty and the 
ability to do something about this and these teachers should lose their license and go to jail.” He 
also stressed his support for making real consequences for administrators who turn a blind eye 
and pass these teachers along to other schools. We will keep you posted as these bills make 
their way to hearings.  
 
The Governor also discussed Pre-K and admonished the House and Senate for not spending 
enough on pre-K last session. He encouraged them to spend more for high quality pre-K and said 
to do it right or not at all. He also said that we need to do more to support public schools: 
1. Increased connectivity to the internet 
2. Reading and math academies 
3. Charters need to be funded 
4. Teachers need tools to help kids succeed 
5. Update schools and system that was built for the 1800s 
6. School finance…NOW 
 
Governor Abbott said that we are in urgent need of a new school finance system. He doesn’t 
want to fund “schools” but rather “children” to get the best possible education and he wants to 
empower parents to choose the school that best fits their child’s needs. This exemplifies the fear 
that many of us have had that the Senate is approaching funding specifically to enable a system 
friendly to vouchers.  
 
U.S. Secretary of Education Update 



A vote will be taken very soon on whether Betsy DeVoss should become the Secretary of 
Education. While her confirmation was approved in committee, she needs to pass a vote on the 
Senate Floor. Two Republican senators, Susan Collins (Maine) and Lisa Murkowski (Alaska) 
have said that they will vote against her confirmation. If one more republican senator votes 
against her confirmation, she will not become the next Secretary of Education. Betsy DeVoss is a 
wealthy donor from Michigan who has worked hard to privatize public education in her home 
state. She has no experience with public schools and is unqualified for the job. If you oppose 
vouchers and the privatization of public education, please call or contact Senator Cornyn and 
Senator Cruz and urge them to vote NO on Betsy DeVoss.  
Senator John Cornyn: (202) 224-2934 
Senator Ted Cruz: (202) 224-5922 
 
Several new bills have been filed and we will let you know when they are up for hearings. This of 
course would require committees and chairs to be named in the house! If you want more details 
on any of the meetings or bills mentioned above, please let us know! As bills get referred to 
committee and set for hearings, we will provide more detail. 
 
Have a wonderful weekend. 
 
Regards, 
 
Laura Yeager  
TACS Governmental Relations 
 


