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Texas Commission on Public School Finance 
As you may remember, a revised House Bill 21 passed during the Special Session of the 85th Texas 
Legislature. In this disappointing version of the bill, the Texas Commission on Public School Finance was 
created. The commission has met five times since January, and the first four meetings included only 
invited testimony on specific topics. The state demographer provided interesting data and TEA 
Commissioner Mike Morath and Higher Education Coordinating Board Commissioner Raymond Paredes 
presented at the initial meeting as well. Later meetings focused on school finance trends and invited 
witnesses from out of state touted various privatization measures. The commission chair, former Texas 
Supreme Court Judge Scott Brister (the only member who disagreed with the court’s 2005 ruling that the 
state’s public school finance system was unconstitutional), Senator Paul Bettencourt, and others have 
pushed the commission to focus on “efficiency” and provided select data to support their argument that 
more money doesn’t mean better “outcomes.” A recent meeting highlighted the program implemented by 
Dallas ISD to “improve outcomes” for struggling schools and students through merit pay and moving high 
performing teachers to struggling schools. While heralded by the Commissioner and others, Dallas ISD 
Superintendent Michael Hinojosa stated that he doesn’t have enough funding to continue the program.  
 
Earlier this week, the Commission held its fifth meeting, the only meeting where public testimony was 
allowed. Fifty organizations/individuals were invited to testify, more than 40 of which showed up. Each 
invited witness had 5 minutes to speak, and an additional 70 people signed up to provide public 
testimony, limited to 3 minutes. Prior to the start of the meeting, public education advocates held a press 
conference sharing the findings of a statewide voter survey released by the Texas Education 
Grantmakers Advocacy Consortium (TEGAC). The highlights of the study were: 
1. 71% of those surveyed support the state increasing its share of education funding in order to provide 
property tax relief.  
2. 86% of respondents favor requiring the legislature to use local education tax dollars that were raised to 
pay for public education, rather than allowing them to be diverted to pay for other things. 
3. 68% of respondents favor increasing the state’s share of funding public education dollars from the 
current 38% to 50%.  
 
This set the tone for the majority of testimony heard from public education advocates, parents, teachers, 
and others over the course of the eleven-hour hearing. There were several recurring themes including the 
need for more overall funding, more funding from the state, and that money matters to reaching the goals 
we expect for our kids and our education system. I’ll list some of the themes below. 
1.  Texas is funding two parallel systems already (public and charters), which is draining limited funds and 
inefficiently duplicating services.  
2.  While the total amount the state pays for public education continues to increase (as population grows), 
per student spending is dropping. Senator Larry Taylor refuted this several times, but in a subcommittee 
meeting later in the week, the Legislative Budget Board (LBB) clearly stated that the state currently pays 
38% of public education dollars.  
3.  Districts’ financial needs continue to increase as Texas’ growing population includes increasingly more 
English language learners, students needing special education services, dyslexic students, and a higher 
percentage of students living in poverty. 



4.  Both superintendents HD Chambers (Alief ISD) and Randy Willis (Granger ISD) argued that the state 
is not aligning expectations with the resources it is providing. The Higher Education Coordinating Board’s 
60/30 plan will not happen without more funding. They pointed out that expectations have risen markedly, 
while per-pupil funding has fallen.  
5.  Many witnesses suggested that the cost of education index (CEI) be updated from outdated 1991 
numbers. There was also discussion of how this could be automatically updated on an ongoing basis to 
keep it accurate and valuable.  
6.  Weights for special education, English language learners, and students in poverty need to be updated 
from those adopted in 1984, which were below appropriate levels even then.  
7.  Some recapture districts testified that in spite of sound financial planning, they would have no fund 
balance left in a couple of years because of the vast sum of money they are sending to the state. 
8.  TAMSA and individual parents argued that limited education dollars should be spent on teaching, not 
testing. They also expressed strong opposition to any finance system that is based on performance on 
standardized testing.  
9.  Parent witnesses also highlighted the absurdity of the state spending limited dollars on meaningless 
STAAR testing when it should be used to fund full-day pre-K, train teachers to help students with 
dyslexia, English language learners, low-income students, special education, and more.  
10.  Dyslexia experts stated that 20% of kids are dyslexic, but districts are underreporting since there is 
no funding to provide dyslexia services. They also cited statistics showing that a majority of inmates in 
Texas jails are dyslexic. The annual cost for an incarcerated Texan is $22,000, far higher than the cost to 
have educated those individuals and prepared them to be contributing members of society.  
11.  Others pointed out that the commission seems focused on how to do more with less, rather than 
actually determining the cost of providing a quality public education as required by the Texas constitution. 
They argued that the starting point of such a commission should be to determine the true cost of 
educating Texas children and then determining how to do so.  
12.  Barry spent his birthday at the hearing and asked the commission not to consider consolidating 
school districts. He highlighted the wonderful work and outcomes in small and mid-sized districts. Don 
Rogers from TREA supported Barry’s testimony and presented additional examples of the value of small 
schools and the danger of statewide efforts at consolidation. When Chairman Brister and Senator Larry 
Taylor discussed financial incentives to consolidation and reduction of duplicate services, Doug Killian, 
Pflugerville superintendent and commission member, said that if we look at duplication of services, we 
should be sure to look at charters.  
13.  Of course, there were also invited witnesses who advocated for “student-centered funding,” 
vouchers, additional funding for charters, and other ideas that will further siphon limited resources from 
underfunded public schools.  
14.  One angry parent began her testimony stating that she understands that some of the commission 
members do support public education, but that many do not and they are merely pushing to privatize the 
system and shirk their responsibilities to ALL Texas children regardless of race, income level, or learning 
difference.  
 
The testimony provided by education advocates, superintendents, teachers, and parents strongly 
supports the need for more funding for public education. Representative Diego Bernal summed it up at 
the end of the long day saying: “If every professional who comes in here is telling us the same thing – 
namely that schools are underfunded – why don’t we who are not professionals listen to them?” Thank 
you Representative Diego Bernal, Chairman Dan Huberty, SBOE Member Dr. Kevin Ellis, Senator Royce 
West, CFO Nicole Connelly, Superintendent Doug Killian, Representative Ken King, and the other 
members of the Texas Commission for Public School Finance who support the Texas Constitution, the 
5.4 million Texas school children, and their right to free quality public education.  
 
As I reflect on the meeting and the varied inclinations of the commission members, I am reminded that 
these people are elected by those who vote, or are appointed by the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, or 
Speaker of the House, all of whom are elected by Texans who vote. Again, the importance of civic 
engagement, being educated about candidates, and modeling the importance of voting for students is 
central to making Texas a better place for students and all Texans.  
 
Many thanks for working hard for all Texas kids, with or without the necessary funding to do so!  



 
Sincerely, 
Laura Yeager 
TACS Governmental Relations 


