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Everyone seems to be calling for educational reform in Texas public schools, 

specifically school finance reform. Education policy advocates and newspaper 

editorials long have lobbied the legislature for such reform. Although educational 

reform is a prevalent phrase in the public policy arena, all parties involved in the 

policy-making process may not agree on the opportunities for, encouraging factors 

for, and factors that prevent school finance reform in the Texas legislature. As public 

education stakeholders gather to define, refine, and create school finance reform 

through policy initiatives, it is imperative that all parties understand each other’s 

perceptions of the need, definition, and purpose of reform. Despite research focused 
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on the limitations in governmental reform and political change, little research has 

examined the perspectives of various stakeholders about the barriers to education 

reform as well as a dearth of research about the barriers specific to school finance 

reform in Texas.  

Therefore, this qualitative research involved 34 interviews of 6 elected 

officials, 15 state agency employees, 10 educational advocates, and 3 high-level staff 

of elected officials. The research sought to determine key stakeholders’ perceptions 

about public school finance reform, the issues or activities are identified as barriers to 

achieving such reform, the policy and political implications of such barriers, and how 

the experiences of these individuals impacted their perceptions of the possibilities for 

school finance reform. 

One general theme emerged: perception. From the perspectives of the research 

participants, the presence, or lack, of perception governs the dynamics of the 

legislative process and the efforts to reform school finance policy through that 

process. Unifying the central theme of perspective are the following three factors: (a) 

political, (b) interest group, and (c) external factors.  

 Six subthemes emerged regarding political factors: (a) perceived lack of 

leadership, (b) political turnover, (c) the 2003 power shift, (d) political pressure, (e) 

staff turnover, and (f) loss of institutional memory. Three interest group communities 

emerged as well: (a) the business community, (b) the education community, and (c) 

the public. Finally, external factors included population, time, voter apathy, lack of 

participation, taxes, the economy, and the nature of the problem.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

Educators, professors, politicians, the business community, and citizens in 

Texas are currently calling for educational reform in Texas public schools, 

specifically school finance reform. Education policy advocates long have lobbied the 

legislature for such reform, and newspaper editorials have cried for politicians to 

focus their legislative efforts on achieving it. Although educational reform is a 

prevalent phrase in the public policy arena, all parties involved in the policy-making 

process may not agree on the opportunities for, encouraging factors for, and factors 

that prevent school finance reform in the Texas legislature. In fact, it is highly likely 

that they disagree on the fundamental issue of defining the term “educational reform.”  

Significant school finance reform long has eluded the Texas legislature. While 

there have been significant school finance policy reforms in the past (e.g., House Bill 

72 in 1993, Senate Bill 1 in 1998, and Senate Bill 4 in 1999) these reforms have been 

few and far between. School finance reform in Texas can be characterized as 

incremental, with each legislative session serving as a possibility for another step 

towards school finance reform. The demands for change, however, are not for 

incremental change; they are for significant school finance reform.  

 

As public education stakeholders gather to define, refine, and create school 

finance reform through policy initiatives, it is imperative that all parties understand 

each other’s perception of the need for reform, definition of reform, and purpose of 

reform. Doing so allows for better communication, understanding, and effectiveness 
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of all stakeholders. Further, understanding school finance reform, and reform in 

general, is a goal of many researchers, political advocates, politicians, and other 

stakeholders. While research has focused on the limitations in governmental reform 

and political change, there is a paucity of research examining the perspectives of 

various stakeholders about the barriers to education reform as well as a dearth of 

research about the barriers specific to school finance reform in Texas.  

Even still less research exists on the perspectives of stakeholders of 

educational reform, specifically, elected officials, educational advocates, legislative 

staff, and state employees involved in the legislative process. It is imperative, 

however, that the experiences and perspectives of these individuals are researched 

and analyzed in order to gain a better understanding of the barriers to education 

reform, specifically school finance reform in Texas. Tapping into and learning about 

the experiences, perspectives, and insight of these individuals is also a lesson in the 

legislative process, a process that is often all too mysterious, complicated, and 

disappointing for those who are not exposed to similar circumstances and situations. 

Without asking those directly involved how the legislative process truly functions and 

why public school finance reform continuously has failed in the Texas legislature, we 

are left to believe that the legislative process and reform efforts are as government 

and policy textbooks simply describe them. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

Therefore, through the experiences and perspectives of elected officials, 

educational advocates, legislative staff, and state employees, the purpose of this 
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research was to provide additional empirical information on the barriers to school 

reform in Texas, specifically in the Texas legislature, as observed by the eyes and 

ears that directly experienced these efforts. This research was guided by grounded 

theory, with information regarding the legislative process and public school finance 

reform emerging as the participants describe their experiences.  

Three diverse opportunities—(a) working for the Texas legislature, (b) 

working for the Texas Education Agency, and (c) studying as a doctoral student—

have impacted greatly my perspectives about the formation of public policy in Texas. 

Specifically, these experiences have contributed to my perspectives about achieving 

public school finance reform through the legislative process in Texas. This 

dissertation is a direct result of my experiences and the culmination of ideas that these 

experiences have fostered. 

 

Research Questions 

In order to assess the factors that prevent and encourage school finance reform 

in Texas and to develop a comprehensive picture of the political landscape that 

governs education reform in Texas, this research was guided by the following four 

research questions: 

1. What are key stakeholders’ perceptions about public school finance 

reform? 

2. What issues or activities are identified as barriers to achieving public 

school finance reform? 
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3. What are the policy and political implications of barriers to public school 

finance policy reform? 

4. How do the political and policy-making experiences of individual 

members of the Texas legislature, educational advocacy groups, legislative 

staff, and state employees impact their perceptions of the possibilities for 

school finance reform? 

It is the intention that as elected officials, educational advocates, legislative staff, and 

state employees provided answers to these questions, their experiences and 

perspectives would help piece together a comprehensive assessment of school finance 

reform, as experienced by the different groups that participate in the legislative 

process in Texas. 

 

Definition of Terms 

 This section provides definitions of terms employed in this paper. The reader 

will need to understand how these terms are defined in order to interpret properly the 

methodology and results of the data analyses. 

Administration. The Texas Administration is composed of the three principal 

figures in the legislative process: (a) the governor, (b) the speaker of the house, and 

(c) the lieutenant governor, who presides over the Senate. The individuals who 

currently hold the positions are Governor Rick Perry, Speaker of the House Tom 

Craddick, and Lieutenant Governor David Dewhurst. 

Educational advocates For the purposes of this paper, educational advocates 

are those who are actively engaged in the legislative process and school finance 
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reform efforts on behalf of parents, students, teachers, administrators, and 

communities. Examples of educational advocates are groups that advocate on behalf 

of school administrators, parental rights, and special education. Advocates such as 

these were also ideal participants for this research.  

Elected officials. Although the term elected official can refer to many 

individuals, for the purposes of this research, this term refers to elected members of 

the Texas House of Representatives and Texas Senate. These officials are also 

commonly referred to as members. Elected members of the Texas House of 

Representatives and Texas Senate are deeply engaged in the legislative process and 

school finance reform efforts and also were ideal candidates for this research. 

Interest groups. Interest groups are often identified as a “pressure group, 

special interest group, lobby, or organization whose members tend to share common 

views and objectives” (Brown, Langenegger, Garcia, & Lewis, 2002, p. 172). For 

purposes of this research, interest groups are those who have an interest in 

educational policy reform. These groups include, but are not limited to, groups 

representing the issues of teachers (e.g., Texas Federation of Teachers [TFT], Texas 

Classroom Teachers Association, Association of Texas Professional Educators 

[ATPE]), those representing the issues of administrators (e.g., Texas Association of 

School Boards [TASB], Texas Association of School Administrators [TASA]) and 

groups representing school districts (e.g., Texas School Coalition, South Texas 

Association of Schools). 

The public. The public, as a whole, also has a stake in prospects for 

educational reform. Arguably, the public has the most to gain and lose on this issue, 
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because the public is greatly affected by the public school finance structure and the 

public education system. From their role as taxpayers to participants and beneficiaries 

of the public education system, the public plays an active part within the public 

education system of Texas and thus should be very concerned about the school 

finance issue. By and large, however, the majority of Texas citizens do not exercise 

their right to vote or express their opinions regarding the public education system, 

specifically the school finance issue. While some members of the public have voiced 

their concern over raising property taxes and disappointment with the current funding 

structure for public schools, most have remained silent. If mobilized and organized, 

the general public could have the greatest impact upon possibilities for educational 

reform. Based on a historical and realistic perspective, however, this is not likely to 

occur. 

Reform. The term reform has various meanings, depending on the perspective 

of the reader. For purposes of this research, reform is simply defined as an 

improvement or change for the better. 

Stakeholders. For purposes of this research, stakeholders are all parties 

impacted by the Texas public education system and education policy reform. These 

parties include, but are not limited to, the administration, interest groups, and the 

public.  

State agency employees. The term state agency employee is used in this paper 

to refer to employees of the Texas Education Agency (TEA). The TEA is the 

governing agency over public education in Texas and serves the 1,041 school districts 

in the state. Among other things, the TEA administers state assessments for students; 
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gathers, collects, and analyzes student data; and serves as a financial administrator to 

school districts. Employees of this agency are involved with educational issues, 

specifically school finance reform, and the legislative process. Individuals such as 

these were ideal candidates for participation in this research. 

 

Brief Overview of the Dissertation 

A review of the literature regarding the current state of public schools in 

chapter 2. Specifically, this chapter describes the current state of the school finance 

system and school finance policy, places the issue in historical context describing 

prior efforts to reform school finance policy, analyzes school finance policy 

alternatives, and describes obstacles to achieving significant reform in educational 

policy in Texas. Chapter 3 addresses the methodology for the research and includes a 

description of grounded theory. Chapter 4 outlines the results from interviews with 

elected officials, educational advocates, and state employees. Chapter 5 provides the 

conclusions and recommendations for this research and suggests possibilities for 

future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

Depending on whom you ask among stakeholders and policymakers in the 

education community, the state of the public school finance system in Texas is either 

in “crisis mode” or is “working just fine.” Despite the varying opinions and degrees 

of interest on this complex matter, the public school system, particularly the funding 

component, remains a significant and pressing issue in Texas government, politics, 

campaigns, court houses, newspaper editorial pages, and on the minds of many 

citizens in Texas.  

In order to address the varying perspectives on the amount to which and by 

what method public schools should be funded, various legislative enactments have 

been proposed, debated, and implemented by the Texas legislature over the last 50 

years in the hopes of improving the quality, equity, and efficiency of the educational 

finance structure for students, educators, and the taxpaying public of Texas. Of late, 

there is urgency to review and restructure the school finance system for several 

reasons, including the current financial crises in school districts, a tax structure that is 

too heavily reliant on property taxes, and the lagging financial condition of the Texas 

economy. Significant school finance policy reform, however, consistently has eluded 

Texas legislators due to myriad reasons, including the complexities of the issue, the 

conflicting interests of numerous stakeholders, the uncertainty and unpredictability of 

state and local economic conditions, and the varying degrees of political pressure 

associated with the issue. 
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Studying educational policy is significant because Texas' public education 

system and school finance structure affect every Texan, regardless of their level of 

interest in the issue. The purpose of this chapter is to describe the history of the 

school finance system in Texas and to evaluate the current state of the school finance 

structure and the obstacles to future school finance policy outcomes. Specifically, this 

chapter describes (a) obstacles to reform, (b) the current state of the school finance 

system and school finance policy, (c) the tax structure, (d) the historical context 

describing prior efforts to reform school finance policy, (e) issues and policies 

underlying reform, (f) the current significance and urgency of such reform, and (g) 

the future of policy and possible alternatives. Understanding educational policy in 

Texas from a historical and contextual perspective will allow for greater 

comprehension of the limitations to, and opportunities for, educational reform in 

Texas. 

 

The Dynamics of School Finance Policy Reform 

School finance policy reform has structural, institutional, political, and 

economic dynamics. Legal challenges, cultural transformations, and legislative 

changes, among other things, have influenced the structure of the current public 

school system in Texas. As a result, the public school finance system has evolved into 

an intricate system of formulas, weights, mandates, and revenue sources that few 

individuals truly comprehend. A minimal understanding of the mechanics of the 

current public school finance system, however, is essential to understanding the 
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dynamics of school finance policy. The following section thus presents a very basic 

synopsis of the current school finance system for public schools in Texas. 

 The public school finance system is composed of three tiers that form what is 

known as the Foundation School Program (FSP). The three-tiered system is meant to 

ensure three purposes: (a) that a school district has access to revenue based on the 

district’s tax effort, (b) that a balance exists between local autonomy and state and 

local funding responsibility, and (c) that state financial aid is provided to a school 

district inversely to the school district’s wealth (Legislative Budget Board [LBB], 

2000). Each tier serves these interests in different fashion. 

 

Tier 1 

 Tier 1 is the foundation funding level for the FSP. The first component of Tier 

1 is the Basic Allotment, which is the legislatively established base level of funding 

for each student in average daily attendance in a school district (Texas Association of 

School Boards and the Texas Center for Educational Research, 2001). The Basic 

Allotment for 2002-2003 was $2,537 per student. The state multiplies the Basic 

Allotment by district adjustments that include the Sparsity Adjustment, the Small and 

Mid-Size District Adjustment, and the Cost of Education Index to produce the 

Adjusted Allotment (Wisnoski & Anderson, 2001). The Sparsity Adjustment 

accounts for school districts with low enrollment and a geographic area encompassing 

more than 300 square miles. The Small and Mid-Size District Adjustments were 

created to help smaller districts overcome diseconomies of scale encountered in 

serving small populations. The Small District Adjustment is for districts with fewer 
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than 1,600 students, and the Mid-Size District Adjustment is for districts with more 

than 1,600 but fewer than 5,000 students. The Cost of Education Index reflects cost 

variations that are beyond district control. These include cost of living and average 

salary (Wisnoski & Anderson, 2001).  

Adjusted Allotments are then adjusted by the amounts for Instructional 

Program Weights, based on the number of students enrolled in or served by the 

various programs represented in the Instructional Program Weights (LBB, 2000). The 

Instructional Program Weights in the FSP consist of the following: regular education, 

special education, compensatory education, bilingual education, career and 

technology education, gifted and talented education, and the public education grant 

(LBB, 2000). 

 

Tier 2 

 Like Tier 1, Tier 2 “guarantees” revenue, although guaranteed revenue in Tier 

2 is based upon the individual tax rates of school districts (Wisnoski & Anderson, 

2001). Essentially, each district sets its maintenance and operations (M&O) tax rate 

anywhere between $0.86 and $1.50 per $100 of property value (as required by 

Section 42.303 of the Texas Education Code). The state then ensures that the school 

district will generate a certain dollar amount ($27.14 for 2003) per weighted average 

daily attendance (WADA) of tax effort (Texas Association of School Boards and the 

Texas Center for Educational Research, 2001). School districts may use Tier 2 funds 

for any purpose except debt service or capital projects. 
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 In Tier 2, school districts with property wealth above $305,000 per WADA in 

2005 are subject to wealth reduction provisions, which serve to allocate tax dollars 

among school districts. Several provisions, including hold harmless provisions, exist 

for school district exemption from this mandate. According to Chapter 41 of the 

Texas Education Code (2005), there are 5 options for reducing district wealth:  

1. Option 1 is consolidation by agreement, in which two or more school 

districts agree to consolidate.  

2. Option 2 is detachment and annexation by agreement, in which a school 

district detaches a portion of its school district to another for annexation 

under an agreement between the two school districts.  

3. Option 3 is for  purchase of attendance credits, in which a school district 

purchases attendance credits of students from another school district 

through an agreement with the Commissioner of Education.  

4. Option 4 is a contract for education of nonresident students, in which a 

school district may educate nonresident students of the district.  

5. Option 5 is tax-base consolidation, in which two or more school districts 

may execute an agreement to conduct an election on the creation of a 

consolidated taxing district for the maintenance and operation of the 

component school districts.  

Options 3 and 4 are the most widely used methods and effectively “recapture” 

revenue from wealthy districts. Regardless of option, the system utilizes the property 

wealth of certain school districts to finance the education requirements of property-
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poor school districts; thus, the current school finance structure for public schools in 

Texas has become known as the “Robin Hood” plan.  

 

Tier 3 

 Tier 3 is the “unofficial” tier of the school finance structure because funding 

for this tier is never guaranteed and is appropriated as funds are available during 

legislative sessions. This means that funding for this tier varies depending on the 

economic condition of the state at the time that legislative appropriations are made for 

the upcoming biennium.  

This tier consists of the Instructional Facilities Allotment (IFA) and the 

Existing Debt Allotment (EDA). The IFA and EDA programs allow school districts 

to build facilities they would not be able to build without state assistance. The IFA 

guarantees receiving districts $35 per unweighted ADA per penny of local tax effort 

to assist with the repayment of new instructional facilities debt (LBB, 2000). This 

assistance, however, is not “guaranteed.” School districts must apply for this state aid 

through the TEA, which distributes monies based on availability and need. Similarly, 

the EDA program provides assistance through a guaranteed yield system ($35 per 

penny per ADA) for up to $0.12 tax effort related to bonds issued by school districts. 

In the past, up to $0.29 of tax has been supported through the EDA. As each 

legislative session has passed, less money has been available for the IFA and EDA 

programs, but more school districts have applied for the funds. Thus, an important 

problem in the school finance policy arena has been that more school districts are 
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competing for fewer dollars, and there is a growing need for more facilities across the 

state due to rapid student enrollment.  

 

The Current State of the System  

The single largest funding priority for the state of Texas and local 

communities is K-12 education. The system currently serves 4.3 million students at 

7,813 campuses in 1,037 school districts and employs approximately 300,000 

teachers (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 2004b). It is estimated that for the 2001-

2003 biennium, these education costs exceeded $44.6 billion statewide (LBB, 2000). 

In 2001, the state share of these expenditures was approximately 42.2%, with local 

governments and the federal government contributing 48.9% and 8.7%, respectively 

(Patterson, 2003). Nevertheless, there are always constituent pressures to invest even 

more money into the public education system. 

 Before the 79th Legislative Session of the Texas legislature began in January 

2005, school finance policy became an increasingly prominent issue. Following four 

special sessions in 2003 and 2004 that attempted, yet failed, to address school finance 

policy issues, and the convening of a Joint Select Committee on School Finance in 

the interim between sessions, which also failed to implement any school finance 

policy reform, the issue grabbed the attention of Texas legislators. Increased rhetoric 

from legislators, in the form of calls for change and calls for protection of the system, 

has reverberated through the media. Typically, the call for change, or the elimination 

of “Robin Hood” came from Republican legislators, whereas Democratic legislators 

sought to protect the current system. 
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Additionally, many academic and news publications called for changes to be 

made within the public school finance system, and several predicted that school 

finance would be a significant issue in the upcoming legislative session (House 

Research Organization, 2004). Editorial pages of newspapers and Texas citizens 

across the state and across the philosophical and political spectrum urged legislators 

to address squarely the problems associated with the system. 

 By and large, these calls for change were not unwarranted. Judicial decisions, 

political transformations, legislative changes, and a sluggish economy contributed to 

the declining ability of the state to fund adequately the state’s public school finance 

system. So much, in fact, that several legislators decided that given a new political 

climate, something could be done about the situation. Although varied in their 

proposed solutions for change, many legislators entered the 79th Legislative Session 

with changing the school finance system atop their legislative agendas.  

 Most recently, Governor Rick Perry has called another special session, the 

second special session, since the close of the 79th Legislative Session. The special 

session will begin April 17, 2006, and will last for 30 days. The purpose of this 

session is to respond to a ruling by the Texas Supreme Court on the public school 

finance system in Texas. Specifically, the ruling asserts that Texas’ method of 

assessing property taxes at current rates constitutes a state-wide property tax—a clear 

violation of the Texas Constitution. There is urgency for the Texas legislature to 

arrive at a response and a solution, given that Supreme Court has given the state a 

June 1, 2006, deadline to remedy the unconstitutional nature of the property tax 

system. Failure to arrive at a response and solution ultimately would result in the 
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state’s nonpayment in funds to school districts, due to the directions in the Texas 

Supreme Court’s order. 

The Tax Structure 

The tax structure in Texas is intricate and complicated. Although the focus of 

this research is the public school finance system, a minimal understanding of the tax 

system is necessary in order to better understand the general nature of public school 

finance and the economic outlook of the state of Texas. According to the Texas 

Comptroller of Public Accounts (Kenyon, 2003), estimated revenue collections for 

fiscal years 2004-2005 totaled $118.7 billion. Of this revenue collection, taxes 

accounted for less than half of the state’s estimated revenue for 2002-2003. Several 

taxes, including the sales tax, oil and gas production taxes, motor fuel and vehicle 

sales taxes, corporation franchise tax, alcoholic beverage taxes, and others, contribute 

to the state’s general revenue. Property taxes, collected at the local levels of 

government, are particularly significant to the nature of this research. 

Property taxes, which are levied by counties, cities, school districts, and 

special districts (e.g., junior colleges, hospitals, and economic development 

reinvestment zones), have increased substantially over the past few years. In 1986, 

the average statewide effective tax rate was $1.39 per $100 of taxable value. In 2001, 

the rate was $2.64 per $100 of taxable value, indicating an increase of 89.6% during a 

15-year span. Similarly, school district tax rates have increased 75.3% over the same 

time span, from $0.85 per $100 of taxable value in 1986 to $1.49 per $100 of taxable 
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value in 2001 (Kenyon, 2003). Naturally, as these rates have increased, taxing entities 

have found it more difficult to collect these tax revenues.  

As these rates have increased, many school districts have reached, or are near, 

the $1.50 cap on school district taxes. Without the flexibility to tax above this 

amount, many school districts have been strained financially, unable to create new 

academic programs, and in some cases forced to make cutbacks. Additionally, some 

school districts have asked their voters for an increase in taxes and have been denied 

at the polls. These issues are generally referred to as meaningful discretion and are 

discussed later in this chapter.  

 

The History of Public School Finance in Texas 

The purpose of this section is to examine Texas school finance policy in its 

historical context. This section addresses general history regarding the origins of the 

current funding structure for public education in Texas. Additionally, this section 

discusses factors that have impacted the way schools are funded, such as litigation 

and changes in the political climate and political culture of Texas.  

 

The Early Public School Finance System 

 Due to the significance of the Gilmer-Aiken Act (1949), this brief history 

begins with legislation passed during the 50th session of the Texas legislature in 1949 

and excludes policies implemented before that time. Over the last half century, local 

school districts and the state of Texas have shared the responsibility of funding public 

schools. In 1949, during the 50th session of the Texas legislature, the Gilmer-Aiken 
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Act was adopted, forever changing the way that public schools in Texas are financed. 

(The Gilmer-Aiken Act was enacted in Senate Bill 115, Senate Bill 116, and Senate 

Bill 117, which were all passed during the 50th Legislative Session of 1949.) The 

Gilmer-Aiken Act, among other things, created the Minimum Foundation Program, 

which provided a system that would collect tax revenue from both state and local 

sources to fund the state’s public schools (Boyd, 2001). Additionally, the act provided 

for a basic foundational grant for school districts, created a system of funding 

formulas used for allocating revenue, and established a shared revenue system in 

which public education was funded primarily by the state (80%), and supported by 

local efforts (20%) (Texas Association of School Boards and the Texas Center for 

Educational Research, 2001). The Gilmer-Aiken Act is often considered 

revolutionary because it served as the first comprehensive structuring of the school 

finance system in Texas. More importantly, the current funding mechanism for public 

school finance in Texas is loosely based on the principles set forth in the Gilmer-

Aiken Act. 

 

The Evolving School Finance System 

 Over time, through a series of judicial decisions, legislative changes, and 

cultural transformations, the funding for public school finance in Texas has evolved 

from the Minimum Foundation Program established by the Gilmer-Aiken Act to the 

current FSP. The focus of the next sections is to describe the aforementioned 

challenges, transformations, and changes and to discuss how these factors have 

impacted the evolution of the school finance system. 
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Constitutional Standards 

To understand the foundational tenets of public education and school finance 

policy in Texas, it is important to review the requirements for public education that 

are established in the Texas Constitution. Article VII, Section 1, of the Texas 

Constitution provides, “A general diffusion of knowledge being essential to the 

preservation of the rights and liberties of the people, it shall be the duty of the 

Legislature of the State to establish and make suitable provision for the support and 

maintenance of an efficient system of public free schools.” This provision is 

important to the structure and funding of the public school system in Texas for three 

reasons:  

1. First, this provision places the responsibility of establishing and 

maintaining schools solely with the Texas legislature.  

2. The provision specifically notes that the public education system shall be 

“efficient,” suggesting that constant review and revision of the system is 

necessary to ensure such efficiency.  

3. The constitution calls for “the general diffusion of knowledge” in schools. 

Legislators have attempted, often in vain, to implement the intent of this 

broad phrase to determine the structure and requirements of public 

education in Texas schools.  

It is important to note that each of the aforementioned terms and phrases from 

Article VII, Section 1 has been cited specifically in litigation (described later in this 

research) as the basis for seeking judicial intervention to change the structure and 

financing of the state’s public school system. It is also important to note that the 
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phrase “the general diffusion of knowledge” (Texas Constitution, Article VII, Section 

1) is regarded by many Texas legislators as ambiguous and out of date and therefore 

of little help in meeting their responsibility to manage the state’s public education 

system.  

 One additional component of the Texas Constitution is integral to 

understanding the structure of the system. Article VIII, Section 1-e, of the Texas 

Constitution asserts, “No state ad valorem taxes shall be levied upon any property 

within the State.” This provision is important not because of what it authorizes, but 

rather because of what it prohibits. In denying the Texas legislature the ability to levy 

statewide property taxes as a source of revenue for public schools in Texas, the state 

must rely on multiple sources of revenue to support its public schools. The reliance 

on multiple sources of revenue further complicates the already intricate funding 

formula structure. This provision is also significant as it serves as the basis of several, 

including the most recent, legal challenges to the current funding mechanism for 

public schools in Texas. 

 

Legal Challenges 

 Since the early 1970s, educational advocates have used the court system as a 

vehicle to achieve legislative reform. Generally, this is due to the fact that, for reasons 

discussed later in this research, only incremental educational reform has occurred 

when attempting to achieve substantial educational reform at the Texas legislature. In 

situations where reform advocates have decided that they could not effectively 

achieve school finance reform through the legislative process, they have sought to 
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achieve the desired returns through the courts. Indeed, in some cases, the courts have 

ruled in their favor. Tables 1.1 and 1.2 reflect significant legal decisions and their 

impact upon the structure of the Texas public school finance system. 

The court decisions represented in Tables 1.1 and 1.2 are important to 

consider because they have served as both a barrier to certain legislative reforms as 

well as an opportunity through which public education finance policy has been 

achieved. Because court rulings are often prescriptive, the rulings of these cases, in 

effect, force the Texas legislature to act and create specified legislative reform, 

typically in the area of public school finance policy. Even when they are prohibitive 

rather than prescriptive, they tend to induce change to revise or reform the prohibited 

portion of the school finance system. 
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Table 1.1 

Significant Court Cases and Their Impact Upon the Texas Public School Finance 
System, 1971–1995 

Year Court case Impact of court case 

1971-
1973 

Rodriguez v. San 
Antonio 
Independent 
School District 
(ISD) 

The lawsuit challenged that Texas’ system caused a "violation of equal 
protection." The district court ruled for the plaintiff. The U.S. Supreme 
Court, however, reversed the ruling, finding that the system met the 
benchmarks of furthering state education goals while supporting local 
control provisions. Thus, it left the system unchanged.  

1989 Edgewood ISD v. 
Kirby (Edgewood 
I) 

In this suit, property-poor districts challenged the second tier of 
financing created under the 1975 Foundation School Program law, 
claiming that it created inequity in funding. The Texas Supreme Court 
found that the system was "neither financially efficient nor efficient in 
the sense of providing for a 'general diffusion of knowledge' statewide, 
and therefore violated Article VII, Section 1 of the Texas Constitution." 

1991 Edgewood ISD v. 
Kirby (Edgewood 
II) 

In response to Edgewood I, the Texas legislature adopted Senate Bill 1, 
which required biennial studies on district inequity, followed by 
adjustments to address the funding gaps. The mechanism for funding, 
however, remained unchanged. The plaintiffs challenged the system, 
and the Texas Supreme Court found the system remained 
unconstitutional.  

1992 Carrolton-Farmers 
Branch v. 
Edgewood ISD 
(Edgewood III) 

In 1991 in response to Edgewood II, the legislature passed House Bill 
351, creating 188 County Education districts, which were allowed to 
levy state-mandated property taxes and redistribute the revenues to 
member districts. Districts sued, asserting that House Bill 351 levied a 
state ad valorem tax in violation of Texas Constitution Article VIII. The 
Texas Supreme Court sided with the plaintiffs and found the legislation 
unconstitutional, eliminating the County Education district system. 

1995 Edgewood ISD v. 
Meno (Edgewood 
IV) 

In 1993, the legislature passed Senate Bill 7 that, instead of a state 
property tax, created a provision, known as "recapture,” which 
redistributed property tax dollars to create equity. School districts of all 
economic strata sued on the same grounds as in the 1991 and 1992 
cases. The Texas Supreme Court upheld the system. 

Note. This chart was compiled using The Texas Public School Finance System: An Outline Summary of 
Legal Challenges and Constitutional Standards, presented as testimony to the Joint Select Committee 
on Public School Finance by J. S. Boyd, 2001, and court orders for each case. 
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Table 1.2 

Significant Court Cases and Their Impact Upon the Texas Public School Finance 
System, 2001–2004 

Year Court case Impact of court case 

2001 West Orange-Cove 
Consolidated ISD 
v. Alanis et al. 

In this case, plaintiff school districts argue that, because they must levy 
the maximum property tax rate to maintain equity, the local property tax 
has become equivalent to a state ad valorem tax, which is prohibited by 
the Texas Constitution. In March 2003, the suit was argued before the 
Texas Supreme Court, which ruled that the case should not have been 
dismissed by an appeals court and sent it back to Texas' 250th Judicial 
Court in Travis County for a trial.  

2004 West Orange-Cove 
Consolidated ISD 
v. Neeley et al. 

Judge John Dietz, the Travis County trial court judge, ruled that the 
state’s school finance system fails to provide an adequate, suitable 
education as required by Article VIII, section 1 of the Texas Constitution; 
some districts are forced to tax at the $1.50 cap on maintenance and 
operations taxes, violating the Texas Constitution; the Texas school 
finance system is not financially efficient or efficient in the sense of 
providing for the mandated adequate education; and the system for 
funding school facilities is inadequate and violates the Texas 
Constitution. The judge issued an injunction against state spending for 
education if the Texas legislature does not remedy the problems of the 
funding system by October 1, 2006. The legislature is currently 
attempting to address the constitutional violations through new 
legislation.  

Note. This chart was compiled using The Texas Public School Finance System: An Outline Summary of 
Legal Challenges and Constitutional Standards, presented as testimony to the Joint Select Committee 
on Public School Finance by J. S. Boyd, 2001, and court orders for each case. 
 

Legislative Change 

Over the last 60 years, several legislative changes have contributed 

significantly to the changes in public schools and in public education finance policy. 

This section of the research describes significant changes to public education finance 

policy that have occurred through legislation. 

Since the Gilmer-Aiken Act, the legislature has enacted several revisions to 

public education finance policy. Usually, the changes are minor and each piece of 
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legislation focuses on a very specific component of the system. Every so often, 

however, legislation is intended to greatly impact the public school system. Table 1.3 

reflects legislation that has created significant change and its impact on the public 

education finance system in Texas. As evidenced in Table 1.3, legislation has been 

used, albeit more frequently in the last 20 years, to change public school finance 

policy. At other times, these changes have occurred at the will of legislators, but most 

often change has been in response to judicial decisions and legal challenges to the 

public education finance system.  

In the 78th Legislative Session in 2005, the Texas House of Representatives 

and Texas Senate worked on House Bill 2 in the hopes of creating a major overhaul 

of the public education system in Texas. They were unable to come to agreement, 

however, on the specifics of the reform. Subsequently, Governor Rick Perry called 

legislators into a 30-day special session in the hopes of allowing legislators to arrive 

at legislative reform package for public schools (Office of the Governor, 2005). 

Although many reforms were proposed, the legislature was unable to reach consensus 

on any of them.  
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Table 1.3  

Significant Legislation and its Impact Upon the Public School Finance System 

Year Legislation Impact of legislation 

1949 Senate Bills 115, 
116, & 117 
(Gilmer-Aiken Act) 

The Gilmer-Aiken Act required the state to provide each district with a 
“foundation” level of funding. This program was initially called the 
Minimum Foundation Program. 

1975 House Bill 1126 House Bill 1126 replaced the Minimum Foundation Program with the 
Foundation School Program (FSP) and added a second tier of support, 
called State Equalization Aid. 

1983 House Bill 72 House Bill 72 maintained and expanded the FSP. The measure required 
the state to establish aid levels based on the average number of pupils in 
daily attendance, rather than the previous system that based aid on the 
number of district employees.  

1989 Senate Bill 1019 Reconfigured the second tier of the FSP as a “guaranteed-yield 
allotment”  

1990 Senate Bill 1  Omnibus bill that attempted to improve public education funding system 

1993 Senate Bill 7  Created current two-tier school finance system. Major overhaul of Texas 
Education Code. 

1991 Senate Bill 351 Called for new, consolidated school taxing districts, mainly drawn on 
county boundaries that would significantly reduce the variation in 
property values across districts. 

1999 Senate Bill 4  Comprehensive school finance, property tax relief, teacher pay raise, 
and omnibus package. Major overhaul of Texas Education Code. 

2001 House Bill 3343  Created group healthcare coverage programs for certain school and 
educational employees and their dependents.  

2003 House Bill 3495  Omnibus bill that, among other things, repealed Chapters 41, 42, & 46 
(which describe the funding mechanisms for public schools in Texas) of 
the Texas Education Code on September 1, 2004, if an alternate plan 
was found before that date. 

Note. The legislation and information in this table was referenced using the Texas House of 
Representatives “Research: Bill search” Web site, 2004, available at http://www.house.state.tx.us, and 
Texas Public Schools: 150 years, Sesquicentennial Handbook, by the Texas Education Agency, 2004a, 
Austin, TX: Author. 
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The Issues and Policies That Underlie School Finance Reform 

 Generally speaking, five issues fuel the school finance debate and attempts at 

public education finance policy reform: (a) the meaning of the phrase general 

diffusion of knowledge, (b) the adequacy versus equity debate, (c) the fiscal capacity 

of school districts and the school finance system, (d) local discretion to raise revenue, 

and (e) education spending levels per pupil. These issues have been at the core of the 

school policy discussion in the Texas legislature, and each has served as an impetus 

for legislative reform. Each issue is discussed further in this section. 

 

General Diffusion of Knowledge 

The acknowledged ambiguity of the phrase general diffusion of knowledge 

often has been the source of school finance policy debates. As previously noted, the 

Texas Constitution provides, 

A general diffusion of knowledge being essential to the preservation of the 
rights and liberties of the people, it shall be the duty of the Legislature of the 
State to establish and make suitable provision for the support and maintenance 
of an efficient system of public free schools. (Texas Constitution, Article VII, 
Section 1) 

  
The phrase general diffusion of knowledge, however, is not defined in the Texas 

Constitution or in the Texas Education Code, and many legislators have struggled to 

determine what the phrase means. While some argue that Texas’ accountability and 

accreditations rating systems provide for the general diffusion of knowledge, others 

argue that the entire education system as a whole should provide for a general 

diffusion of knowledge. Regardless, in the West Orange-Cove Consolidated ISD v. 

Neeley et al. (2004) ruling, Judge Dietz declared the current public education finance 
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system as unconstitutional because it fails to provide for a “general diffusion of 

knowledge.”  

 

Adequacy Versus Equity 

 A central debate to funding public schools is whether they should be funded at 

a constitutionally “adequate” or “equitable” level. While legal challenges have called 

for both “an equitable system” and “adequate funding levels” to be met, current Texas 

law does not provide a definition or measure of either term. For example, the Joint 

Select Committee on School Finance (2002) recommended to the Texas legislature 

that an “adequate” amount be spent for the “adequate” education of students. While 

Republicans concurred with this amount, Democrats disagreed arguing that the 

amount was not “equitable.” 

Fiscal Capacity 

 Fiscal capacity, the ability to generate and spend revenue, is also an issue that 

is central to the school finance policy debate. At the heart of the fiscal capacity matter 

are two issues: the fiscal capacity of local school districts and the fiscal capacity of 

the state’s school finance funding structure. Many school districts have argued, most 

recently through the West Orange Cove Consolidated ISD v. Neeley et al. (2004) case 

that fiscal capacity no longer exists for school districts because of the current “Robin 

Hood” system. In this system, property-wealthy school districts (there are currently 

136) have a certain level of local property taxes recaptured by the TEA and 

redistributed to property-poor school districts (there are currently 1,001). Property-
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wealthy districts are frustrated that increasing amounts of their locally collected tax 

dollars are being spent in other school districts, and that they are cutting programs 

and resources in their own districts in order to make this possible (Coalition to Invest 

in Texas Schools, 2005).  

On the other hand, property-poor school districts have argued that the state 

funding structure for public education does not provide enough resources for students, 

no matter the school district, to be educated efficiently, effectively, and equitably. 

Regardless of their difference of opinion, both property-wealthy and property-poor 

school districts argue that more fiscal capacity is needed in the public school finance 

system and that resources need to be distributed more equitably.  

Local Discretion 

In conjunction with the fiscal capacity issue, school districts also argue that 

the lack of local discretion to raise funds with local property taxes limits their ability 

to educate students efficiently, effectively, and equitably. With 700 school districts at 

or near the statutorily capped local M&O tax rate of $1.50, many school districts 

accurately argue that they are no longer able to raise local funds for their schools due 

to this tax cap. Simply raising the $1.50 tax cap, however, is not always a viable 

solution to this problem, because the higher the tax rate, the less certain people will 

be able to pay their taxes. This is especially a hardship in economically distressed 

areas that tax at or near the $1.50 tax cap and are unable to collect the majority of 

their taxes. 
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Many taxpayers also have argued that their local property tax rates are too 

high and that they need immediate local property tax relief. Although taxpayers have 

made this argument for several years with no action, the issue finally has gained 

momentum and the attention of the Texas legislature. In fact, several measures by the 

Texas House of Representatives have called for a significant reduction in local 

property taxes of up to 50 cents. Opponents to such a significant reduction in local 

property tax rates argue that money available for property tax relief could be better 

spent in other areas, such as allocating more resources for public education.  

 

Spending 

 According to the National Education Association (2004), the national average 

for per pupil expenditures is $8,156 per student. Texas’ statewide average for per 

pupil spending is $7,330, ranking Texas 32nd among the states in spending per pupil 

(National Education Association, 2004). School districts in Texas long have argued 

that not enough money is available per student and that the Texas legislature should 

appropriate more dollars for public education in Texas. Further, school districts have 

argued that more money is needed to educate students with special needs or those 

who come from economically disadvantaged homes. A major debate for the 79th 

Texas legislature will be deciding how money will be spent on public education and 

whether any new money will be included in the budget. Given Judge Dietz’s ruling in 

the case, in which he declared the funding structure for public education to be 

unconstitutional and inadequate (West Orange-Cove Consolidated ISD v. Neeley et 
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al., 2004), a possible special session and possibly the 80th Texas Legislature will 

place emphasis on this issue.  

 

Issues Elevating School Finance Reform to the Top of the Agenda 

 While public education finance policy is currently high on the agenda of the 

79th Legislature, it has not always been as prominent. Its place on the agenda can be 

attributed to a complex set of factors that influence the politics and politicians in the 

Texas legislature. Kingdon (2003) pointed out that although “no one set of actors 

dominates the process…elected politicians and their appointees come closer than any 

other” (p. 44). Specifically, “the turnover of elected officials” and the national 

political mood particularly have impacted the school finance policy discussion 

(Kingdon, 2003, p. 154). This section of the literature review details these factors and 

their impact on public education finance policy. 

Political Turnover 

The composition of the Texas House of Representatives and the Texas Senate 

changed dramatically following the November elections of 2002. More than 5 million 

voters, or about 40% of registered voters in Texas, cast their ballots on November 5, 

2002. This number was an increase from the 3.7 million, or approximately 32% of 

registered Texas voters who voted in the 1998 election (Rodriguez, 2002). 

 As a result of the election returns, Republicans took control of the Texas 

House of Representatives after 130 years of Democratic party rule. Republicans won 

19 seats, over the Democrats’ 12 in the Senate, and won 88 seats in the Texas House 
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of Representatives (Houston Chronicle Staff, 2002; Kuempel & Hoppe, 2002). 

Subsequently, House Republicans, being the new majority, were able to elect their 

own Speaker of the House. On January 14, 2003, Representative Tom Craddick (R-

Midland), a 32-year veteran of the Texas legislature, was elected by the House of 

Representatives to serve as Speaker. The role of the Speaker of the House is 

important, because among other things, the Speaker is responsible for making 

committee assignments. 

Soon after Speaker Craddick was sworn in, he made many changes in the 

composition of House leadership and the House committee structure. After naming 43 

standing committees, Speaker Craddick named chairmen and vice chairmen for these 

committees. Many of these new chairmen and vice chairmen, mostly Republican, 

were new to their positions and new to the subject matter of their committees. 

Similarly, with a freshman class of 36 members, many House members had new 

committee assignments (Texas House of Representatives, 2006a). 

Of particular interest to this research is the composition of the House 

Committee on Public Education, a committee devoted to the interests of all aspects of 

public education, namely the public school finance structure. Given that the past 

chairman of the Public Education Committee, Representative Paul Sadler, retired 

from his House seat, and that the House of Representatives is under new leadership, it 

is no surprise that the committee has many new members, a new chairman, and a new 

agenda. 

 
31 



 

Representative Kent Grusendorf1 is currently the chairman of the committee, 

and he is joined by eight other members. Representative Rene Oliveira serves as vice 

chairman of the committee, and Representatives Dan Branch, Ana Mowery, Harold 

Dutton, Rob Eissler, Diane Delisi, Scott Hochberg, and Bill Keffer serve as the 

membership (Geltmeier, 2003). Of these nine members, six are Republican and three 

are new to this committee.  

 Due to the power given to the committees through the House Rules (Texas 

House of Representatives, 2005), this committee is responsible for much of the debate 

and decisions that influence how public education system is shaped, maintained, and 

changed. According to the House Rules, the House Committee on Public Education 

shall be composed of nine members and have jurisdiction over the following matters 

relating to the following: 

(1) the public schools and the public school system of Texas and the financing 
thereof; 
(2) the state programming of elementary and secondary education for the 
public school system of Texas; 
(3) proposals to create, change, or otherwise alter school districts of the state; 
and 
(4) the following state agencies: the State Board of Education, the Texas 
Education Agency, the Office of Compact for Education Commissioner for 
Texas, the Office of Southern Regional Education Compact Commissioner for 
Texas, the Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired, the State Board 
for Educator Certification, and the Texas School for the Deaf. (Texas House 
of Representatives, 2005, Section 26, p. 31) 

 
Thus, the nine members of the public education committee arguably control much of 

the fate of public education in Texas and contribute to the structure of the school 

finance system. 

 

                                                 
1 Prior to becoming Chairman of the House Public Education Committee, Representative Kent 
Grusendorf previously spent two legislative sessions as one of the few Republicans on the committee. 
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The Near-Term Dynamics of Public School Finance Policy Reform  

 The changing political culture and values of the Texas legislature, the role of 

interest groups, legal challenges, and a host of cultural and legislative changes have 

erected obstacles to reform in the Texas legislature as it pursues new public education 

policies. This section of the research will focus on the future of school finance reform 

and discuss possible outcomes.  

 

Possible Reforms 

 Over the past 2 years, many proposals for public school finance reform have 

been considered by the Texas legislature, specifically in the Texas House of 

Representatives.  Proposed sources of revenue have included increases in the sales 

and motor vehicles tax combined with lowering property taxes, eliminating 

advantageous business forms that allow certain businesses to avoid franchise tax 

liability, and even creating a tax on bottled water and diet soft drinks. A redistribution 

of money already in the system has also been proposed as a possible solution, as has 

raising the current $1.50 local tax ceiling on school districts.  

The Texas legislature may face some very different possibilities.  For 

example, the House and Senate may not agree on a reform package, and school 

reform may not take place at all during the first Special Session of the 79th Legislative 

Session. This means that the governor could call other special legislative sessions and 

specifically charge the legislature with addressing school finance issues during the 

scheduled interim.  
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It is also important to remember that when Judge Dietz ruled in favor of the 

plaintiffs in West Orange Cove Consolidated ISD v. Neeley et al. (2004), he set 

October 1, 2005, as the deadline by which the state must make the public education 

finance structure constitutional, or the flow of funds to school districts will be 

discontinued, effectively closing public schools. The Supreme Court affirmed this 

decision and set June 1, 2006, as a new deadline for a new school finance reform 

system. Without a doubt, this factor will drive possible solutions and outcomes to 

public education finance policy reform in both near and long terms. 

 

Structural Limits on Finding Solutions 

 While there are many possibilities for reorganizing and altering the finance 

system for public schools in Texas and reforming educational policy, the process 

limits the possible outcomes. Conflicting interests, the polarizing and political nature 

of the issue, and the preexisting political culture and environment are obstacles in the 

pursuit of a solution to the problems within the finance structure. This section of the 

research will serve to prove why limited legislative change, if any, will occur within 

the public school finance system and educational policy. 

 As discussed previously in this research, many interest groups and individuals 

have a stake in the school finance issue. The interests are so diverse that although 

many groups may claim success, it could be argued that no one interest group will 

emerge as the winner (Mawhinney & Lugg, 2001). Additionally, because the number 

of interests in the issue is so great and the number of legislators is so few in 
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comparison, it will be hard to monopolize the interests of any given legislator, despite 

the appeal of potential political rewards that these groups may offer.  

 Additionally, the polarizing and political nature of the issue prevents many 

legislators from committing to a formal solution. With upcoming gubernatorial and 

state legislative elections in November 2006, many legislators fear that their 

reelection campaigns may be harmed if an unappealing plan is presented to voters and 

is implemented before the election (Wolfson, 2003b). Therefore, without the 

guaranteed support of voters, many legislators simply cannot commit to significantly 

changing the public school finance system without knowing the true implications of 

their actions. “People are sometimes reluctant to take big steps. Apprehensive about 

being unable to calculate the political fallout, politicians shy away from grand 

departures” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 80). 

 Lastly, the political culture and climate of the Texas legislature seem to 

prevent change from occurring within the education system and within public school 

finance policy itself. When discussing the possibility of change to the school finance 

system, Dick Lavine of the Center for Public Policy Priorities accurately described 

the system when he noted, “Deep reform doesn’t happen very often” (cited in 

Wolfson, 2003a, p. 1). Kingdon (2003) concurred with this statement, noting that the 

policy “process often does take years…and may be endless” (p. 116). 

 For the last decade, public education consistently has reappeared on the 

legislative agenda because of the constant reliance on temporary, or “band-aid,” 

solutions (Cuban, 1990). In recent legislative sessions, other issues have risen to the 

top of the legislature’s agenda. “When bigger items are not occupying the attention of 
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decision makers, ‘smaller’ items are free to rise in agenda prominence,” (Kingdon, 

2003, p. 184). Although education is an important issue, it does not always appear at 

the top of legislative agendas; while “many potential agenda items are perfectly 

worthy of serious consideration,” they “do not rise high on the governmental policy 

agenda largely because they simply get crowded aside in the press of business” 

(Kingdon, 2003, p. 184). 

Additionally, “there is a limit on the capacity of the system to process a 

multitude of agenda items” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 185). When this occurs, legislators, 

interest groups, and the public are forced to choose between school finance and these 

other issues. In the past, these issues have included teacher pay raises and teacher 

healthcare options. By placing the burden of the agenda on others, legislators escape 

the risk of addressing the issue (Kingdon, 1995). Ultimately, the root of the problem 

has never been examined fully because of the time, effort, resources, and political 

implications at stake (Schulman, 1995). 

 Change also rarely occurs in the legislature because of the institutionalism that 

exists within the political culture of the institution. Institutional isomorphism is a 

concept that describes the process that forces one unit in a population to resemble 

other units that face similar circumstances (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). In other 

words, characteristics and circumstances within an institution prevent change and 

encourage conformity. DiMaggio and Powell posited three variations of 

isomorphism: (a) coercive isomorphism, relating to political influence and the 

problem of legitimacy; (b) mimetic isomorphism, the result of standard responses to 

uncertainty; and (c) normative isomorphism, relating to professionalism. The 
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concepts described by DiMaggio and Powell explain the culture and behavior of the 

Texas legislature with regard to its efforts in public education reform.  

 For example, public education, specifically the issue of school finance policy, 

can be an overwhelmingly complex and confusing issue in resources are always 

limited, and it is thus impossible to satisfy all needs and demands. Therefore, in order 

to combat inevitable fears of uncertainty and ambiguity regarding how to respond to 

the issue, legislators model their actions after previous legislators and actions taken 

during previous legislative sessions. DiMaggio and Powell (1991) described this 

concept as mimetic isomorphism. In modeling themselves after others (legislators 

past and present), legislators are able to validate their actions and create a sense of 

legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991).  

 An example of modeling is evidenced in the concept of using interim 

committees as an external assessment criterion to study school finance policy issues. 

Each time public demands call for change to the school finance system, a select 

committee on school finance is established. More often than not, these committees 

generate very little work product, and solutions are not found. Thus, the purpose of 

the committee is largely ceremonial: to show the public that the state is interested in 

the issue; to continue the notion that the issue warrants the historical establishment of 

such a committee; and to establish legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  

 Very little change has occurred within the public education system because, 

traditionally, change is made to the system in small increments, and the system tends 

to mimic itself (Lindbloom, 1995). Real reform has only been able to occur through 

judicial mandates. DiMaggio and Powell (1991) called this concept coercive 
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isomorphism, when change is forced within the system. In the case of school finance, 

significant reform has occurred only when state and federal courts have mandated 

change. Therefore, based on past trends, significant change to the school finance plan 

will not occur without judicial intervention. As Kingdon (2003) said, 

Instead of beginning consideration of each program or issue afresh, decision 
makers take what they are currently doing as given, and make small, 
incremental, marginal adjustments in that current behavior. The result is that 
policy changes very gradually, in small steps. (p 79) 
 

 

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this review was to gain a working knowledge of current public 

school finance policy issues in Texas and to gain a better understanding of the 

limitations to, and opportunities for, educational reform. Literature reviewed focused 

on presenting facts and arguments relating to the evolution of the school finance 

system and the impact of the Texas legislature on the public school finance policy. 

Further, this research has suggested that significant change will not occur within the 

school finance system due to reasons that include social and cultural transformations, 

legislative changes and mandates, a historically and traditionally confining political 

culture, and an institutionalized set of ideas and preconceived notions.  

 As evidenced by the evolution of the issue in Texas, school finance policy 

reform has been consistently difficult to achieve. Therefore, much more research is 

needed on this issue in order to understand public school finance policy challenges 

and the many factors that influence the success or failure of attempts at reform. 

Chapter 3 details the methodology used in this research.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

 As previously noted, the purpose of this research was to assess the factors that 

prevent and encourage school finance reform in Texas and to develop a 

comprehensive picture of the political landscape that governs education reform in 

Texas. In order to achieve this purpose, this research was guided by the following 

four research questions: 

1. What are key stakeholders’ perceptions about public school finance 

reform? 

2. What issues or activities are identified as barriers to achieving public 

school finance reform? 

3. What are the policy and political implications of barriers to public school 

finance policy reform? 

4. How do the political and policy-making experiences of individual 

members of the Texas legislature, educational advocacy groups, legislative 

staff, and state employees impact their perceptions of the possibilities for 

school finance reform? 

These questions were intended to engage the research participants and to gain 

insight into their perceptions and experiences. As elected officials, educational 

advocates, legislative staff, and state employees provided answers to these questions, 

their testimony would help piece together a comprehensive assessment of school 

finance reform as well as the barriers to this reform.  
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This chapter briefly overviews the methodology utilized in this research. 

Specifically, an overview of grounded theory is discussed in this chapter. Details 

regarding the research participants and interview processes for this research also are 

provided. The sample identification process and the interview protocol also are 

discussed. Specifically, a description of the coding techniques used to analyze the 

data is provided. Additionally, quantitative descriptive statistics were used to profile 

and compare the research participants.  

 

Grounded Theory  

 Grounded theory, a qualitative approach to research, generates theory from 

observation (Calloway & Knapp, 1995). In essence, the results of the research stem 

from theory that is grounded in a corpus of data. Data are analyzed only when data 

gathering is complete. Once collected, the data are analyzed using coding and 

theoretical sampling techniques (Haig, 1995).  

Glaser and Strauss (1967) introduced researchers to grounded theory with 

their book, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research. 

The basic theme of the book is that data can be “systematically obtained from social 

research” (Glaser & Strauss, p. 2). Although Glaser and Strauss’ original research 

focused on public health and patient issues, their research methodology can be, and 

has been, applied to many subjects. Moreover, since their book, many researchers 

have worked to advance the work of Glaser and Strauss and also have worked to 

improve grounded theory as a meaningful methodology. That being said, researchers 

have debated appropriate steps and procedures utilized in grounded theory. Many of 
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these debates have resulted in alternate approaches with regard to grounded theory, 

with each approach proclaiming to be “the right” or “best” approach. For the purposes 

of this research, the Corbin and Strauss (1990) approach was heavily utilized.  

Formally introduced by Glaser and Strauss (1967), this methodology emerged 

as an alternative method to traditional approaches to scientific theory that rely heavily 

on quantitative analysis, verification procedures, and hypothesis testing that was 

popular at that time (Babchuk, 1997). Glaser and Strauss regard grounded theory as 

“a general theory of scientific method concerned with the generation, elaboration, and 

validation of social science theory” (Haig, 1995, p. 1). According to Haig, a quality 

grounded theory is one that is (a) inductively derived from data, (b) subjected to 

theoretical elaboration, and (c) “judged adequate to its domain with respect to a 

number of evaluative criteria” (p. 1). Since Glaser and Strauss introduced grounded 

theory, it has undergone many modifications and revisions by other researchers in an 

attempt to improve upon the theory.  

It is important to note the three basic elements of grounded theory: (a) 

concepts, (b) categories, and (c) propositions. In grounded theory, concepts are the 

basic unit of analysis, because theories are developed from the analysis of the data, 

and not the raw data (Pandit, 1996). To illustrate the notion of concepts, Corbin and 

Strauss (1990) asserted,  

Theories can’t be built with actual incidents or activities as observed or 
reported; that is, from “raw data.” The incidents, events, happenings are taken 
as, or analyzed as, potential indicators of phenomena, which are thereby given 
conceptual labels. If a respondent says to the researcher, “Each day I spread 
my activities over the morning, resting between shaving and bathing,” then 
the researcher might label this phenomenon as “pacing.” As the researcher 
encounters other incidents, and when after comparison to the first, they appear 
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to resemble the same phenomena, then these, too, can be labeled as “pacing.” 
Only by comparing incidents and naming like phenomena with the same term 
can the theorist accumulate the basic units for theory. (p. 7) 
 

 Categories, the second element of grounded theory, are critical to the 

development of theory in the analysis of the data. In illustration of this point, Corbin 

and Strauss (1990) posited,  

Categories are higher in level and more abstract than the concepts they 
represent. They are generated through the same analytic process of making 
comparisons to highlight similarities and differences that are used to produce 
lower level concepts. Categories are the “cornerstones” of developing theory. 
They provide the means by which the theory can be integrated. We can show 
how the grouping of concepts forms categories by continuing with the 
example presented above. In addition to the concept of “pacing,” the analyst 
might generate the concepts of “self-medicating,” “resting,” and “watching 
one’s diet.” While coding, the analyst might note that, although these concepts 
are different in form, they seem to represent activities directed toward a 
similar process: keeping an illness under control. They could be grouped 
under a more abstract heading, the category: Self Strategies for Controlling 
Illness. (p. 7) 
 

 Originally termed hypotheses by Glaser and Strauss (1967), the third element 

of grounded theory is propositions. Propositions indicate “generalized relationships 

between a category and its concepts and between discrete categories” (Pandit, 1996, 

p. 2). Propositions also help to identify and develop conceptual relationships in the 

analysis of the data.  

 The generation and development of concepts, categories, and propositions, the 

three basic element of grounded theory, is an iterative process (Pandit, 1996). Unlike 

other types of research, grounded theory is not generated a priori and then tested. 

Corbin and Strauss (1990) noted that grounded theory is 

inductively derived from the study of the phenomenon it represents. That is, 
discovered, developed, and provisionally verified through systematic data 
collection and analysis of data pertaining to that phenomenon. Therefore, data 
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collection, analysis, and theory should stand in reciprocal relationship with 
each other. One does not begin with a theory, then prove it. Rather, one begins 
with an area of study and what is relevant to that area is allowed to emerge. (p. 
2) 
 
 

Interviews 

Interviewing is significant if a researcher needs to know “what a set of people 

think, or how they interpret an event or series of events, or what they have done or are 

planning to do” (Alberbach & Rockman, 2002, p. 1). Interviews also provide insight 

into “events about which we know little: the activities that take place out of the public 

or media gaze, behind closed doors” (Lilleker, 2003, p. 207). Indeed, these activities 

would include politics and the legislative process involving public school finance 

reform, making interviewing an appropriate research tool for this research. 

Due to the exploratory nature of this research, semistructured interviews were 

chosen for this research. Semistructured interviews involve open-ended questions that 

provide the respondents with latitude to articulate fully their perspectives and 

responses (Alberbach & Rockman, 2002). This type of interview was appropriate for 

this research because the insights of larger groups would be used to explain a 

particular process, situation, or phenomenon (Babbie, 1995).  

For this research, a select group of elected officials, education advocates, state 

employees, and legislative staff was surveyed regarding the barriers to achieving 

public school finance reform in an attempt to better understand the issue from the 

perspectives of stakeholders. In order to investigate the research questions for this 

study, 45 interviews were planned to be conducted among elected officials, 
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educational advocates, and state employees. Each of the three groups was to be 

represented by 15 interviews. In actuality, 34 interviews were conducted with 6 

elected officials and 3 senior-level staff of such elected officials, 10 educational 

advocates, and 15 state employees. Fewer interviews were conducted for three 

significant reasons:  

1. Several weeks into this research, I was required to undergo unplanned 

gallbladder surgery. The time required for the operation and recuperation 

conflicted with previously scheduled interviews. Due to the difficulty of 

scheduling during the March primary election season, these interviews 

could not be rescheduled.  

2. Notwithstanding the first reason, after conducting 34 interviews, sufficient 

redundancy appeared in the data that I could reasonably conclude that 

additional interviews would not produce significantly different results in 

the data.  

3. Finally, with the official announcement of a special legislative session to 

resolve school finance issues, the interview participants became noticeably 

less candid with their responses. Indeed, their hesitancy to respond in a 

forthcoming fashion rendered the data insignificant to this research. 

Given the political nature of the topic and the interviewees, the interview 

process for this research can be described as elite interviewing (Berry, 2002). Elites 

can be defined as those with close proximity to policymaking or power. This category 

of individuals would include elected representatives, senior state employees, and 
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executive officers of organizations, who comprised the sample population of this 

research (Lilleker, 2003).  

In elite interviewing, the flexibility of open-ended questions allows the 

researcher to focus on the issue at hand and to probe at answers when necessary. 

Open-ended questions also provide a greater opportunity for interviewees to articulate 

and organize their responses within their own frameworks (Alberbach & Rockman, 

2002). Similarly, since only a base list of open-ended questions are used, the 

researcher is given the flexibility to ask additional questions if and when it is 

necessary and on the topic they deem worthy of additional research (Berry, 2002). It 

should be noted that with elite interviewing, coding is not done until after all of the 

interviews are completed and data collection is concluded.  

Moreover, researchers have three basic goals when conducting elite 

interviews: (a) gathering data from a sample of officials in order to make 

generalizeable assertions about all such officials’ decisions or characteristics, (b) 

discerning a particular portion of data or obtaining a particular document, and (c) 

guiding or updating work that uses other sources of data (Goldstein, 2002). Keeping 

in mind these research goals, participants for the research were selected with great 

care and vision for the final product.  

 

Research Participants 

The data for this research were obtained from 34 in-depth interviews. Six of 

the interviewees were elected officials of the Texas House of Representatives and the 

Texas Senate; 3 were senior-level staff for such officials; 10 advocated for public 
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education professionally; and 15 worked for state agencies that are directly involved 

with public education policy and providing information to the Texas legislature (see 

Table 3.1). Because the research questions targeted individual perspectives, 

experiences, and opinions as well as politically sensitive questions, all participants 

were granted anonymity during the interviews. Granting confidentiality to 

interviewees allowed them to express perspectives they might not otherwise have had 

the professional or personal freedom to reveal in a censored environment.  

 

Table 3.1 

Research Participants 

Cohort Number of participants 

Elected officials  6 

Senior-level staff  3 

Educational advocates 10 

State agency employees 15 

 

Although some interviewees offered to reveal their identity for the project, for 

the integrity of this research, all or none of the identities needed to be revealed in 

order to ensure uniformity. Furthermore, as is the case in dealing with a topic of a 

political nature, many of the interviewees were worried about the potential political 

consequences from their responses. Many interviewees showed initial hesitance to 

respond to some questions and were only comfortable answering these questions 

when they were certain their identities would be concealed.  
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 As interviews were scheduled, it became apparent that interviews with top 

government officials and legislators in key leadership roles were going to be difficult, 

if not impossible, to schedule. Although the current election cycle and upcoming 

special session were certainly barriers to scheduling interviews, to be quite honest, 

many of these individuals rarely sit down for interviews, much less doctoral research. 

Goldstein (2002, p. 669) noted that interviewing elites is indeed difficult, with 

“getting in the door” being the most difficult task. That being said, the research 

focused on the next best alternative: senior-level legislative staff to top government 

officials and legislators in key leadership roles.  

 Senior-level staff are integral to the legislative process. Often, these staff 

members are the gatekeepers to elected officials and act as filters for their bosses. 

Senior-level staff also are tasked with becoming experts on a variety of issues and 

often serve as a source of invaluable information for elected officials. Further, senior-

level staff generally hold institutional memory of the legislature and past legislative 

policies.  

With respect to public school finance reform, several senior-level legislative 

staff members are not only integral to the legislative process, but also quite 

knowledge on the topic of public school finance reform as well as the legislative 

process. Because these individuals often speak on behalf of their bosses, it was only 

natural that they take part as participants in this research. That being said, 3 senior-

level staff members were interviewed as a part of this research.  
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Sample Identification Process 

The interviewees were selected through a combination of convenience and 

judgment sampling (Kinnear & Taylor, 1995). Convenience samples are selected on 

the basis of convenience for the researcher. Judgment samples are usually selected on 

the basis of what a researcher thinks the particular sampling elements will contribute 

to the research. Given the impending election cycle and scheduling issues often 

associated with elected officials and top-level advocates and state employees, it was 

appropriate to select possible research participants who were not only available and 

willing to participate in the research, but also representative of their respective 

cohorts. Elected officials were selected for the research given their involvement or 

expertise with public education reform and their political party identification. Efforts 

were made to choose elected officials representative of the Republican and 

Democratic parities, various levels of service in the Texas House of Representatives 

and Texas Senate, and varying levels of involvement in public school finance reform.  

Education advocates were selected based on the researcher’s personal 

knowledge of the most active and significant participants in public school finance 

reform. Efforts were made to include advocates representative of labor (teachers) and 

management (administrators) as well as parents and school districts. Efforts also were 

made to include advocates with varying levels of experience advocating for public 

education. Similarly, state agency employees were selected for research based on 

their level of involvement with public education and school finance reform as well as 

their involvement with the Texas legislature. Agency employees were selected based 

on their experiences and interactions with the legislature, decision-making authority 
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and responsibility within their agency, and their expertise on school reform issues. 

More often than not, these agency employees were top-level administrators within 

their agencies.  

As researchers have noted, securing interviews is the key component of 

interviewing, especially when conducting elite interviews (Goldstein, 2002). Because 

of the political nature of this research, most interviews were secured using my 

professional network and personal relationships. Phone conversations and e-mails 

were used both to solicit and secure interviews. It is highly unlikely that I would have 

secured some of the interviews I was able to secure with elected officials and top-

level state agency employees and educational advocates had it not been for my 

personal relationships and professional connections. On the other hand, some 

interviews were secured by contacting unfamiliar individuals and simply requesting 

time from their scheduler. This method of obtaining interviews was much more time 

consuming and difficult.  

Interviews were held in person in face-to-face interviews; several were 

conducted over the telephone. Efforts were made to minimize the number of 

interviews conducted over the telephone; however, unpredictable scheduling on 

behalf of the interviewees made some telephone interviewing inevitable. Although all 

interviews were secured under the negotiation of a 45-minute time block, which is 

exceptionally generous for elected officials and top-level state agency employees and 

educational advocates, many interviewees drove the interviews to last more than an 

hour with a desire to provide as much information as possible.  
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Interview Protocol 

 Based on the four aforementioned research questions, a base sheet of open-

ended questions was organized into an interview protocol (see the appendix). Each of 

the 25 questions on the interview protocol was linked to a specific research question 

(see Tables 3.2 and 3.3).  

To pilot the interview protocol, a draft was shared with a cohort of current and 

former legislative staff of the Texas legislature in order to get their opinions and 

feedback. A significant amount of feedback was received with insight on word 

choice, length of the protocol, and phrasing of the questions. 

 Interviews began with questions related to biographical information (e.g., 

tenure with the organization, position responsibilities, and role in the legislative 

process). These questions were not a part of the base sheet of interview questions and 

were intended to “break the ice” with interviewees. The following series of questions 

was dependent upon the behavior and rhythm of the initial responses to the opening 

questions. Interviewees who were reserved were asked more biographical questions 

in order to develop a rapport and put them at ease, and interviewees who appeared 

ready to begin the rest of interview were asked questions from the interview protocol. 

The order of questions asked as well as the number of questions asked also depended 

upon the interviewee, the length of the interviewee’s responses, and the length of the 

interview. Usually, the more detailed the responses, the more questions were asked of 

the respondent.  
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Table 3.2 

Linking Research Questions and the Interview Protocol: Research Questions 1 and 2 

Research question Corresponding interview protocol question 

Research Question 1:   

What are key stakeholders’ 
perceptions about public 
school finance reform? 

7. In your opinion, what should be the role of the legislature with 
respect to education reform? With respect to school finance 
reform? 

8. What are your perceptions about school finance policy reform? 

9. Why do you think recent attempts at public school finance reform 
have been unsuccessful? 

15. What groups have been influential in the process to achieve 
public school finance reform? Why?16. Who are the "major 
players" in public school finance reform efforts? How did they 
attain this status? 

20. Traditionally, Republicans have argued that wealthier taxpayers 
and school districts are treated unfairly under the current public 
school finance system? Would you agree/disagree? Why? 

21. Traditionally, Democrats have argued that poor school districts do 
not receive proper resources from the state of Texas and are 
therefore unable to compete with their wealthier counterparts. 
Would you agree/disagree? Why? 

22. Overall, how do you feel about the public school system? Does 
the public finance system need to be reformed? 

Research Question 2:   

What issues or activities are 
identified as barriers to 
achieving public school 
finance reform? 

10. What are the impediments to achieving school finance reform? 

11. Does the national education policy agenda impact public school 
finance reform efforts in Texas? If so, in what way(s)? 

12. Has the current administration in Washington, DC, influenced 
public education policy in Texas? If so, in what ways (s)? 

13. What can be done so that public school finance reform can be 
achieved in the Texas legislature? 

14. What other ways, besides the Texas legislative process, can 
school finance reform be achieved? 
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Table 3.3 

Linking Research Questions and the Interview Protocol: Research Questions 3 and 4 

Research question Corresponding interview protocol question 

Research Question 3:  

What are the policy and political 
implications of barriers to public 
school finance policy reform? 

17. What are the policy implications when the Texas legislature 
fails to address public school finance reform? 

18. For whom does this failure have political implications? 

19. How do these implications directly impact you? 

Research Question 4:  

How do the political and policy-
making experiences of individual 
members of the Texas legislature, 
educational advocacy groups, and 
state employees impact their 
perceptions of the possibilities for 
school finance reform? 

1. What is your role in the legislative process? 

2. How long have you served in this capacity? 

3. In what roles have you been involved with public education 
policy? 

4. For each role, how long have you served? 

5. In what capacity have you been involved in the effort to 
reform school finance policy?6. How long have you (were 
you) involved in this effort? 

23. Who do you rely on for information/knowledge about public 
education issues? 

24. Who influences your decisions regarding the financing of 
public education? 

25. How do other legislative issues impact your decisions, 
preferences, and/or priorities regarding public school finance 
policy? 

 

Unscripted probing questions were used to clarify responses or to inquire 

about a topic not directly questioned by the interview protocol (Berry, 2002). Probing 

questions also were used to question an interviewee’s detour down an unanticipated 

path (Berry, 2002). In both instances, probing questions proved to be worthwhile 

efforts as they produced intriguing answers and insightful comments.  
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Data Analysis 

A minimal amount of quantitative statistics was used to analyze the data. In 

order to detail characteristics of the research participants, descriptive statistics were 

employed. Detailing and comparing characteristics of the interviewees would enrich 

the data analysis and give greater understanding to the reader in terms of how the 

backgrounds of stakeholders can influence their perceptions of barriers to public 

school finance reform.  

Calloway and Knapp (1995) posited that all grounded study research relies on 

a data coding procedure and that qualitative methods use coding to categorize data 

instead of to quantify data. Per the tenets of grounded theory research, the analysis of 

the data involved three coding techniques: (a) open, (b) axial, and (c) selective 

coding. Although there are several methods by which to employ the coding 

procedures, this research relied on the procedure suggested by Corbin and Strauss 

(1990).  

 

Open Coding 

Open coding is a component of the analysis process that involves identifying, 

naming, categorizing, and describing phenomena found in the text. In essence, open 

coding identifies concepts, categories, and properties within the data (Pandit, 1996). 

Throughout the process of data collection, and frequently in the analysis of the data, 

open coding was utilized. Once the interviews were transcribed, the interviews were 

read and reread to get a sense of what the research participants were communicating. 
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Often, each sentence was read with these questions in mind: “What is this about? 

What is this saying?”  

As is common in grounded theory, I consistently revisited the data to look for 

emergent concepts, patterns, and themes. Emergent themes consisted of recurrent 

topics of discussion, action, or both (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Similarly, I was also 

interested in identifying disparate themes. Once these concepts and themes emerged, I 

approached each one with careful consideration in terms of what it conveyed and 

whether or not it related to any of the other concepts and themes. Once several themes 

emerged from the transcripts, axial coding was the next step in development of 

theory. 

 

Axial Coding 

While open coding involves the identification of themes and concepts within 

the data, axial coding involves relating these themes and concepts to each other 

(Babchuk, 1997). Axial coding is the second step in the analysis of data in grounded 

theory. Corbin and Strauss (1990) described axial coding as a process in which 

researchers put “data back together in new ways by making connections between 

categories and subcategories” (p. 124). Thus, through axial coding main categories 

and subcategories are developed. 

Instead of randomly considering ideas and relationships, Corbin and Strauss 

(1990) suggested a framework, the paradigm model (see Figure 3.1), by which to 

consider possible ideas and relationships. The paradigm model consists of six 
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elements: (a) casual conditions, (b) phenomenon, (c) context, (d) intervening 

conditions, (e) action–interaction strategies, and (f) consequences.  

 

The Paradigm Model 

Casual Conditions 

 

 

Phenomenon 

 

 

Context 

 

 

Intervening Conditions 

 

 

Action/Interaction Strategies 

 

 

Consequences 

Figure 3.1. The paradigm model. 
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With respect to the elements of the model, the general idea or event is defined 

as the phenomenon element, with casual conditions being the events that lead to the 

development of the phenomenon. Other categories are then related back to this 

phenomenon as dictated by the model. The context and intervening conditions 

elements represent the setting by which the phenomenon is situated. The action–

interaction strategies element references the responses and actions that occur as a 

result of the phenomenon, and the outcomes of these responses and actions are 

reflected in the consequences element.  

The paradigm model is intended to systematically guide researchers as they 

look for linkages and validation in the data (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). This model was 

used in the analysis of the research data. Concepts and themes generated during open 

coding were systematically challenged through the paradigm model. As is suggested 

by grounded theorists, data analysis involved a continuous cycle of open and axial 

coding. 

 

Selective Coding 

Selective coding is the final step in the formalized coding process for 

grounded theory research. Selective coding is the process of choosing one category to 

be the core category and relating all other categories to that category (Pandit, 1996). 

In essence, selective coding involves integrating categories that were developed in 

open and axial coding into a single category. Corbin and Strauss (1990) noted, “The 

core category must be the sun, standing in orderly systematic relationships to its 

planets” (p. 124). 
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 Once a single, or core, category is chosen, a storyline is either generated or 

made explicit. In this sense, a story is “a descriptive narrative about the central 

phenomenon of study,” with the storyline serving as the conceptualization of the story 

(Pandit, 1996, p. 8). Through analysis, the storyline emerges as the core category.  

 

The Researcher’s Background 

Three diverse opportunities—(a) working for the Texas legislature, (b) 

working for the Texas Education Agency, and (c) studying as a doctoral student—

have impacted greatly my perspectives about the formation of public policy in Texas. 

Specifically, these experiences have contributed to my perspectives about achieving 

public school finance reform through the legislative process in Texas. This 

dissertation is a direct result of my experiences, and the culmination of ideas that 

these experiences have fostered. To be completely honest, my involvement with 

public education issues initialized under random circumstances and was by no means 

a conscious choice made on my behalf—initially at least.  

In the summer of 1999 my then-boss was in need of someone to cover public 

education issues, and as luck would have it, I happened to be the newest member of 

the office legislative staff, not to mention I was also an eager and ambitious soon-to-

be college graduate ready to make her way into the world of steady employment and 

monthly paychecks. Thus, I believe I drew what is commonly referred to as the “short 

straw” and was tasked to cover public education issues for the office. Apparently, this 

was the issue that no one else in the office cared to work on or wanted to handle.  
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Under this role, I served as the liaison between the office and the House 

Committee on Public Education and was charged with following all public education 

policies as they made their way through the legislative process. Although this may not 

sound like a particularly difficult assignment, after a few weeks I discovered that the 

job also involved attending marathon public hearings that began in the early afternoon 

and often lasted until well past midnight, grasping many complex issues such as the 

public school finance system, and working with a seemingly endless line of people 

who advocated on behalf of public education and who never seemed to run short on 

information, opinions, or requests of me. Needless to say, the first few months on the 

job wore me out mentally and physically and left me cursing public education and 

everything it entailed.  

After overcoming the steep learning curve, however, my attitude and 

perception of public education changed dramatically. Once I began to understand the 

complexities of the issues and the perceptions of the interested parties, I began to 

develop a strong appreciation for and sincere interest in the issues. Before I knew it, I 

developed a strong affinity for the public education community that left me wanting 

to join their ranks in the hopes of making a difference in the lives of the future of our 

country. My experience was so compelling that I eventually pursued a Master of 

Public Administration at Texas State University to better understand public policy 

and subsequently a Ph.D. in Educational Administration at The University of Texas at 

Austin to learn more about public education policies and ways in which to effectively 

and efficiently advocate, manage, and evaluate educational reforms.  
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All told, I spent 5 years working in various capacities for the Texas 

legislature. These experiences afforded me with opportunities to work on a plethora 

of public policy issues but primarily issues related to public education. From 

legislators, educational advocates, educational administrators, students, and parents, 

to advocates for diverse groups of businesses and industries, I worked on attempts to 

craft public policy that would improve the public education system in Texas. Further, 

these experiences gave me invaluable access, exposure, and insight into legislative 

and political processes that accompany the creation of public policy. This insight 

allowed me to develop a unique perspective about educational reform from the 

perspective of a legislative staff member. These experiences proved fascinating, 

disappointing, and at times even troubling, but nevertheless spurred my intellectual 

curiosity in the subject of education policy reform through the legislative process in 

Texas.  

Following my brief yet informative tenure with the Texas legislature, I began 

a new job working for the TEA as a liaison between the agency and the legislature. 

Above all, this job has provided me with a state agency’s perspective on educational 

reform. Working for the agency that implements and executes educational reform 

crafted by the Texas legislature has given me a unique perspective on educational 

policy and the legislative process—a perspective that is vastly different from the 

perspective of an individual working to enact policy in the Texas legislature. 

Additionally, as a doctoral student at The University of Texas at Austin, I 

have been exposed to other perspectives—those of public school teachers and 

administrators and of students studying the dynamics of, and possibilities for, public 
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school reform. In sharing education policy classes with current and former public 

school educators, I have garnered a deeper understanding of my fellow classmates’ 

perspectives regarding both public school policy and how public school reform 

occurs within the Texas legislature. Education policy students appear to hold 

dramatically different perspectives on the public policy process from those of 

professionals at TEA and the policymakers and staff at the Texas legislature.  

My educational policy classmates generally hold negative views about the 

public policy process, including doubts as to whether reform actually can occur. 

Ironically, this is in direct contrast to what we have been taught in our courses at The 

University of Texas as prospective advocates for school reform: that public school 

reform is possible if you speak up, speak out, and engage yourself in the process. 

Although this theoretically may align with the principles of the democratic process, 

this theory does not always hold true in the light of political reality.  

It is no surprise that the aforementioned groups hold different perspectives 

about educational reform, because their perspectives are built upon different 

experiences. My own experiences have led to me question if these individuals realize 

why they have different perspectives on the same issue. When these groups gather to 

consider school finance policy reform, will they talk to each other or talk past each 

other? Will their divergent perspectives prevent them from engaging in meaningful 

discussion or understanding of relevant issues? Will the varying perspectives of these 

groups foster or hinder the achievement of school finance policy reform? While I 

have some preconceived notions of the answers to the questions, I feel it is important 

to get these answers from the groups themselves.  
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I would be remiss if I did not reiterate that my classmates have been a 

significant impetus for the nature of this research. While my classmates have 

enlightened me with their experiences in and out of the classroom and central offices 

of school district administrations, many of their perceptions about the legislative 

process and politics in general have saddened and disappointed me. Although many 

of my classmates are not alone in the world with their sense of apathy towards voting 

and engaging in legislative advocacy, it is ironic that some students studying towards 

a Ph.D. in Educational Administration, specifically educational politics and planning, 

have no inclination to learn more about the legislative process or to participate in 

legislative advocacy. How can we have great expectations for the future public 

education in Texas, and in the country, if the very people who are educated and 

experienced in this area are unwilling to share their talents and insight in the creation 

of public education policy? How can we expect public school finance reform to occur 

if many of those who publicly demand reform are unwilling to come to the bargaining 

table? 

To be clear, I do not profess to be an all-knowing expert on the legislative 

process, reform, or public education policy. I am, in fact, far from that. I do, however, 

have insight into the legislative process and have been a participant in the process for 

more than 7 years. I also have access to those who are the experts in these fields and 

who are frequently called upon to share their insight. In choosing a specific 

population to research, elected officials, educational advocates, legislative staff, and 

state agency employees, I am attempting to help educate my classmates by the 

experiences and insight of those who regularly participate in the legislative process 
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and not by my own experiences or biases regarding politics, educational reform, or 

the legislative process.  

The classmates I refer to are educated, talented, and outgoing individuals, 

who, for one reason or another, are not engaged in or interested in the legislative 

process. I believe that with the right perspective or access to the legislative process, 

these individuals could prove to be active participants in the effort to reform school 

finance policy and other educational policies. I truly believe that my classmates are 

not currently involved in the process because of a lack of exposure to the process and 

a lack of education about the importance of the role in the process. I choose not to 

believe that these individuals do not participate in this process simply by choice. It is 

my hope that I will share this insight with my classmates, the intended audience of 

this research, and give them exposure to the legislative process as it exist for those to 

participate in it.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to detail the methodology employed to gather 

and analyze the data for this research. A discussion of grounded theory, interviewing, 

the research participants in the study, an overview of the sample identification 

process, information on the interview protocol, and a discussion of quantitative 

statistics help convey a better picture of the methodology of this study. Chapter 4 

presents the results of the data analysis.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the analysis of the results from the data collected in this 

research. Specifically, descriptive statistics were used to profile and compare the 

research participants. Based on grounded theory coding techniques, this chapter 

provides the results of qualitative analyses of the research participants’ responses. 

This chapter also reveals the themes that emerged from the data.  

 

Research Purpose 

The purpose of this research was to assess the factors that prevent or enable 

the achievement of school finance reform in Texas and to develop a comprehensive 

picture of the political landscape that governs the prospects for education reform in 

Texas. In order to gather factual and comprehensive data about the legislative process 

and school finance reform efforts in Texas, individuals directly involved in the 

policy-making process were interviewed for this research. If we do not communicate 

with those directly involved in the legislative process regarding how the process 

functions and why public school finance reform has constantly failed in the Texas 

legislature, we are left to believe that the legislative process and reform efforts are as 

government, policy textbooks, and the media describe them to be, regardless of the 

level of actual complexity. Therefore, through the experiences and perspectives of 

elected officials, educational advocates, state employees, and legislative staff, the 

intent of this research was to provide additional empirical information on the barriers 
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to achieving school reform in Texas, specifically in the Texas legislature, as told by 

the individuals who have the most direct experience with these efforts. 

 

Research Participants: Quantitative Data 

To understand the results of this research, it is imperative to have a basic 

knowledge of the research participants. Although the identities of the research 

participants must remain confidential, it is important to acknowledge the background 

of each participant as well as the participants’ demographic information. Further, a 

comparison of the background and demographic information of the participants is a 

useful part of the analysis.  

Thirty-four individuals were interviewed as a part of this research. Six of 

these individuals are elected officials, 15 are state agency employees, 10 are 

educational advocates, and 3 serve as key legislative staff to legislators. Due to the 

political nature of this research, I ensured each of these individuals that their identities 

would remain confidential in order to encourage them to provide the maximum 

amount of information. Granting anonymity to the research participants gave them the 

freedom to express their feelings without fear of personal, political, or professional 

consequences. As a result, each of the research participants was assigned a character 

and numerical identity in order for his or her identity to remain confidential. 

Educational advocates were assigned the values E1–E10, elected officials were 

assigned the values O1–O6, state agency employees were assigned the values A1–

A15, and legislative staff were assigned the values of S1–S3. The following sections 

provide demographic and background information for the four groups of research 
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participants: (a) elected officials, (b) educational advocates, (c) state employees, and 

(d) legislative staff. 

 

Elected Officials 

Although I extended invitations to interview many legislators, only 6 were 

able to participate in this research. Due to the upcoming November 2006 elections, a 

recently called special legislative session (to begin April 17) and the removal of my 

gallbladder during the research process, scheduling conflicts were difficult to 

overcome. Nevertheless, the data produced by the interviewed elected officials are 

significant. 

Table 4.1 reflects the demographics of the elected officials who participated in 

this research. Of note is the fact that all participants are male and between the ages of 

30 and 59. Four of the elected officials are White, and 2 are Hispanic. In terms of 

their full-time occupations, 3 of the participants are attorneys, 1 is a farmer, 1 is a 

software developer, and 1 is a full-time student. The demographics of the elected 

official participants in this research are generally representative of that of eligible 

elected officials for this research—members of the Texas House of Representatives 

and the Texas Senate.  
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Table 4.1 

Research Participants: Demographics of Elected Officials 

Participant Age range Ethnicity Gender 

O1 30s White Male 

O2 40s Hispanic Male 

O3 50s White Male 

O4 40s White Male 

O5 30s White Male 

O6 30s Hispanic Male 

 

The political backgrounds of elected officials are also important to this 

research and are reflected in Table 4.2. Two of the 6 elected officials served prior to 

2003 (the 79th Texas Legislative Session), the year that Republicans assumed control 

of both chambers of the legislature. One of the elected officials has public education 

experience from previously serving as a classroom teacher, and 2 of the elected 

officials have legislative experience from previously serving as legislative staff to 

members of the Texas legislature. Only 1 of the legislators currently serves on a 

legislative committee that is charged with studying public education issues.  
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Table 4.2 

Research Participants: Backgrounds of Elected Officials 

Participant 
Party 

affiliation 
Legislative 
chamber 

Years in 
legislature 

Served 
prior to 
2003? 

Public 
education 

experience? 

Legislative 
staff 

experience? 

O1 R House   1–9 No No No 

O2 D House   1–9 No Yes No 

O3 D Senate 31–40 Yes No No 

O4 D House 10–19 Yes No Yes 

O5 D House   1–9 No No No 

O6 D House   1–9 No No Yes 

 

State Agency Employees 

 Although many state agency employees were eligible for this research, only 

15 were selected, based on their current role in the legislative process and their 

participation in the efforts in the process to achieve public school finance reform. 

Moreover, only high-ranking agency employees were selected for this research. Table 

4.3 reflects the demographics of the state agency employees who participated in this 

research. 

Of the 15 state agency participants, 2 are between the ages of 20 and 29. Six 

are between the ages of 30 and 39. Five are between the ages of 40 and 49. Two are 

between the ages of 50 and 59. Four of the participants are Hispanic, 10 are White, 

and 1 is African American. Nine of the participants are female, and 6 are male.  
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Table 4.3 

Research Participants: Demographics of State Agency Employees 

Participant Age range Ethnicity Gender 

A1 20s Hispanic Male 

A2 30s Hispanic Male 

A3 40s White Female 

A4 30s White Male 

A5 50s Hispanic Male 

A6 50s White Female 

A7 30s White Male 

A8 40s White Male 

A9 30s White Female 

A10 20s White Female 

A11 40s White Female 

A12 40s White Female 

A13 30s African American Female 

A14 30s White Female 

A15 40s Hispanic Female 

 

 The backgrounds of the state agency employees are also meaningful to this 

research. Table 4.4 reflects the backgrounds of state agency research participants. All 

of the participants in this research are employees of the Texas Education Agency. 

While several other agencies are involved in public education policy reform, as a 

whole employees at the Texas Education Agency provide more direct information to 

the Texas legislature and have more comprehensive education functions than any 
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other state agency. For this research only general information regarding the 

occupations held by the state agency employees was gathered, in order to protect their 

confidentiality, but the participants in this research are all high-ranking employees 

with responsibilities in the areas of governmental relations, budgetary issues, school 

district governance, charter schools, P–16 education, communications, legal issues, 

public school finance, textbooks, and the governance of the agency.  

 Two of the state agency research participants have served the agency for less 

than 1 year, 6 have served 1–5 years, 4 have served 6–10 years, 2 have served 10–15 

years, and 1 has served the agency for more than 15 years. Four of the research 

participants have experience as a classroom teacher or administrator, and 10 have 

previous legislative experience working with the Texas legislature. It is especially 

significant to note that 10 of the 15 state agency employees had previous professional 

experience with the Texas legislature. This experience provides tremendous insight 

into the legislative process. Also, given the importance of relationships in the 

legislative process, the relationships of those with legislative experience also greatly 

benefit the agency. Moreover, because of these relationships, agency staff with 

legislative experience are frequently called to serve as representatives of the agency 

in the legislative process at the legislature. 
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Table 4.4 

Research Participants: Background of State Agency Employees, Texas Education 
Agency 

Participant occupation Years at agency 
Public education 

experience? 
Legislative staff 

experience? 

A1 Special assistant 1–5 No Yes 

A2 Program manager >1 Yes Yes 

A3 Program specialist 15+ No No 

A4 Special assistant 1–5 No Yes 

A5 Executive 1–5 Yes No 

A6 Executive 1–5 Yes No 

A7 Executive 6–10 No Yes 

A8 Director 10–15 No Yes 

A9 Director 6–10 No Yes 

A10 Program manager >1 No Yes 

A11 Director 6–10 No No 

A12 Program specialist 10–15 No No 

A13 Executive 1–5 No Yes 

A14 Director 1–5 Yes Yes 

A15 Director 6–10 No Yes 

 

Educational Advocates 

Many educational advocates were eligible for this research, but only 10 were 

selected, based on their participation in the efforts to achieve public school finance 

reform and on their active role in the legislative process. Moreover, only high-ranking 

agency employees within an organization or firm were selected for this research. 
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Table 4.5 represents the demographic data for participants in this research who are 

educational advocates. Six of the participants serve as lobbyists, 2 serve as staff to 

educational service centers, 1 is currently serving a school district superintendent, and 

1 is an active school board member.  

 

Table 4.5 

Research Participants: Demographics of Educational Advocates 

Participant Age range Ethnicity Gender Occupation 

E1 30s Hispanic Male Lobbyist 

E2 40s Hispanic Male Lobbyist 

E3 50s White Male Attorney/ 
school board member 

E4 30s White Female Lobbyist 

E5 20s Hispanic Male Lobbyist 

E6 30s Hispanic Male Lobbyist 

E7 50s White Male Superintendent 

E8 50s White Male Lobbyist 

E9 50s Hispanic Female Education Service Center staff 

E10 60s Hispanic Male Education Service Center staff 

 

The backgrounds of the educational advocates are reflected in Table 4.6. Of 

the research participants, 2 advocate on behalf of school boards, 2 advocate for 

independent school districts, 2 advocate on behalf of educational service centers, and 

1 advocates for educators. Four advocate for a variety of clients such as textbook 

companies, educational software developers, and various coalitions of school districts 
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and educational organizations. In addition, 5 of the 10 participants have experience as 

classroom teachers or campus and school district administrators, and 2 of the research 

participants have previous experience working with the Texas Legislature. 

 

Table 4.6 

Research Participants: Background of Educational Advocates 

Participant Interest(s) advocated 
Years as 
advocate 

Public education 
experience? 

Legislative staff 
experience? 

E1 School boards 5–10 Yes No 

E2 Multiple 10–15 No No 

E3 School boards/school 
district 

10–15 Yes No 

E4 Multiple 6–10 No No 

E5 Multiple 1–5 No Yes 

E6 Educators 6–10 No Yes 

E7 School district 15+ Yes No 

E8 Multiple 6–10 No No 

E9 Education Service 
Center 

15+ Yes No 

E10 Education Service 
Center staff 

15+ Yes No 

 

Legislative Staff 

 Hundreds of legislative staff are employed by members of the Texas 

Legislature; however, only a few serve the members who compose the legislative 

leadership team. Like their bosses, these staff members are active in the efforts to 
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achieve school finance reform and are deeply entrenched in the legislative process. 

Given their central role in the education policy process, these types of legislative staff 

members were considered for this research. Due to the upcoming special legislative 

session to restructure public school finance and all of the preparatory work involved 

for such an undertaking, only 3 key legislative staff members were available for 

participation in this research. The demographic data for the 3 legislative staff research 

participants is represented in Table 4.7.  

 

Table 4.7 

Research Participants: Demographics of Educational Advocates  

Participant Age range Ethnicity Gender 

S1 20s White Female 

S2 40s Hispanic Male 

S3 40s White Male 

 

 It is also important to note the background of the research participants who 

serve as legislative staff to members of the Texas Legislature. All 3 of the research 

participants serve members of the Texas House of Representatives; none have had 

any experience working in public schools or for school districts (see Table 4.8).  
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Table 4.8 

Research Participants: Background of Legislative Staff 

Participant Employer Years of experience Public education experience? 

S1 Texas House of Representatives 1–5 No 

S2 Texas House of Representatives 15+ No 

S3 Texas House of Representatives 10–15 No 

 

Comparing Research Participants 

As the demographic and background data for each of the four groups of 

research participants is significant, so too is the comparison of data between the 

groups. Data representing the comprehensive demographic and background data on 

all research participants can be found in Table 4.9. Of the 34 research participants 

who actively participate in the legislative process and who are involved in efforts to 

reform school finance policy, 24 have previous classroom teaching or campus or 

school district administrative experience. One half, or 17, of the research participants 

have legislative experience in their professional backgrounds. Additionally12 of the 

participants are female and 22 are male. Of the 34 research participants, 20 are White, 

13 are Hispanic, and 1 is African American. Further, it is important to reiterate that all 

of these research participants hold various roles in the legislative process and in 

efforts to reform school finance policy: 15 are state agency employees, 6 are elected 

officials, 10 are educational advocates, and 3 are staff to members of the Texas 

legislature. Now that the demographics and backgrounds of the research participants 
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have been disclosed, the focus of the research turns to what their interviews revealed 

about obstacles to public school finance reform efforts and the legislative process. 

 

Table 4.9 

Comparing Demographic and Background data of Research Participants (N = 34) 

Public education 
experience? 

Legislative staff 
experience? 

Ethnic 
majority Gender Age Role 

Yes = 24 Yes = 17 White = 20 Female = 
12) 

20s = 
4 

Educational 
advocate = 10 

No = 10 No = 17 Hispanic = 13 Male = 
22) 

30s = 
12 

Legislative staff = 
3 

  African 
American = 1 

 40s = 
10 

Elected official = 6 

    50s = 
7 

State agency 
employee = 15 

    60s = 
1 

 

 

Research Participants: Qualitative Data 

 Although the demographic background characteristics of the research 

participants have been represented quantitatively, it is also imperative to understand 

them qualitatively. In other words, who are they? How did they get here? What do 

they do? Of special significance are the professional backgrounds of the research 

participants as well as their current roles in the legislative process and efforts to 

reform school finance policy. The following sections provide qualitative data on these 

topics, as told be the research participants.  
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Educational Advocates 

 The educational advocates who participated in this research come from both 

educational and noneducational backgrounds. The previous professional experiences 

of the research participants have prepared them for their current roles as educational 

advocates. For example, the research participants noted the following:  

I love students and I enjoyed working in the schools. Also, working in public 
education has helped me to become a better advocate. I can’t imagine how I 
would do that job without public education experience. For example, my 
experience as a lobbyist has truly helped me. I would say that 75% of my 
function as a lobbyist deals with school finance. I couldn’t do this job if I 
didn’t truly understand how schools are funded, including the funding at a 
district level. I don’t have to call my superintendents to see how they feel 
about an issue…I already know. Wayne Pierce is another example of someone 
like this. He has been a superintendent and he knows school finance inside 
and out. He doesn’t have to call around to see how superintendents feel and 
what they want—he already knows from experience. That is why people like 
using him as a witness—he is very experienced and knowledgeable. 

As a contract lobbyist, I did not have the traditional development path that 
others have, such as being a former state rep, former state senator, a person 
that worked at the Capitol, a person who worked in a committee as a 
committee clerk…It is a nontraditional approach, however, it was training as a 
governmental affairs executive. It was the Chamber of Commerce—a 
governmental affairs executive for the Chamber. Then I became a contract 
lobbyist. I was a nonattorney lobbyist at a law firm for 7 years. And 
approximately 5 years ago I started my own contract lobby firm. At the 
beginning of the business I used one city as a base because that is where my 
relationships began—most of my political relationships were from that area 
with reps and senators. However, in about 5 years we have developed a 
business with three practice areas: water resources, entertainment, and 
technology. That happened—and it sounds corny—through retreats and a lot 
of analysis of the industry. Technology clients all have educational products 
and arguably you can call it an education sector, but it is procurement in 
education. There is a whole lot of money in pencils, but there is a whole lot 
more in the purchasing of computers. We have technology clients with 
education interests.” 

I am former fifth-grade teacher; I taught for 1 year. That is my previous 
experience in the education field. After that, I was also a researcher for the 
Texas House of Representatives. As for me and my association, our role was 
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to provide input to the various proposals that were laid out in the House and 
Senate, and I specifically would work on specific provisions related to 
teachers and any other provision that I thought I could provide feedback on. 
My association was part of a coalition of other education management groups 
that were interested in the bigger picture in terms of the amount of money that 
was going to be spent on public schools. 

I worked in the public schools for 39 years…then retired. I worked in many 
positions, including the role of superintendent. After I retired, I came to work 
at the region service center and also worked as a lobbyist for an educational 
group in the Valley. I have spent the past 7 years in these various roles. All 
together, I have worked 46 years for public schools. 

 Many of the educational advocates who participated in this research used their 

previous professional experiences as a foundation for their current roles. Below, the 

research participants describe their current roles in the efforts to reform school 

finance policy and the legislative process. One advocate said, “For the past 5 years I 

have been the general counsel for an association that represents school boards. My 

personal areas of responsibility include personnel, vouchers, and ethics, among other 

issues.” Others said the following: 

I have served on the school board for 13 years. I have served in all 
positions…president, secretary, you name it. We actually rotate positions…it 
is not a big deal. If I were president of the school board it would only be 
because I said “yes” during a meeting. I taught for 7 years in the 1970s. I 
enjoyed it very much. 

It could also be experienced legislators that call me—usually they are not on 
one of the education committees. Or, let’s take another example, Rep. 
Oliveira. He knows the issues, he has been on, as in on, the education 
committee, but he doesn’t know how superintendents feel—that is why he 
calls me. I must explain to him how he feels. There are two things to consider 
here: education and experience. 

School boards generally get involved with public school finance reform by 
hiring lawyers for their school districts. We try not to get too involved too 
politically, because then we run into issues with using public dollars. We also 
do a lot of things on our own because…well, as you can imagine, we don’t see 
eye to eye on a lot of things. 
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State Agency Employees 

 Like the education advocate research participants, state agency employees 

also rely on their backgrounds in support of their current professions. Many of the 

state agency employees who participated in this research possess backgrounds rich in 

legislative, public education or advocacy experience. These experiences are important 

because they inform the state agency employees’ decision making regarding the 

legislative process. The experiences are also beneficial to the agency in that they 

provide for an experienced and knowledgeable staff that is familiar with the 

legislative and educational issues the agency faces. Below, the research participants 

describe their previous professional experiences and how they ended up working as a 

state agency employee:  

When I was an undergrad and I knew I was interested in education and my 
mentor was working in the Governor’s Office at the time so I would work 
with her as an unpaid intern for about 6 hours or so a week. I went away to 
law school and got involved again through my mentor. I actually spent my last 
semester of law school working in the Speaker’s Office and seeing everything 
up front. My first job was doing legislative legal work, and I just jumped right 
in there. I knew I didn’t want to practice law in the traditional sense, but I 
wanted to work in the educational field.  

I knew I wanted to be an advocate, but I didn’t know what venue. At the time, 
I wasn’t sure about public education. Public education law has really grown 
into a large practice that did not really exist as is appears today when I was 
right out of law school. I just knew that I wanted to be an advocate and 
figured I would a figure out a way to that. When I started working at the 
legislature I found that way. I also have a government degree and have always 
been involved in the political process. It was a natural fit. 

Well, I have worked in the Capitol on the House side, the Senate in a 
committee…from 1989 to 1995 in the House and from 2000 to 2002 in the 
Senate, between that time I worked in Governmental Relations at TEA and 
came back to TEA after the Senate and am now working for Texas A&M 
University. I had education experience: as a teacher, overseas for 2 years, then 
for 1 year in public schools in Georgia. I had never thought…I was in DC 
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before I went overseas, and I never thought I would come back to public 
education. 

Another responded, “I served 4 years as a legislative aide in the Texas House of 

Representatives.” Others said the following: 

I have served for 33 years. First-grade teacher, sixth-grade math teacher, 
assistant principal, principal of an elementary school, director of elementary 
education, assistant superintendent for support services, and my last position 
was superintendent of [a suburban ISD] for almost 10 years. 

In the last 2 years, my job was to find ways to pay for public schools, to make 
schools more efficient, to find different ways of lowering property taxes, and 
figure out a way to get two thirds of the Senate to agree on a proposal. In 
addition, [I] served as clerk for a school law firm that represents school 
districts in many capacities including teachers, harassment issues, student 
issues, policy issues, and budget issues. In that capacity [I was] involved on 
the private side. 

I started in the legislature from a young age. Like a lot of folks, I was a 
legislative aide for a representative before I was out of college. When I 
returned to Texas after graduate school, I worked on the staff of the House 
Appropriations Committee and then on the staff of the Legislative Budget 
Board. I have been with this agency for about 11 years; as a legislative liaison 
during the writing of Senate Bill 1, as a manager for executive staff, I was the 
head of the budget staff, I was the associate commissioner for governmental 
relations under Commissioner Nelson, I had a brief stint as the director of the 
Senate Education Committee during the 2003 session, then after a 
management shake-up, I returned to agency to serve in my current role. 

I started working as a state employee in 1985. That was for the Comptroller’s 
Office on tax items. In 1988 I got drafted to be the counsel to what was then 
called the Economic Analysis Center, I think they call that the research 
division of the Comptroller’s Office now. And they worked on school finance 
so I had to learn school finance…through the 1989 legislative session and 
some of the special sessions after that. In 1991, Bullock won the election to be 
the Lieutenant Governor and I went to work to in the Senate as part of his staff 
and school finance was part of that although I did not work on it that much; 
most of what I did then was higher education. The person who worked on 
school finance through 1981 left and I got it. And I did that through the 
interim through the 1993 session, really in the same role that you see Andrea 
Sheridan in today. And then in 1994 I got this job and since then have worked 
at TEA the way we deal with legislation which is kind of helping legislators 
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with technicalities. …How do you write this best, how does this work, how 
does this conflict with something else? 

Í learned about this process…through meetings I attended, through reading 
and checking Web sites, listening to meetings of the legislature, through 
newsletters, other communications, through professional organizations. I was 
so sheltered and naïve about the process, not knowing what is took from the 
original submission, the crafting of the bill, and of the processes that it needs 
to go through, to become law. …I didn’t know those things. I didn’t know 
where things happened or how they happened. And I what really like to see a 
visual of how these things happen. But yes, I was very limited in my 
knowledge before I came to my current job. 

When I went to those meetings I was dazed and amazed by what y’all were 
telling us. I had no idea of all the inside scoop. I had no idea how involved the 
agency was in terms of influencing and impacting legislation. Having these 
experiences has been enlightening. 

It wasn’t until I came to TEA and saw the process, the legislative process, that 
I really understood how much work goes in to all of this. The meetings, the 
hearings, the feedback, the work within a state agency…it is tremendous. 

 None of the state agency employees interviewed consciously chose public 

education policy as a focus of their career, but rather ended up working in the field 

coincidentally or by circumstance. Whereas many held a general interest in public 

education early in their careers, only a few pursued public education jobs working in 

schools and school district administration. In addition, agency employees with 

legislative backgrounds came to the agency after working for several years on general 

policy issues, long before they were assigned to educational issues.   

As previously noted, many of the research participants rely on previous 

experiences to help them perform their current responsibilities as state employees. 

Below, the research participants who serve as state agency employees describe their 

current roles in the legislative process:  
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My current role in the legislative process and the last legislative session in 
particular is to assist the Commissioner of Education and building 
relationships with key legislators who form education policy in the state of 
Texas. Since January 12th of 2004.  

A respondent said, “I suppose I facilitate answers to questions from the 

legislature. My job varies so much that it is hard to explain. Quite honestly, what I do 

is more relationship driven than policy driven.” 

Our formal role is to work with all of the people in the legislature, to be a 
resource, to provide data when they ask for it, and we have fabulous 
governmental relations division who assist us with that. It is simply to be a 
public servant and to provide them with the information they need. We also 
testify when asked, present information when asked, and provide expert 
opinions as well. 

In the legislative process I am largely our agency’s lead negotiator on budget 
and finance issues, typically with the Senate Finance Committee and the 
House Appropriations Committee. I do not spend, so far in my career, a large 
amount of time in the policy committees. 

Technically my role is supposed to be policy and management of the P–16 
Initiative. But because I spent time in and out of the capitol, by default, I 
always end up doing “other duties as assigned.” It is that expertise-that-you-
gain-but-don’t-really-realize-it that pulls you into work back at the capitol. 
Really, I have very much taken on a policy advisor role on issues that are 
related to my job…but many that are not! 

My relationships allow me to help the agency across the street on many issues. 
Help setting up meetings, gaining access…the typical GR assistance that a lot 
of people in this agency are able to provide. My experience at the capitol also 
helps me do my job better. When people call and make requests I find that 
they don’t really know what they are asking for or what they need. But 
because I have been around I am able to help them…to help them find their 
focus and get at what they need. Most people don’t know what they want or 
what they are asking for. Especially with sensitive information. Without a 
legislative background I think it be difficult to do my job. Because I know 
personalities and history, I am able to provide some institutional knowledge to 
issues. You have to know what has happened over the past 5 or 10 years. You 
also need to know what issues are important to certain members. Even if you 
personally do not have this experience, you need to know where to get it from, 
whom to talk to. You just have to be involved. 
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For the last 4 months, my role has been in the assessment division at a state 
agency, but prior to this, my role was with the Senate Education Committee as 
a policy analyst. In that position, there were issues that were designed 
specifically for me, budgetary issues for school districts, administrative issues 
concerning school districts, textbooks, and any other legislation that was 
related to cover. 

This is my 33rd year in public education. I have been fortunate of working as a 
teacher, supervisor, administrator, and what I believe to be entities that are 
related to school districts….a service center, university, and now the state 
department of education. To this day, I love to teach and to this day…for the 
past 4 years or so I have worked as an adjunct professor at A&M–Kingsville 
in administration courses. Right now I am a teaching an online class that is on 
the administration management of special programs. I have done classes on 
HR [human resources]…multicultural analysis and so…teaching is something 
I greatly enjoy. You learn when you teach through your preparations, 
readings, and research. I enjoy that connection. The relocation has meant that 
I can’t do things face to face, but distance learning has been an advantage for 
me to stay in touch with the humbling experience of teaching. It’s neat to have 
worked at all of these levels. My responsibilities now involve charter schools, 
waivers, and adult education, oversight of the region service centers. Also, I 
recently took over HR and agency infrastructure. Also driver school training, 
governance, 21st century learning, safe schools, and the list goes on. That is 
kind of the totality of my service areas. My background is really curriculum 
and instruction. 

As an employee of a state agency, especially working for the Commissioner 
of Education, you have to be especially careful to not reflect any opinions that 
would…could be construed ad lobbying. My position hasn’t been out there, I 
should say, but as far as formulating policy, I have assisted out governmental 
relations division with anything that they might need. This would include 
anything governmental relations might need for the commissioner or 
communications between the commissioner and legislators and their staffs. 

Before this I worked in governmental relations TCEQ for 2 years. Before that, 
I worked for a state representative for 8 years. I have worked on public 
education issues for the past 2 years. I knew no more than the average staffer 
who did not have public education as an assignment while working at the 
Capitol. But I guess that depends on what you would consider the “average 
staffer.” I knew enough to answer questions of our constituents. [In my 
current job] I will be asked to find an answer to a question, and I will have to 
find the answer to the question. 

I specifically participate in a ways that the public never sees. Appropriations 
bills get written not necessarily in hearings, they get written in small work 
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groups who are assigned the task of putting together the budget. Our agency is 
fortunate enough to always have a seat at that table. Some agencies are 
excluded from that process. On the Senate side, I am included in every closed-
door meeting among Senators discussing the budget. There are some 
exceptions, though; sometimes these meetings include only a few Senators. 
But any time there is a formal meeting, I am at that table, I hear their 
deliberations, I comment on impacts budgetary changes have on the agency. 
The closest I am to process happens in small work-group meetings where 
people are doing the real work…and I think that is as close as I want to be. 

The role of state agency employees at the TEA is instrumental in the legislative 

process, especially when the issue is educational reform. Publicly, the role of the TEA 

with the respect to the legislature is to provide educational data and information that 

informs legislators as they craft public education policy. Theoretically, the agency is 

charged with carrying out its duties pursuant to the Texas Constitution and the Texas 

Education Code, presumably in a nonpartisan manner. In reality, however, there is a 

misunderstanding regarding the political function of the agency. Because the 

Commissioner of Education, the top official of the Texas Education Agency, is 

appointed by the governor of Texas, many presume that the Commissioner of 

Education and the appointing governor share not only a common political orientation, 

but also a common policy agenda. While the former may be true, the latter is less 

likely to be true.   

The staff of the TEA work to assist the legislature in any manner it instructs; 

however, this process is made more difficult by the fact that many in the legislature 

perceive that the TEA works for the governor or his political agenda, instead of for 

the good of the legislature. The state agency employees interviewed for this research 

expressed sensitivity to this issue, and almost all acknowledged that the Texas 

Constitution prohibits them from lobbying the members of the legislature and allows 
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them only to inform members of the legislature regarding issues before the legislature 

on a presumably neutral basis. To be certain, the TEA is frequently called upon to 

explain and advocate for the educational interests of the students in Texas’ public 

schools, and that remains the agency’s principal concern, the politics of the legislature 

notwithstanding.  

 

Elected Officials 

 The elected official participants, like state agency employees and educational 

advocates research participants, also have varying professional experiences in their 

backgrounds. Like many of the other participants, however, some elected officials 

have previous educational or legislative experience and interactions with those in the 

legislative process on which to base their legislative decisions regarding public school 

finance policy. The elected officials who participated in this research describe these 

experiences below:  

With the exception of 1 year, I grew up in public schools. I was a student, 
college student, and law student who experienced public schooling. Between 
college and law school I spent some time working for city government, and 
really enjoyed that job. I came back from law school and ran for office 2 years 
later. I was elected to office at 28. 

I used to be a staff member of Paul Colbert. When I was in high school I 
worked part time for a local suburban newspaper and part of my job involved 
covering school board members. So early on I formed my opinions of school 
board members. My parents also battled the school district over various 
things, but I was grounded by working at the Capitol by working for a man 
who today knows more about school finance policy than I do. 

I have learned more by talking to people like Joe Wisnoski. If I have ever had 
a problem I talk to someone like Joe who understands, and I ask them to speak 
slowly. And Joe has always been gracious with his time. I talk to the people 
who know about the issues…sometimes it is my local people. 
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Legislative Staff 

 Because most legislative staff are generally young college graduates in their 

20s and 30s, they are less likely to have previous legislative and or educational 

experience on which to base their professional decisions and to perform their duties. 

Key legislative staff, however, are typically the most experienced legislative staff at 

the Texas Capitol and are often tasked with handling many complex and high-level 

responsibilities. As one legislative staff member described,  

I think my job encompasses three main functions. The first and foremost job I 
have is advancing my boss’ legislative agenda. Generally, he comes up with 
ideas for his agendas through his own research and it is my job to further 
gather and research additional information and to do all the work on this end. I 
talk to people and get their opinions and I use my network of friends at the 
Capitol to see what they think about the idea. Then there is generally some 
consensus building that goes on. I work on educating people about the 
legislation and answer questions people might have about the bill. Sometimes 
I will interact with members and help them to get a better understanding of the 
bill. I also interact with interest groups and lobbyists to help get them on 
board.  

My second focus is fielding questions. Since we haven’t had a 
committee clerk in a while, I have been responsible for doing committee clerk. 
So I get a lot of questions about bills and hearings and what is going to be 
heard, what isn’t, and why not. I also have to answer how my boss feels about 
other bills…there are a lot of questions.  

I think my third focus of my job is monitoring the education world to 
see what is happening out there. I monitor TEA and what the agency does. I 
do that through contacts like you. I also monitor what happens in schools and 
in the media. I read the legislative clips, the Quorum Report, 
Texasisd.com…you name it, and I read it all. 

 The information obtained in interviews revealed that the majority of 

participants in this research have a solid foundation in public education policy and the 

legislative process, thanks, in part, to their professional experiences. The data also 

suggested that the four groups—(a) educational advocates, (b) elected officials, (c) 

state agency employees, and (d) legislative staff—work on the same issues but have 
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differing roles. Having reviewed the background and demographic data of the 

research participants, the contents of the interviews are now presented. Accordingly, 

the next section addresses the theoretical themes that emerged from the data.  

 

Emergent Themes 

 After the interviews were transcribed and the coding procedures commenced, 

one general theme emerged from the data: perspective. From the perspectives of the 

research participants, the presence, or lack, of perspective tends to govern both the 

dynamics of the legislative process and the efforts to reform school finance policy 

through that process. Those who have a comprehensive perspective on the factors 

impacting the legislative process school finance policy reform efforts have a better 

understanding of how to achieve such reform than those with a limited perspective. 

Notably, many of the research participants are directly responsible for increasing the 

level of understanding that they, their colleagues, their constituents, and in some 

cases their clients are expected to have.  

An elected official stated, “The legislative process is about preventing change. 

It is about roadblocks, that is what it is really about…and understanding those 

roadblocks…that is what it is really about.” A legislative staff member said, “I will 

interact with members and help them to get a better understanding of the bill.”  

Similarly, other respondents stated the following: 

I think it also comes down to a fundamental lack of understanding that the 
public has—because public school finance is such a complex issue. And 
because it is never cut and dried, it is never black or white. There is always so 
much gray area that it is hard for the general public, especially the voting 

 
86 



 

public, to understand the complexities and everything that it entails. (stated by 
a state agency employee) 

I think as the time that you are here…there is a curve. There is a curve where 
you have more people coming to you as time goes by because they know 
where you do and don’t stand, and they know if you have an open-door 
policy—if they really understand that you will really call them back and listen 
to what they have to say…I think that increases, at some point in time the 
curve may start going down again as you make transitions in your career or 
because of time constraints and it is hard to juggle those. Yes, it has increased 
quite a bit. In your first term you know about the legislative process but you 
don’t understand what it means. You know there is a public education 
committee and a calendars committee and that there is a vote on the House 
floor and that there is a process in the Senate, and if it comes out different, 
you start all over again. Not really…but to some degree you do. And then 
what? The governor says no. (stated by an elected official)  

I think people really don’t understand policy recommendations. Most people 
think legislators wake up one morning and have some great idea that they act 
on, and that is how they come up with their legislative agenda. While I am 
sure that happens once in a while, in my boss’ case…it does not happen that 
way. Most policy recommendations arise when legislators read reports, 
newsletters, articles, attend conferences, or when constituencies bring them 
ideas that they like. When legislators find out what is going on in other states 
or communities they get very interested and want to make things happen in 
their community or state. I guess what I am saying is that most 
recommendations stem from research…lots of research. (stated by legislative 
staff) 

An educational advocate said, “To me there is not too much advocating for 

public education and understanding the legislative process, and what makes for 

effective advocacy in that context.” An elected official stated, “Public education 

issues are different. Most people don’t understand the public school finance reform is 

actually a tax issue and not a school reform issue.” Another elected official stated, 

“There is a problem here…legislator’s definition of reform is not the same as a 

superintendent, school board member, or parent’s definition of reform.”  

It [school finance reform] is probably a lot more complicated now than back 
then. Then of course the pure political dynamics were a lot simpler back then; 
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we had partisanship and it was much more simple. It was just…we are such a 
diverse state and wealth, well, there is greatly disparity between rich and poor 
districts. The state has just gotten larger and more complicated. The 
politics…well, they have changed. The state had more money then. We ran 
surpluses back then. One thing that compounds everything is that there are 
more demands on the educational system then the state revenue system can 
meet. I can point to higher education: We aren’t paying the freight there. 
(stated by an elected official)  

It does not serve your interests to express that you do not understand 
something. I would simply educate myself privately. Or, amongst a confidante 
I would tell that that I do not understand something. To express publicly…I 
could see myself saying it in a very revealing moment, but if I am conscious 
and alert I will not do that…it does not serve my interests. (stated by an 
elected official) 

Can you imagine me having to explain these issues to a new aide or a new 
legislator? I can talk to you about this because you know the issues but 
imagine someone who doesn’t? Imagine the legislator who only gets involved 
once the bill hits the floor and then expects to be educated. It is a big task to 
educate Capitol people on this issue; that is why school districts are willing to 
pay advocates to do it. (stated by an elected official) 

It is kind of like, “Why did you let your child have ice cream?” “Well, it is 
because Suzy wouldn’t stop crying.” “Well, didn’t you know it was unhealthy 
for her?” “Well, yes, but my husband gave her ice cream the other day and if I 
don’t then I am the bad parent.” There is just a whole lot of decisions that go 
into it [making legislative decisions]. When you get up in the morning and 
have all of these different things to do, and something throws you off for the 
rest of the day or even a few hours, then they understand that. It is hard to 
make the decisions and analyze everything. When you explain it [why you 
make a certain legislative decision] to them, they [the public] understand it 
very quickly. (stated by an elected official) 

It is a very difficult system and it is hard for members to comprehend. But 
especially in the House I am not sure you would change much, because they 
are still going to look at their district printouts. There is one thing I think we 
miss in looking at school finance, and I think of this often because I worked 
on higher education for a long time. This is really in a lot of ways a cleaner 
and simpler system than how higher education gets funded. We have formulas 
that apply to everybody, yet even though they may not apply to all schools, we 
still run the formulas against them. In higher education you have a much more 
complicated system, an opaque system where you have line items targeted for 
one campus, and I kind of like the clarity that the system provides. It is really 
complicated and it could be simplified a lot, but with a thousand school 
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districts that are anything from 40 kids, which I think is the smallest, to 
Houston ISD [Independent School District], which is easily a Fortune 500 
company in terms of size, and you are not going to have something that goes 
across the page. (stated by a state agency employee) 

It is important to note that the theme of perspective applies to each of the four 

groups of research participants. Moreover, throughout this research, the concept of an 

individual’s limited or comprehensive perspective of the factors that impact the 

legislative process and efforts to reform school finance policy proved to be a 

significant theme.  

As represented in Figure 4.1, three factors underlie the main theme of 

understanding. Unifying the central theme of perspective are the following three 

factors: (a) political, (b) interest group, and (c) external factors.  

As indicated by the research participants, political factors, interest groups, and 

external factors are three complex and overlapping groups of factors that impact the 

level of perspective of the participants involved. The results of this research showed 

that although research participants understood the general concepts of each set of 

factors, they did not have a comprehensive knowledge of each factor, nor did they 

understand or share the perspectives of those who premise their advocacy on one 

particular factor in the process.  
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Political Factors

Interest GroupsExternal Factors 

Perspective

 
Figure 4.1. Major theme and subthemes. 

 

Political Factors 

 Political factors complicate the legislative process and efforts to reform school 

finance policy through that process. At a very basic level, it is important to 

understand the politics of the legislature and the politicization of legislators’ 

responsibilities. At issue here, of course, is the role of the legislature with respect to 

school finance reform. While there is no general consensus, some would like the role 

of the legislature to be limited, whereas others would like the legislature to take an 
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active, if not proactive, role in the efforts to reform school finance policy. Below 

research participants describe their expectations for the role of the legislature with the 

respect to achieving school finance reform:  

The legislature refused to do anything despite the fact that problems existed. 
Problems they knew about. In the legislature, other agendas became more 
important and they didn’t deal with our issue. We wouldn’t be heading into 
another special session if they had dealt with the issue. They are gutless 
politicians. They are afraid to say that they need money and that it is 
important to raise taxes for an issue as important as public education. 
Remember, most of these politicians were elected on a no new taxes and 
lower the property taxes platform. (stated by an educational advocate) 

The legislature has a constitutional responsibility to handle this issue. The 
constitution specifically states that the state of Texas shall provide a free 
education. …I am not sure of the exact phrase at the moment, but I am aware 
of the buzzwords we are using. The legislature has a responsibility, duty, 
job…whatever you want to call it…and they have completely abdicated 
themselves of that responsibility. (stated by an educational advocate) 

Another educational advocate said, “Their role should be to do what is right 

for the school children of Texas—the 4.4 million school-aged children in this state 

that we proudly serve.” 

I know that we live in a political world, so should I answer the question that 
way? I have never answered that question from my personal perspective 
before! This is hard! It is really is! Without regard to how the money is raised, 
I think we need to find a credible amount per child that is required for our 
children to receive an excellent education, not an adequate education. 
Education affects every issue that the state will have to face. It is money well 
spent, although I do not think it needs to be spent frivolously. I think the 
legislature needs to determine what that amount is and let the local school 
districts take the money and spend it as they choose, so long as it is not 
wasted. They should hold them accountable but give them some flexibility to 
try some things that work. They should also be penalized if they do not 
perform. (stated by a state agency employee) 

Well, we have a court order that supercedes everything. It makes me very sad 
that the decision was made by the courts. I think every Texan, whether they 
are a Democrat or Republican, conservative or liberal, I think they are very 
disappointed that we could not resolve this issue in a legislative session. The 
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fact is that the courts have ruled, and we have a very short timeline until June 
1. I want them to get in there and have a single-issue agenda-item special 
session. Focus on the proper tax structure, fund the public schools of Texas, 
and not just wait around until the 80th regular session. And my fear is that this 
session will be loaded up with reform. I have already been called, warned. 
…Chairman Grusendorf called me over Christmas and asked how I felt about 
the upcoming session. I told him to focus on one agenda item and he told me 
that there is going to be reform. I said, with all due respect, we are reformed to 
death, please give it a rest. Focus on the tax structure, get in there and 
adequately and equitably fund our public schools for the next decade. And get 
the homeowner who is overburdened with taxes some relief and give some 
incentives for others to be first-time homeowners. That is my hope, but we 
know that it is going to be a reform agenda along with taxes. I certainly do not 
have the power to stop that, nor do I try. I am very neutral in my job and it is 
very hard to do that. Everyone knows I am appointed by the governor, who 
happens to be Republican, but I try to be keep politics out of it and to keep the 
main thing the main thing. (stated by a state agency employee) 

The legislature…in a perfect world…legislators are trusted by their 
communities to make decisions, and those decisions are influenced by the 
needs of the state as a whole, and they are left alone to make those decisions. 
That does not happen anymore, and there are a couple of reasons for that. The 
legislature has become such a high-stakes, winner-take-all game. Ten years 
ago, you could contest a House seat with a $75,000, $100,000 budget. Now if 
you contest a House seat, it is a $500,000, $600,000, $700,000 affair. And 
there is always come constituency that a legislator is looking out for that may 
or may not be the best interest of the constituents. These guys are not left 
alone to deliberate they way they used to be. There is an unsettling 
characteristic of the Republicans who have proven in the last couple of years 
that there really is not a governing majority on school finance. And there is an 
unsettling trend that they have moved away from conservative principles and 
the idea that local people make the best decisions about their schools. They 
are in a mode of being busy bodies. And no small detail of the way public 
schools are run escapes their attention. And I am going far afield here, but in 
terms of their role…it should be to slack off a little bit and to somehow trust 
local decisions to make good decisions because the legislature does not do that 
anymore. They do not do that on either side of the aisle. The Republicans are 
disappointing because they have moved away from who they are. The 
Democrats are juts as bad because their general philosophy is not to cede 
control over vast money and policy considerations. I think their role in the 
process should be a hands-off role. A lot more hands off than it actually is. 
Typically, that is not the evolution of politics. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 
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This whole word reform has got a lot of different meanings. To me, it is about 
money and the legislature has a duty under the Texas Constitution to provide 
equitable access to revenue that does not have to be state money, but they do 
have to find a way to give school districts a fair shot at the money. They have 
a role, I think, in measuring differences of costs. …Does it cost more to be 
small or rural? ...Do limited English proficient kids cost more? …..Do high 
school kids cost more? …Do poor kids cost more? So I think the legislature 
has a perfectly appropriate role…setting that system up…seeing that it is 
funded appropriately. Everything else to me is some other type of policy. 
When you start talking about what the curriculum should be, how does the 
accountability system work, when should schools start…now you are on to 
others issues that are not school finance…however, school finance becomes a 
vehicle for advancing those. (stated by a state agency employee) 

Having served in some capacity with the legislature, I think their role should 
be that crafts a solution, that helps craft a solution where taxpayers should pay 
and what is sufficient in terms of funding the general diffusion of knowledge 
for Texas students. How they do it becomes a major issue in terms of which 
party controls each chamber. It is not easy, clear-cut and dried as to the role 
they should have, but I think every 10 years this is going to be an issue. So, 
they are a major player and they try to include the major stakeholders in the 
education community. This would include educators, teachers, parents. …This 
is a collective effort. The legislature is just one of the major players in the 
reform effort. (stated by a state agency employee) 

I would agree, except for the fact that it is not like they haven’t been 
introducing school reform legislation since 1995. In fact, they have done it 
every session. Every session there is an opportunity to rework the Education 
Code, and to some extent it is attempted. (stated by a state agency employee) 

The legislature’s role should be limited when it comes to reform mainly 
because the legislature meets once every 2 years. When they do come back 
biennially, they create new mandates for school districts that are unworkable. 
Therefore, the role of the legislature should be limited and prospective. They 
should let the current reforms play themselves out and revisit wholesale 
reforms every 10 years. Back in 1995, as you remember, they rewrote the 
education code. That was a watershed moment for public education. If you 
recall it took two or three regular sessions and several special sessions to get 
to that point. It was not a clear-cut “let’s reform or change the education code, 
and what we will do is levy property taxes on wealthy property owners to fund 
public schools.” This reform has played out for the last 10 years, and we are at 
a point where we had two regular sessions and three special sessions, and we 
are coming upon another special session, and we still cannot find an 
appropriate solution. (stated by an educational advocate) 
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An educational advocate stated, “There are a lot of mandates that are put on 

school districts every session, and I think the role of the legislature should be 

limited.”  

Obviously this issue has gone through the court system and the court has said 
that changes need to be made to the system. Once again, I think this is a 
political issue because of the decision makers in the court have been appointed 
by a sitting governor and things can get extremely political. …Yes, I am 
talking about the Texas Supreme Court. And, unfortunately, I think they have 
been beholden to the current governor who appointed them. The avenue with 
courts may have run its course, with their decisions often deferring back to the 
legislature on a number of issues. I think any avenue for superintendents or 
school districts to receive the reform that is so desperately needed in this state, 
particularly amongst rural schools and schools with a high population of 
economically disadvantaged children, that absolutely. If the legislature is not 
doing its job, then by all means, any avenue is appropriate. The education 
establishment in this state needs to take a role and they should be able to take 
any relief, so if that is by way of the courts, so be it. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

 Another basic political factor that, based on the data, appears to play a part in 

the education reform process is the role that power struggles have in the legislature. 

Because politics, by its very nature, involves the consolidation and diffusion of 

power, it is not surprising that the struggle for power is synonymous with the 

legislative process. Below, the research participants speak to the role of power in 

politics and the legislative process. 

A state agency employee stated, “There are so many variables. Who is in 

leadership will ultimately determine how school finance is reformed.”  

I think selecting the committee chairs matters a lot. That is the Speaker and 
the Lieutenant Governor. The Lieutenant Governor has to preside over a body 
that you can’t bully. The Speaker can scare people and make them do 
something…and if there’s one really hard vote, he will just threaten to kill 
your children and you will do it. The Lieutenant Governor really has to herd 
cats and deal with the 2/3 rule…or not. That is a very, very hard job. If those 
two individuals are fighting, as they seem to be, then it becomes much harder 
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for the two houses to work together, and it is something that we didn’t see in 
the last two special sessions. And it is really one of the most dangerous 
moments where you come to a conference committee and you have got two 
different versions of a bill, and if they are radically different, there is this 
perception that one side is going to win and the other is not. At that point the 
whole thing can fall apart.  

To me, one of the most dramatic moments in my recollection is sitting 
by Joe Wisnoski in the conference committee in 1997 when George Bush’s 
stuff had gone through and I was thinking they would fight for 3 days but they 
would still pass it. An hour or so later I thought, “My God…this isn’t going to 
pass.” The whole thing was gone…and we haven’t even gotten to that point of 
the two houses needing to negotiate with each other, and that can be a very 
dangerous moment. I don’t think the governor influences legislation that much 
directly; I don’t think the governor has that much ability. And it would 
backfire to have forced people to do something. The governor does a lot by 
setting the tone. By saying, “I expect this to get done” and that really happens 
before the legislative session and some of the stuff that Perry tried in the last 
session…I thought it was very good. Coming in to the room and knocking 
heads together—he is more of a cajoler, I think. His presence can move things 
along—that personal interaction with some members…they find that very 
flattering and it probably works. (stated by a state agency employee) 

 While the role of the legislature and the exercise of power therein are 

important to understanding the relevant political factors, so too is the role that 

personal and political relationships play. According to a legislative staff member, 

“Relationships are everything. I couldn’t work and know what I know if I didn’t have 

the relationships I have.” A state agency employee also noted the importance of 

relationships in the political and legislative processes: 

It is the level of relationships I have built up over the years. There are certain 
folks you know you can call have discussions “off the record.” Or you need to 
be able to ask certain folks sensitive questions. These are things that help me 
do my job better, and it is all about trust and developed relationships. 
Everyone does this. You have to be able to share information and ask 
questions without spotlights on you about your conversations. But in order to 
do this, you do have to have solid, trustworthy relationships. These “off the 
book” conversations are very beneficial. It’s funny—sometimes you have to 
talk to people unofficially before you meet officially. By that time, hopefully 
everyone is on the same page. So, I work hard to keep in touch with certain 
folks. Sometimes going to lunch, dinner, or having drinks with someone is the 
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best way to keep yourself in the loop. Social events are a great place to learn 
about issues, network, and strategize. That is usually the only time people 
really get their work done. You never know when you are going to get 
information from an unsuspecting source—always keep your ears open. 
(stated by a state agency employee) 

 Political factors emerged in the data as one of the three major contributors to 

the level of an individual’s comprehension of the educational reform process, but a 

number of critical subthemes also emerged. With respect to political factors, six 

subthemes emerged from the data (see Figure 4.2): (a) perceived lack of leadership, 

(b) political turnover, (c) the 2003 power shift, (d) political pressure, (e) staff 

turnover, and (f) loss of institutional memory. Each of these subthemes is discussed in 

the following sections.  

 

Political 
Factors

Perceived Lack 
of Leadership Political Turnover Elected Official & 

Staff Turnover

Political Pressure 2003 Power Shift
Loss of 

Institutional 
Memory

 

Figure 4.2. Political factors. 
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Perceived Lack of Leadership 

One of the subthemes that emerged from the overarching political factors 

theme was a perceived lack of leadership. This perception is held by all four groups 

of research participants. Below, research participants describe their perspective on the 

perceived lack of leadership.   

I think that Republicans do control every major office, and is a travesty that 
they cannot get anything passed and cannot agree on anything. But, they 
always say in the legislature that there are no Republicans or Democrats in 
Grades 3–12. So, it is not necessarily a Republican or a Democrat issue. When 
it comes down to school finance reform, it will come to taxes, who will pay 
and how much they will pay. I think it will come down to this because in our 
constitution, all are entitled to a free education. If the Republicans are to feel 
any sense of urgency, they will feel it in the next session. If nothing happens, 
we may see new elected office holders come March. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

I think it is disappointing that Republicans, who control both houses, control 
the Governor’s Mansion, who control every top state office cannot agree on a 
school finance plan. The Democrats have never had that much power, they 
have not held every single office like the Republicans have. The Democrats 
have never had the opportunity that the Republicans currently enjoy. True to 
form, the egos of these Republicans have been their downfall. School finance 
will be their legacy. (stated by an education advocate) 

Another state agency employee said, “I think it comes down to a fundamental 

lack of leadership in all three branches of state government.” Additionally, a state 

agency employee responded, “The lieutenant governor, because he ruled with such a 

weak hand, has limited his ability to be effective.”  

You look at the newspapers and the political strategists and they all blame the 
leadership and their inability to get along. If that is the case, why doesn’t 
someone go in and do conflict resolution or mediation? Why are we fighting 
ourselves? Why are Republicans fighting Republicans? Why are Democrats 
fighting with Democrats? Why are Republicans fighting Democrats? Why 
aren’t they seeing eye to eye on such an important issue? We are not afraid of 
standards. …Texas raises the bar everyday, every year. But sometimes you 
have to decide when enough is enough. (stated by a state agency employee)  
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People have let their egos and political ambitions get in the way. I think it is 
the people that are in control and I think it is the Speaker. The Speaker has no 
reason to give. He has no reason to compromise and he has all of the leverage. 
In the end, he does not have to run statewide. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

He [Governor Perry] has not made himself a player…he could be a huge 
player. He has more political skill than anyone in a leadership position in 
Texas. He has not leveraged that skill in an effort to reform public education 
reform, partially because he does not appear to be willing to sign anything that 
looks like a tax bill to solve the problem. When you pin the legislature in with 
those kinds of limitations, you make their work very hard. So he has not 
worked the legislature with the talent his predecessor George Bush did. 
However, there are Perry advocates who will come back and say that he did 
not have surplus like Bush did, and that is a fair point. But I do not think we 
have seen the best of Rick Perry on this issue, I just do not. Because of that he 
is not a player. He is as much of a player as he wants to be. But we have not 
seen that on this issue. (stated by a state agency employee) 

You can certainly push too hard, and I am not sure Perry has done that. He 
may have done that in closed rooms I am not in. …One of the things that the 
Governor could almost provide would be….and I don’t think he wants to…the 
first school finance plan is always shot down and it may be the best one. There 
is no pretty school finance plan and the joke I tell people is…Being told you 
have to pass a school finance plan is like being told…it’s like being sent into a 
bar full of ugly people and being told you are not going home alone. And you 
are not going to gravitate to the first person you see, but in hindsight they may 
prove to be the most attractive one. But it is really hard and you end up voting 
for a bill that raises people’s taxes, and you are going to get a lot of nasty e-
mails, and you’ve got 12 school districts in a senatorial district, and only 6 of 
them get ahead in this plan. It is not fun. So, the first one is not going to be the 
one everyone jumps on, and for the governor to trot something out for people 
to consider is somewhat of a disservice. Something else will eventually come 
along and people will lower their standards. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

Consider Kent Grusendorf…talk about someone who is out of touch. He never 
listened to anyone in the education community and touted ideas like vouchers 
and private schools. I admire him for standing for what he believes in, but he 
was wrong in not listening to what others wanted. (stated by an elected 
official) 

There are a couple of very specific changes that have hampered the 
legislature’s ability to govern and they almost come down to individuals. Tom 
Craddick being Speaker results in Kent Grusendorf being chairman of the 
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House Public Education Committee. And Kent Grusendorf is one of the 
singularly least talented legislators in the history of the legislature. He is 
actually a better person than most people think. He is a smarter person than 
most people think, and he is committed to meaningful change—this is not 
about politics to him. He is a terrible legislator—people don’t like him, he 
cannot get the key votes he needs, he cannot build bridges…some of the 
things we ascribe to being a talented legislator, Grusendorf does not have. He 
cannot pass a bill. That has nothing to do with being a Republican or a 
Democrat; he just does not have any talent. His predecessor who passed a 
series of school finance bills, Paul Sadler, had as much legislative skill as 
almost anyone to hold the position before him. Sometimes he passed 
legislation Superman-style just to prove he could do it and it resulted in some 
awful policy decisions for Texas. Teacher health insurance bill is an 
entitlement that the state cannot pay for. And the state has proven that over the 
last couple of years and it is Sadler’s fault. But putting aside all of that, the 
stark differences in the kind of chairman Speaker Laney appointed versus 
Speaker Craddick…it is a talent issue. Senator Shapiro is not as talented as 
Senator Bivins was, her predecessor. That is neither here nor there, but you 
have bigger stakes, a worse budget situation, you are without surplus funds 
and the legislature had them up to 2001, and you have less talented legislators 
in leadership roles. Not all of that has to do with the change from Democratic 
to Republican leadership. It is a harder problem and it is being solved by less 
talented people, quite frankly. That is kind of the elephant in the room that no 
one wants to talk about. These legislators in some of these key roles are just 
not as good as their predecessors. And they are not getting any better. (stated 
by a state agency employee) 

The leadership defines school reform as the November election issue, the 
school start date issue, or school vouchers…but that is not reform. If you want 
to improve public education, you have to change things that impact education. 
For example, take merit pay. Merit pay can directly impact teachers and 
students. We don’t see that same connection with the start date, vouchers, or 
November elections—that is simply a power grab. Conservatives tend to turn 
out more voters in November and that is why the leadership wants that, so 
more conservatives can get elected. The leadership’s issues are about money, 
not learning. This is why the leadership can get the education community to 
come on board with their definition of reform. (stated by an elected official) 

The leadership has problems…and I believe these problems exist because of 
who they are as people. If you are conservative as many of them are, and tout 
conservatism in campaigns, this can be troubling, as the state is growing more 
diverse, and the minority population is becoming the majority population. In 
other words, their perspectives don’t reflect those of our citizenry. They don’t 
lend to property tax cuts. The timing just isn’t right for this. Leadership thinks 
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that is what the people of Texas want. As people showed last Tuesday in the 
primary election…people want action. (stated by an elected official)  

Paul Sadler is an extremely intelligent and analytical person and had a need to 
understand the details and implications for the bills he supported. That need 
was reflected in his committee process. …Not so much now…at least in the 
House. (stated by an elected official) 

Plainly, the perceived lack of leadership is a source of frustration for many of 

the research participants. The research participants seemed to share an 

understanding that a perceived lack of leadership impacts the legislative process 

and efforts to reform school reform. With rare unanimity, the participants 

concluded that a lack of legislative leadership has prevented possible solutions to 

school finance reform and significantly has altered the legislative process. What is 

the source of the participants’ perceived lack of legislative leadership? Many of the 

research participants attributed this political factor to two of the critical subthemes: 

political turnover and the 2003 power shift.  

Political Turnover 

Political turnover refers to a process by which new, inexperienced legislators 

replace veteran legislators who, through retirement or electoral defeat, have chosen 

no longer to serve in the legislature. While the general result of political turnover is 

new legislative members, in 2003 it meant new legislative leadership and a new party 

in control of the Texas House of Representatives and Texas Senate. Generally 

speaking, the research participants understood the role that political turnover can have 

on the legislative process and efforts to reform school finance policy. Below, research 

participants detailed that understanding:  
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We have been in reform mode since 1984 when House Bill 72 was passed. 
And there are very few legislators now who were here when this reform was 
passed. Every two years you have a new crop and you start over. (stated by a 
state agency employee) 

A state agency employee said, “The obvious price will be for the elected 

officials who fail to pass a school finance plan. You may see officials not run again, 

or have their community elect someone else.” Additionally, a state agency employee 

stated, “As far as legislators go, many may not be reelected if they do not pass school 

finance reform, or it is perceived that they have been unsuccessful.”  

Political turnover is a political factor that impacts public school finance 

reform in the Texas legislature. For example, the political nature of some educational 

reform initiatives prevents many legislators from formally committing to an 

educational reform package, due to fears that committing to a controversial proposal 

may compromise their reelection. With elections in March and November of every 

even year, and all House members and half of the Senators up for reelection at that 

time, many legislators fear that their reelection campaigns may be harmed if an 

unappealing plan is presented to voters and is implemented before an election 

(Wolfson, 2003). Therefore, without the potential support of voters, many legislators 

simply cannot commit to changing the system. This undeniably serves as a barrier to 

achieving school finance reform.   

 

2003 Power Shift 

The 2003 power shift is also a subtheme of the emergent political factors 

theme. The 2003 power shift created a majority of Republicans in the Texas House of 

 
101 



 

Representatives, allowed for the election of a Republican Speaker of the House, and 

meant that all legislative leadership positions were held by Republicans. Kingdon 

(2003) noted, “One of the most powerful turnover effects is a change of 

administration…the administration is at the very top of the list of actors in the policy 

making process” (p. 154). Below, the research participants describe the impact that 

the 2003 power shift has had upon the legislative process and efforts to reform school 

finance policy:  

I think the shift in power created a distinct challenge with the leadership and 
the Republican party—and the challenge is the ability to govern. The party 
accomplished the ability to win, but the specific challenge now is the ability to 
govern. That is governing over school finance reform and many other issues. 
(stated by an educational advocate) 

The Republicans are off to an inauspicious start, and I am not sure if things 
would be different if we put the Democrats back in power. The reason that the 
Republicans were elected was because people were tired of the Democrats. 
The Democrats are as much to blame for the school finance failure as the 
Republicans. (stated by a state agency employee)  

I think it comes down to a fundamental point that came out with the 
Republican takeover in 2002…the role of government. A lot of what the 
leadership speaks to is about local control. They use this term very often, but 
they use it subtly, especially when it fits their agenda. They call for greater 
accountability, which is an important issue that has been brought up in the 
Texas model that later went on to become No Child Left Behind. They require 
greater accountability and greater transparency, however, in my opinion; they 
have failed to give teachers and students in the state of Texas the proper 
resources to properly educate the students to meet these standards. (stated by a 
state agency employee) 

I believe the attempts have been unsuccessful, mainly because leadership has 
changed over the past few years; school finance has to be one of the most 
difficult issues to address. So, it is leadership, the issue itself, and competing 
interests. It is like a bunch of kids asking Santa Claus for everything on their 
wish lists. Santa Claus is looking at these wish lists and cannot meet every 
order. (stated by an educational advocate) 
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San Antonio has a history of electing younger candidates—including myself 
at 28. There have been several of us who have been elected when we were 
between the ages of 26 and 30. In the legislature there has been a tradition that 
freshman members lay low. However, since there was a lot going on in 2003 
with the changing of the guard, the shift in power, and redistricting, there was 
a breakdown in tradition and a lot of freshman got involved—we expanded 
our wings. (stated by an elected official) 

The politics, it seems to me right now, have gone through a transition from 
divided government to becoming a one-party state, and that one-party is 
having real difficulty sorting itself out as the governing party. I think until we 
reach a more stable political configuration…either the Republican party 
begins to express 60% of the electorate and leave some things that to me are 
still some positions from being out in the wilderness 20 years ago…or… there 
are demographic changes and the Democrats come back and we have divided 
government again. We are going through a period of time where I am not sure 
that any big subject in state government is going to work very well because 
we have other agendas. You can picture a special session in May…where 
maybe five or six members of the House have lost a primary and are not going 
to be there in the next January. You have….people who think that Carole 
Strayhorn or Kinky Friedman has a better chance of being elected if nothing 
happens. There are all these other agendas that have nothing to do with what 
is good or bad for schools or school finance and because the politics is so 
divided and we don’t understand our politics. I hate the idea that we are 
becoming more and more like Washington…more partisan…but at least they 
know the rules. We are making some sort of transformation and we don’t 
entirely know the rules at this point. You can think back 10 years and think 
about how the Speaker was elected. The Speaker 10 years ago was going to be 
a Democrat but he had to get Republican support. We haven’t settled into a 
stasis like that, and I don’t know how long it will take to do it. But our politics 
are very disturbed right now and unstable, and it makes it very hard to do 
things like this. (stated by a state agency employee) 

Craddick is a nice person who is very easy to get along with. When you talk 
with him, it is so easy to get along. But, he is intractable and stubborn and it 
hurts the process. He calls people to the mat too much and doesn’t allow 
people to vote their conscious or their district. The Senate is friendlier and it 
appears that their relationships are stronger. Most of them have been around 
longer too—they are just more congenial. (stated by an elected official) 

The major players today and in the future are governor, lieutenant governor, 
and the Speaker. I believe that education finance cannot be done without those 
three leaders being on the same page. That is not a Republican or Democrat 
issue, because Texas is so big, the delivery system is difficult. I believe that 
the Big Three have to decide between property tax relief, finance and reform; 
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I don’t think you can do all three. I think based on previous experience you 
cannot do education finance and education reform. At the present time you 
have a Senate body that is very intent to not have an approach that does not 
satisfy the Supreme Court ruling, and you have three different opinions from 
three different people. The Speaker only has to worry about a hometown 
district, whereas the other two have to worry about a statewide constituency. I 
believe that matters. I think the Republican has always stood for property tax 
relief, I don’t believe the leadership has differentiated between education 
finance, reform, and property tax relief. There has been a difficult debate. 
(stated by an educational advocate) 

There are only two major players right now, and they are the lieutenant 
governor and the Speaker. The governor is just a referee in this game. He 
never had any influence, could never have any influence, he could probably 
direct or admonish, but he could never authorize this piece of legislation over 
that. In fact the governor’s plan, the business plan, that was soundly rejected 
by the House, it was almost a slaughter. I do not remember what the count 
was…..124 to 6. That was a bold statement by the House, and if anything the 
Senate would have done the same thing if they had a chance at that too. They 
soundly rejected the governor and his input. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

A state agency employee cited, “Kent Grusendorf, the House Public 

Education Committee chair, Senator Florence Shapiro, the Senate Education chair, as 

well as their staffs who are very knowledgeable, the governor, Speaker, lieutenant 

governor, and their staffs.”  

You guys call it “the leadership,” well of course, that is the governor, the 
lieutenant governor, the Speaker of the House, the chairman of the House 
Public Education Committee, the chairman of the Senate Education 
Committee, and the chairs of the Senate Finance Committee and the House 
Appropriations Committee. There would be other layers when there is a joint 
committee on the issue. Those are the movers and shakers. (stated by a state 
agency employee)  

Well, Grusendorf and Shapiro are the committee chairs. Hochberg is the one 
who understands school finance…probably the best. To me…him as a 
member of the minority party, as an insurgent…getting his school finance 
plan passed on the House floor last session….it was just amazing. I certainly 
would not have bet on that. Steve Ogden knows a lot more than people give 
him credit for in terms of that and he has to deal with a lot of school finance 
issues. (stated by a state agency employee) 
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Craddick is a major player because he is the most powerful legislator in 
Texas, and it is not just the Texas Monthly that makes it so. It is so because he 
proves it time and time again. Paul Burka said, “Intransigence is the Speaker’s 
special gift,” and it is. He is smarter, tougher, and more willing to engage in 
brinksmanship than anyone else he competes against. He has no passion for 
education or school finance issues. He is a major player, but if you ask me 
what Craddick’s view of education or school finance is, I could not tell you 
because he has never articulated it. The difference maker in this legislature is 
Lieutenant Governor Dewhurst. He does a vision of where he wants to go, he 
some skills, who does have to run statewide and defend that vision, which is a 
huge advantage Craddick has over Dewhurst. Yes, Craddick, Dewhurst, 
Grusendorf, Shapiro…are clearly the policy leaders, certainly the formal 
policy leaders on this issue. And so far, that is not a combination of leaders 
that has led to real results. And it is not to say the legislature is not talented, 
there are a lot of new talents out there that, potential talents that really are at a 
disadvantage because they do not have leadership roles. What is odd is that 
Grusendorf has been good at developing and mentoring legislative talent 
although he does not have much himself. People like Rep. Rob Eissler, Dan 
Branch and Bill Keffer. There are some smart, deliberate and thoughtful 
legislators with much more talent than Grusendorf has, and he is kind of 
blocking their way. (stated by a state agency employee) 

I also think there are problems because it is the first time Republicans are in 
charge. When the Republicans took over, they blew it. They did it with the 
redistricting fiasco and they also screwed up by making cuts to CHIP and 
other social services. The Republicans don’t want to raise taxes, even though 
it is obvious that they have to. It’s a shame too. Their dogmatic philosophies 
have done them in…they are victims of their own ideas. They have never been 
in charge, and they don’t know how to be in charge. They also don’t want 
help to learn how to be in charge. They are ideologues, and they don’t know 
what to do. Not to sound cliché, but leadership really is out of touch. Just 
because a rich old man gives you tons of cash to promote vouchers…it 
doesn’t mean that is what the rest of the state wants. (stated by an elected 
official) 

The Republican leadership wanted too much too fast from an educational 
reform. They got ready greedy and made some fatal errors. If I were them, I 
would have progressed slowly, targeting one group at a time. Maybe 
superintendents this time…teachers the next. Instead, they went for everyone 
all at once. They united us and we were having strategy meetings with TASB 
[Texas Association of School Boards] and TASA [Texas Association of 
School Administrators]…unheard of in years past. Administrators, teachers, 
parents got together and formed a coalition… in the same meetings, on the 
same page, strategizing together. Their fatal mistake was to go after everyone 
and take on too much too soon. It goes back to…there is an arrogance of 
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power and immature attitude. The leadership, the way they act….it is 
immature, very childish. They think of this as a game. We are going to win, 
and you are going to lose. They took the power and took it to an extreme. 
They decided there were going to be enemies, and then there are the good 
ideas. They want to destroy the enemy, and to them public education is an 
enemy. And they looked at it as a game, as if we are at war. It’s like little kids 
playing with soldiers—very immature. Most people never see that because it 
is so hidden—politicians always have a façade up. The leadership doesn’t 
know what the hell they are doing. (stated by an elected official) 

 Needless to say, most of the research participants were displeased with the 

results of the 2003 power shift. In fact, not a single research participant praised the 

results of the power shift, although a few were optimistic about what the shift in 

power could mean for the legislature in the future. Moreover, it is interesting to note 

that all research participants, regardless of political affiliation or role in the legislative 

process, did not hesitate to answer questions regarding this topic. Given the political 

nature and sensitivity of this issue, I anticipated that at least some of the research 

participants either would not answer these questions or would give political or party-

line answers; however, such was not the case. It appeared that all of the research 

participants understood the significance of the 2003 power shift and have spent some 

time contemplating the issue.  

Political Pressure 

Political pressure is another political factor that emerged from the data. 

According to the research participants, political pressure comes in two forms: state 

legislative pressure and federal pressure.  

State legislative pressure. State legislative pressure involves pressures that 

stem from legislative leadership, political parties, constituents, interest groups, 
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elections and campaigns, and major funding donors. The research participants 

describe state legislative pressure below: 

There is a great amount of dissent, because finally the legislators are listening 
to their constituents. I am not talking about Republicans, but there are a 
handful of moderate Republicans working in conjunction with the minority 
Democrats to block a lot of bad legislation and they have become a barrier. It 
is apparent the leadership is trying to weed out these moderate during the 
upcoming campaign season because they are a major thorn in the Republican 
party’s side. These Republicans have prevented reform from taking place. 
(stated by a state agency employee) 

I think people vote down party lines. That is one of the biggest obstacles. I 
wish people should understand that education should be bipartisan. If they 
really want a good return on their investment, it would behoove them to put 
politics aside on this one issue and decide what it is we want, how we are 
going to fund it, and move forward. Look at very vote…it is pretty much 
down party lines. It is very frustrating. I always say, walk a mile in my shoes, 
and fortunately we have many legislators who have been educators or who 
have served on school boards. So they have some background and knowledge 
base. But others for whom it has been 20 years since they have been in a 
public high school, since they have had children in school, I think they need to 
sit down and try to find out how things work. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

I would say this also: Leadership right now also reiterated some of what the 
Democrats have been concerned with, which are regressive taxes. This was 
not going to be a solution. The lieutenant governor and others were almost 
acting like Democrats. They were proposing a broad based franchise tax 
verses an almost undeniable, flagrant attack on the poor or middle class. They 
did not want them to shoulder the burden anymore. They decided that there 
was a group of business owners who were avoiding their taxes by using 
loopholes: the Jeffrey loophole, the Delaware Sub loophole. This was 
egregious even to the Republican party leadership, to the point where they 
said that they must include them. But there were others in the Republican 
leadership that disagreed, and therefore there was a standstill at that point, 
because the two parts of school finance are the financing and school reform. 
The policy of education reform was already settled and done in conference 
committee; it was up to the finance portion of the school finance structure that 
was the hold up. It all comes down to who is going to pay for it. Republican 
leadership acted more like Democrats in terms of not asking the poor people 
to pay for school finance. It is at that point that the leadership is divided 
between the House and the Senate. This will continue to be the point of 
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contention in a special session because nothing has changed. (stated by a state 
agency employee) 

It just became abundantly clear—it kept on coming out in the media… 
superintendents are at fault, teachers are at fault, no special interest businesses 
are at fault…no, it is the Democrats that are at fault, no, wait, it is the 
Republicans that are at fault. No, it is Craddick…no, Dewhurst. No…it is the 
governor. You kept getting fingers pointed all over the place. (stated by an 
elected official) 

It is hard to say whether there is a certain player or not, but I mean in that 
discussion you’ve got, at least within this Capitol complex, you know it goes 
back to the same ones…you’ve got to look at the Governor’s Office, the 
Speaker, the lieutenant governor, and the chairs of the education committees. 
They have a lot of say at the end of the day. If they don’t want that to be in the 
conference report, then it’s out. It’s gone. Zero. Zilch. Nada. It doesn’t matter. 
So at the end of the day…do they have influence? Yeah—without a doubt. It 
is extremely complex, and there are things that shape their opinions. (stated by 
an elected official) 

To be fair, I think both parties bear some responsibility. Each side frames the 
issue the way they want to. The Republicans are focused on property tax relief 
and no new taxes. Part of the reason for this is that many of their financial 
supporters believe in these issues. The Democrats, on the other hand, frame 
the issue from a different perspective. The Democrats are backed financially 
by teachers associations and labor unions, so they tend to project a certain 
image. At the end of the day…the real issue is…how can we have some 
schools that are wealthier than others? How can we give our students different 
levels of education? More importantly…how can people make decisions to 
create these decisions? And the gubernatorial politics involved here? Is it just 
a mere coincidence that this case went to the Supreme Court when it did…that 
we are taking it up when we are? Behind the scenes I know there are many of 
my colleagues who secretly wanted the court case to rise to the Supreme 
Court level, who wanted the Supreme Court to tell us what to do. This is an 
election year, and I have colleagues who aren’t able to make the touch 
choices. (stated by an elected official)  

It [political pressure] is a reality, but only to the degree that it plays in. You 
want to do what is best for your district and of course…if you go to purchase a 
new automobile there are all of these different things that you can have inside. 
Color, size, cost, two seats, four seats. There is a whole array of options and 
all of these options are part of your decision making process. Part of this is the 
political realities of the decision-making process. If I as a legislator say that I 
want to increase the share of 41s [Chapter 41 school districts] that give to 42s 
[Chapter 42 school districts], let’s just say hypothetically, because I have no 
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41s and that would be in my own self-interest, that is a political reality that is 
not going to happen. It is just not going to happen. Therefore, you have to try 
to be smarter and wiser to make sure you are better representing your 
constituents. Maybe it is higher dollars for transportation costs, but that only 
covers 40% of my school districts. You just try to balance all those and the 
political realities and the politics. It is all a part of the balancing act…is there 
a right or wrong? If that is the first thing you chose in making other people 
happy, then yes, you have problems. If it is something that you are conscious 
of, then you are doing your job because you see what is on the table. (stated 
by an elected official) 

Trust me…when I’ve got five superintendents in the hall and I am talking to 
them and I have to go in and vote against everyone of them to some degree by 
voting for the 41s…in that process was I able to get them more of the 41 
dollars than they had before? Probably. It is a reality that you keep…a 
fairness. And what is that fairness? I go back and explain it to them. You are 
trying to make it better for us and for them. We understand that. We don’t 
want all of their money. When they become a superintendent of a 41…they 
don’t want to give any. They understand that. I have school districts that have 
large transportation costs and most 41s don’t have transportation costs. There 
are some rural areas but their kids are concentrated. My point being is it more 
realistic to help with transportation dollars…to help my constituents 
understand. It is a balancing act. But it is not a tit-for-tat type deal and I don’t 
view it as that. (stated by an elected official)  

Federal pressure. The research participants also spoke of the federal pressures 

involved in the legislative process and the efforts to reform school finance policy. A 

state agency employee stated, “Our current secretary of education, Margaret 

Spellings, used to be the public education advisor to then-Governor Bush. There is a 

trickle-down effect from the federal level to state policy.”  

They have a very big relationship that may not be the one people think. When 
Bush went to Washington he went with a vision of standards based 
accountability at a national scale and it created No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB). And we are not here to debate NCLB, but one of the impacts it has 
had on Texas is this is an accountability system that is getting worn out. You 
cannot push school districts too much in the way of accountability. When you 
overlay Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) over a very rigorous criterion-based 
system with multiple subgroups and increasing grade levels and subject 
areas…I really think this assessment system is slowly breaking the backs of 
public school districts, and I am huge proponent of standards accountability. 
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And I do think there are more people like me who believe in the 
accountability system but who feel the system is at its breaking point. Getting 
back to the Bush Administration, the dynamic the Department of Education 
has created…they have institutionalized a system of accountability and they 
have done it in a ham-handed approach and a dictatorial approach that has not 
taken into account needs of individual states, and ironically enough Texas has 
not been given enough flexibility. For example, the education policymakers 
understand that Texas has long taken an innovative approach towards the 
assessment of children with disabilities. We created SDAA [State-Developed 
Alternative Assessment] and later SDAA II, and it does not fit into the Bush 
Administration’s idea of assessment, and we are being punished not only for 
pursuing innovation, but also for pursuing innovation in a way that we believe 
serves special needs kids and that is just infuriating. The Bush Administration 
has not helped Texas one whit. (stated by a state agency employee) 

The public perception is that there is more money coming into the state to 
fund public schools than there actually is, so people don’t understand where 
there local tax dollars come into play. I do think the more the federal 
government passes on unfounded mandates, it certainly drives the costs up. 
Their failure to fully fund the Katrina and Rita impact is also…an impact. 
(stated by a state agency employee) 

The President cited the Texas miracle, as the foundation for the No Child Left 
Behind Act, so yes, there is a correlation there. I think it puts the state into a 
situation in which it has to adhere to the federal system that it was modeled 
after which can be constraining in many different ways. The commissioner of 
education and the governor, for example, have not supported some provision 
of the No Child Left Behind Act, even though it is supposedly built after the 
Texas model. (stated by a state agency employee) 

We had our state assessment before NCLB became what it has become, but 
with the change in power, Republicans are looking to see more education for 
their dollar and not more dollars for their education. As a result, they want 
more accountability, more transparency in student test scores and the money 
they are putting in to public schools. The downside is that the districts and 
teachers have had a lot of pressure on them to perform. I think they have 
performed, but we have higher student needs now, more than ever before. We 
have a student population that is limited English proficient and other 
deficiencies that students have, and the legislature is shortsighted when it 
comes to how students learn. Students are not widgets, and every student 
learns differently. (stated by an education advocate) 

 Contrary to popular belief, political pressures affect more than just those who 

hold elected offices. To be sure, all of the research participants, regardless of their 
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role in the legislative process as an educational advocate, state agency employee, 

legislative staff, or elected official, spoke of their experiences with political pressure. 

From their interviews, it was evident that the results of political pressures are not 

always positive. In fact, the research participants spoke exclusively about the negative 

results of political pressure.  

 According to the research participants, political pressures have limited school 

finance policy reform and dramatically have altered the legislative process. Moreover, 

although the research participants understand political pressures and their effects, 

they have been limited in their efforts to overcome these pressures, with respect to 

reforming school finance policy and reverting back to previous legislative processes 

and legislative environments.  

Staff Turnover 

Staff turnover is another political factor. Staff turnover occurs from several 

different reasons, including elected official turnover, political turnover, and the nature 

of the legislature, especially the Texas House of Representatives. In general, the staff 

for members of the Texas House of Representatives are much younger and 

professionally inexperienced than staff in the Senate, and salaries are much lower. 

Moreover, because salaries are lower and staff are inexperienced, the staff in the 

House tend to turn over more quickly, in search of higher paying jobs and jobs that 

offer more responsibilities. Similarly, new legislative members also create staff 

turnover. Most new legislators prefer to bring in their own legislative staff rather than 

hire the staff of their predecessors.  
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 The turnover of staff is a greater problem than simply refilling a position. 

Although applicants for jobs at the legislature are abundant, filling jobs with 

individuals who want to learn and are capable of learning about a specific topic is a 

different issue. Due to the constant turnover of staff, it can be difficult to train and 

educate staff on complex issues, including school finance policy. An educational 

advocate described this phenomenon:  

There are two key people for me in the legislature: Oliveira and Zaffirini. 
Zaffirini, on the other hand, knows how we feel but doesn’t know a lot about 
the issues…but she is learning. Their staffs are also great to work with. JJ in 
Oliveira’s office knows as much as anyone about school finance. The new guy 
in Zaffirini’s office is learning, but I fear we may lose him since he is working 
on a Ph.D.…then we will have to educate someone else.  

As the advocate stated, the price of educating staff can be great. Staff turnover 

affects not only legislators and their offices, but also educational advocates, other 

legislative staff, and the state agency employees who interact with legislative staff. 

Staff turnover has another negative side effect: loss of institutional memory.  

Loss of Institutional Memory 

Loss of institutional memory is a direct result of staff and elected official and 

political turnover and is a contributing political factor. The loss of experienced staff 

and elected officials means that institutional memory is lost as well. Institutional 

memory refers to not only an understanding of the legislative processes, but also the 

loss of knowledge regarding legislative issues like school finance reform policy. The 

loss of institutional memory impacts many individuals, including the four groups of 
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research participants: (a) elected officials, (b) legislative staff, (c) educational 

advocates, and (d) state agency employees. As one educational advocate noted, 

Staff turnover is an incredible problem for advocates. As staff turns over, we 
must work harder to educate them on the issues. Some members are able to 
keep people, others are not. My job is to educate these staff members and 
hope they stay around. For example, I have brought Scott McCowan and 
David Thompson in so that staff understands the Supreme Court ruling. Staff 
is key…we spend a lot of time educating them. For the most part, our 
members in the house rely on the way Oliveira votes on public education 
issues. Senators are a little more independent, and we have to invest more 
time advising individuals over there. So, we work with Senate Education as 
much as we can.  

The loss of institutional memory is a significant loss for elected officials, 

legislative staff, educational advocates, and state agency employees. With regard to 

the research, the loss of institutional memory is a loss of understanding about 

legislative process and efforts to reform school finance reform. 

Interest Groups 

Interest groups represent a set of factors that are important to this research. 

Before these factors are detailed, however, it is important to gather a basic knowledge 

of interest groups and their relation to the legislative process and efforts to reform 

school finance policy.  

Interest groups have had a presence in political systems almost as long, if not 

as long, as political systems have existed. A political observer of the early American 

Republic, Alexis de Tocqueville, noted for political observations of early 18th century 

political systems in the United States, acknowledged the influence of interest groups 

that existed and commented on the good nature of these groups (Mawhinney & Lugg, 
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2001). By contrast, in The Federalist Papers: X, James Madison (1787/2000) warned 

of the role of interest groups in political systems. Essentially, Madison perceived that 

people would organize to further their common interests and believed that these 

groups would pose a threat to popular government (Berry, 1984). Regardless of which 

theory an education advocate subscribes to, the ability of interest groups to influence 

the political process is a long-acknowledged fact. Kingdon (2003) noted, “Interest 

group pressure does have positive impact on the government’s agenda, and does so 

with considerable frequency…a group that mobilizes support, writes letters, sends 

delegations, and stimulates its allies to do the same can get government officials to 

pay attention to the issues” (p. 49). 

 In Texas, interest groups got their start in the 1870s with the Grange 

Movement (Brown et al., 2002). Focused on agrarian issues, the Grange Movement 

lobbied both the Texas legislature and the United States Congress on issues that 

impacted their membership (Martin, 1926). Initially, with little money to support its 

effort, the Grange Movement lobbied successfully because of the size of its 

membership, the participation of its members in elections, and the willingness of 

some of the members to run for political office. The Grange Movement was “the” 

interest group of its time. Over time, the number and influence of interest groups in 

Texas has grown tremendously from this early movement, encompassing those who 

advocate for various aspects of public education reform. 
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Types of Interest Groups 

Currently, the orientation of Texas interest groups runs the gamut of issue 

advocacy. From groups supporting the abolition of the death penalty to groups who 

oppose the teaching of sexual education to children in schools, thousands of interests 

are represented at the state capitol during a legislative session. These interest groups 

are often classified in the following three categories: (a) economic groups (e.g., Texas 

Association of Business, Chambers of Commerce), (b) professional groups (e.g., 

Texas Trial Lawyers Association, Texas Society of Certified Accountants), and (c) 

social groups (e.g., Racial and ethnic groups such as the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People [NAACP], women’s groups such as the League of 

Women Voters, religious-based groups such as the Christian Coalition, and public 

officer and employee groups such as the Texas Public Employees Association) 

(Brown et al., 2002). It should be noted, however, that some of these interest groups 

fit one of these categories, more than one category, or none of these categories. 

 Each of the aforementioned types of interest groups has an interest in the 

public school system, but often for differing reasons. For example, business and 

professional interest groups are often principally concerned with limiting or 

preventing tax increases and business taxes that the legislature proposes to fund the 

State’s public education system. Social groups, however, are most concerned with 

ensuring that all children have equal access to funding and educational programs. The 

two groups’ interests may coincide to the extent that they both understand that Texas 

needs a well-educated workforce. Additionally, whereas groups representing the 

interests of property-wealthy school districts would like to lower property taxes and 
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eliminate the current school finance structure, groups representing the interests of 

property-poor school districts seek increased funding to maintain the concept of 

equity within the school finance system. Although each of these groups has different 

interests, they often use similar means of conveying their messages to legislators and 

the public. Ultimately, interest groups play a pivotal role in education reform because, 

indeed, it is usually interest groups, of whatever orientation, who initiate the call for 

such reform. 

 

Roles of Interest Groups 

 Although their interests may vary, most interest groups seek to achieve their 

ideas in similar ways. Generally speaking, these interest groups function by 

representing their interests in three ways: (a) lobbying, (b) voting, and (c) through the 

efforts of Political Action Committees (PACs). Through lobbying, interest groups 

hire an individual or group of individuals (lobbyists) to represent their interests before 

political bodies. In 2003, over 1500 lobbyists were registered with the Texas Ethics 

Commission (Texans for Public Justice, 2002; Texas Ethics Commission, 2003). This 

makes the ratio of lobbyists to members of the Texas House of Representatives at 

least 10 to 1, and the ratio for the Senate 50 to 1. Among other things, the lobbyist’s 

role is to educate lawmakers on the issues for which the lobbyist has been paid to 

advocate and to create support for or opposition to those issues both in the Legislature 

and, increasingly, among the public. Lobbyists achieve this through their 

relationships with legislators, their knowledge of the legislative and political process, 
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their financial contributions on behalf of their clients, and their knowledge of the 

matters they advocate.  

 By contrast, some interest groups rely on their members’ voting rights to 

convey their messages to the policymaking body. In other words, some interest 

groups establish their presence and express their interest by coordinated efforts in the 

voting booths. Several interest groups, such as the Valley Interfaith Alliance, which 

advocates for many issues in addition to public education, demonstrate to lawmakers 

their stance on issues by voting for or against them and by convincing other 

individuals to vote similarly. By this method, interest groups exert their power in 

elections and campaigns. Groups advocating for certain education issues historically 

have been successful in lobbying legislators by this method. Therefore, legislators 

must keep the impact of education reform interest groups in mind when making 

decisions on education-related issues, such as school finance. 

 Similarly, interest groups also participate in the elections process by 

contributing to PACs. Through PACs, interest groups are able to contribute financial 

resources to the candidates and politicians they believe will support the issues that 

they advocate. Needless to say, financial support is an effective way to get a 

lawmaker’s attention, and many interest groups rely on this method of lobbying to get 

their voices heard. Many of the business and professional group PACs are more 

successful in using this method of lobbying because they have more money to 

contribute to legislators. Conversely, social groups, as defined above, rarely have 

“deep pockets,” and therefore must obtain politicians’ attention through other means, 

such as the aforementioned voting efforts. 
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 Among thousands of interest groups, not all are created equal; some are more 

powerful and influential than others. Education interest groups, for example, are 

generally considered powerful and are influential in terms of shaping public policy 

(Marshall, Mitchell, & Wirt, 1989), despite their lack of funds. According to Brown 

et al. (2002), strong links with lawmakers, proximity of headquarters to the Capitol, 

size of the membership, unity of the membership on issues, and the financial 

resources of an interest group are factors that determine the powerfulness of an 

interest group.  

 Because many education-related interest groups meet most of these 

requirements, and because public education is regarded as a priority in all legislative 

sessions, most public education interest groups are considered to hold substantial 

power in the Texas legislature. From groups representing the issues of teachers (e.g., 

TFT, Texas Classroom Teachers Association, Association of Texas Professional 

Educators [ATPE]), those representing the issues of administrators (e.g., TASB, 

TASA) to groups representing school districts (e.g., Texas School Coalition, Texas 

South Texas Association of Schools), most education-related groups are offered a seat 

at the policy-making table. Yet, due to the number of interest groups, seldom is there 

consensus regarding how to handle a particular policy issue. This, in turn, creates 

intense competition among interest groups, even among those who are on the same 

side of the issue. Thus, interest groups can both divide and unite legislators on a given 

issue, further complicating the opportunities for achieving educational reform. 

Because of their substantial impact on the policy-making process and on elected 
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officials, it is important for education advocates to consider the role of interest groups 

in the creation and process of enacting educational reform. 

 As indicated in Figure 4.2, the research participants in this research identified 

three major interest group communities as significant to this research: (a) the business 

community, (b) the education community, and (c) the public. According to the 

research participants, these three interest group communities interact and often 

compete with each other for the interest and attention of legislators as well as for 

support on their perspectives of school finance policy reforms and the policies 

associated with these reforms.  

 

Interest Groups

Business Community Education Community

Participation in Elections

 

Figure 4.2. Interest groups. 

 

 Below, research participants describe the general impact and role that interest 

groups have on efforts to reform school finance policy and the legislative process:  
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These are very difficult jobs that legislators have. They work hard; they have a 
lot of issues to work through and a lot of constituencies to answer to. They 
have a lot of interest groups pulling at them. I wonder to what extent they 
really have much at their disposal in the sense of funding, because we have a 
lot of entitlements. After you consider the entitlements like health care, 
Medicare, Medicaid, and public education…what do you have left? You also 
have to consider prisons, highways, running the government…all on a piece 
of pie that isn’t very big. All the way you have special interest groups 
pinching and pressing them and some of which have provided work or help to 
them in various ways. (statement by a state agency employee) 

Texas Public Policy Foundation, a conservative think tank that serves the 
legislature, puts out a lot of well-researched studies. They are an example of 
an organization that has definitely chimed in on this issue. Also, the Texas 
Public School Coalition, which is on the opposing side because they advocate 
for school districts and against vouchers. There are also nationwide groups, 
like the one that is advocating for the 65% rule, where 65% of every education 
dollar is spent in the classroom. I think the group behind this is driven by the 
Republic National Committee. (stated by an agency employee) 

TASA and TASB, and I would add to that the PTA [Parent–Teacher 
Organization], they are pretty credible. From the education point of view, 
there are a few people who do that very well and I was very impressed by the 
last hearing we had in the House where there was this whole arrangement to 
look at the scandal happening in Galveston ISD and the guy from TASB just 
diffused it. I think the Texas Public Policy Foundation has become pretty 
influential. That’s about it for the people that you see…and then you see 
people on special little missions. Texas Eagle Forum cares about some things, 
and Ms. Girstenschlauger is actually very effective. (state by a state agency 
employee) 

 Although interest groups have a general impact on the legislative process and 

school finance policy, specific interest group communities have specific impacts on 

these issues. The next sections will detail the role and impacts of the business 

community, the education community, and the public, as understood by the research 

participants.  

Business community. The business community is composed of multiple 

business interest groups. According to the research participants, the business 

 
120 



 

community has had an undeniably significant impact on the legislative process and 

efforts to reform school finance policy. As of late, the business community also has 

made a tremendous impact on election cycles and recent campaigns through lobbying, 

fundraising, and campaigning efforts. The following are descriptions of the role of the 

business community, as understood by the research participants:  

There is only one player in this whole thing….Bill Hammond of the Texas 
Association of Business. He basically can decide which plan he likes, which 
plan he does not like. And right now he has no incentive to agree to any plan 
because his members would suffer under any plan that has been proposed so 
far. The Speaker is more sensitive to that than the lieutenant governor and at 
this point, the Speaker is running the varsity team and the lieutenant governor 
is running the junior varsity team. (stated by an educational advocate) 

Again…this all goes back to one person….Bill Hammond. Bill Hammond is 
the man. The Speaker and the lieutenant governor can talk all they want about 
reforms, but irregardless of any other issue, Bill Hammond decides who pays 
taxes and who does not, and the legislature listens. Bill Hammond has been 
involved for the last 30 years, and it is part of the reason why you do not see 
businesses paying their fair share of taxes and using loopholes. Has he always 
been a player? I do not know. But you can make the argument that businesses 
make contributions to political campaigns. They make big contributions, and 
accordingly there are going to be loopholes in the law for them. It all comes 
back to who is going to fund campaigns. (stated by an educational advocate) 

Everything boils down to the money. At the end of the day, everything at the 
Capitol is about money, power, and politics. The problem I see is that we 
don’t have the money…but business and industry does. Whenever I go visit 
my state representative or senator, sitting next to me is always a business and 
industry type. There is a difference in our meetings with the legislator…I am 
just visiting to ask for more funding or give an update on our schools—he 
goes in with a $10,000 check. See the difference? This is essentially a have 
versus have not system, where I am a part of the have nots. (stated by an 
educational advocate) 

The point is that the business community has not been a major player in this 
debate until fairly recently. They were not a player in 1995…it was the 
taxpayer, the property owner. Now we are trying to include the business 
owner. If Texas is portrayed as friendly to the small business owners, how 
does it look if we want to tax these and mid-size businesses? Most businesses 
would probably go under, and to be honest we are never going to find out if 
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that is going to happen. For example, textbooks, which generally support 
small business owners, has been one of the only issues to be agreed upon and 
paid for. The businesses have been a major force in holding up school finance 
reform. (stated by a state agency employee) 

An educational advocate stated, “I tie the business community in because 

legislators are beholden to them for campaign reasons. They give money to legislators 

and are due some sort of payment.”  

I think part of it is going back to your district and telling them you voted for a 
tax. Some of it is knowing that the business lobby will just cream you or give 
your opponent a lot of money if you support taxes. There is the House and 
Senate tug, but I would attribute it more to the lobby influences. (stated by a 
state agency employee) 

In Texas the business lobby own the Texas legislature. I do not say that in a 
shocking consumer-union-Center-on-Public-Policy-Priorities way, to steal the 
Casablanca line… “I am shocked, shocked that the business lobby owns the 
Texas legislature.” I think it has always been that way to a certain extent, and 
I do not necessarily think it is a bad thing. You can certainly argue that Texas 
as a low tax state has experienced economic success unparalleled even by 
some of its Sunbelt peers, but that is another philosophy. The players in the 
school finance debate are those who will pay for it. And right now the people 
who pay for it are property tax owners and capital-intensive businesses…that 
is not what the economy looks like anymore, service-based businesses largely 
get a free pass. They hire better lobbyists than school board members do, too! 
(Laughter.) In a couple of very public displays, including during the business 
administration, the first attempt at reforming the tax code when it was not in 
crisis…the business community flexed its muscle and killed off any potential 
deal to reform the tax system that is so advantageous to certain business 
sectors. And they did it again during the last series of special sessions. They 
are prepared to do it again, until legislators either have the fortitude or they 
have a gun to their head and have to make choices on what otherwise would 
be scary votes. (stated by a state agency employee)  

The business community is very involved in this debate; however, they don’t 
know how to make a difference in the end. It isn’t as simple as throwing 
money at the problem or lowering property taxes. Those issues have not been 
solved, but the business community is interested in receiving an educated 
work force. It is more an issue of economic survival for them, so they have to 
be involved whether they like it or not because they are the ones who will hire 
the future workforce. Whether you are a small or large business, they have to 
be in the game. (stated by an educational advocate) 
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John Stevens and TBEC [Texas Business Education Council] show up…and I 
think they are very short sighted. They look at public education as a producer 
of workers and that constrains them to look only look at the production of 
people that they would hire. So, they will show up and say they want everyone 
to have 4r years of math or we want better alignment between K–12 and 
higher education. They don’t tend to focus on the whole system or keeping 
kids in school or look at…we have this 13-year-old kid from Guatemala who 
has never been in school—what are we going to do? They don’t seem to look 
at it as if they meant government to work as a complete system for public 
education. They are saying we are consumers of this one part and we want 
some tweaks here. I think they could be much more effective…and they were 
in terms of building the accountability system, if they would broaden their 
scope a bit. (stated by a state agency official) 

The business community…they talk a good game. The business community is 
so diverse…there are working groups who get together and come up with 
ideas. They don’t want new money without reform. Individual 
businesses…you’ve got Leinenger…a wealthy activist who spends millions of 
dollars trying to get vouchers on any reform. I think the state is very diverse, 
and it shows, especially in education. You got all kinds of teacher and 
administrator groups. One new phenomenon is educators running as 
candidates. That’s a real new deal. They might win races, and we will have 
educators on the Senate and House floor. Or they are going to shock 
incumbents into being more responsive to their communities. (stated by an 
elected official)  

Well, this Leinenger fellow—and is this going back to the knowledge and 
resources—and Grover Norquist. Norquist has organized his knowledge and 
has resources all over. People in power listen to him and think tanks in DC 
and come up with strategies for the whole country—as far as Republicans are 
concerned. Democrats are not organized in the same way—it is a joke. 
Because people have to elected…this will always be a complicated system. 
There is supposed to be a system of checks and balances…but I am not sure 
that exists anymore. There is a real lack in leadership. And in this state…the 
business community runs the legislature and everyone knows it. The lobby 
runs the legislature. There is a lack of courage because want to get reelected. 
Some members have personal feelings that are different from the way they 
vote…but in the end they need to get reelected. (stated by an elected official) 

 According to the research participants, the business community is an interest 

community that has enjoyed legislative favor and tremendous legislative success as of 

late. The research participants bemoaned the influence of the business community and 
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attributed this influence to the business community’s possession of money and 

influence. The research participants stated the business community has prevented 

school finance policy reform because the business community is vehemently against 

tax increases and has lobbied successfully against them. The research participants 

each spoke somewhat negatively about the business community and attributed 

corruption and contempt to this group. It is evident that although the research 

participants understand the role and impact of the business community, it is not 

something they are fond of.  

 Education community. The education community is another interest 

community that the research participants identified. In fact, most of the research 

participants are active agents within the education community. Interestingly enough, 

most of the research participants spoke negatively about their own community and its 

questionable role in the legislative process as well as its impact on school finance 

policy reform. The following are the research participants’ descriptions of the role 

and impact of the education community:  

I think the teacher associations are part of the problem. They are…greedy. It 
is all about the way they approach what it is they want. They have the ability 
to be players, but they go about it the wrong way. They could be more 
effective. (stated by a state agency employee) 

If school districts are in dire need of additional resources they look to TEA for 
assistance. This means that TEA must reallocate resources, and TEA will do 
whatever is required. This usually means an increased burden to TEA staff. 
(state agency employee) 

Unfortunately, at lot of the advocacy groups who advocate on behalf of school 
districts and educators have lost a lot of clout since the Republican takeover in 
2002. Reasons for this are because these groups are constantly requesting 
more funding, but it interesting to see that people are in constant opposition to 
the leadership. (stated by an educational advocate) 
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Yes. But they don’t really like you when you call them a gutless wonder. They 
are all gutless wonders. That is why they are doing a special session 
now…after the primary elections. No one wanted to go home and have to tell 
their constituents that they failed to pass significant school reform. I am afraid 
that nothing will happen and that the legislature will wait to see what the court 
does. Then, it is possible that they may blame the activist courts. (stated by an 
educational advocate) 

School districts, school administrators, and school board members…I think 
are going to be heard although they have become less effective in the past 
several sessions. They aren’t players…but well, they are voice. I think this is 
where it becomes about the House and Senate and who is going to emerge as 
the major player this time. (stated by a state agency employee) 

I think the education community and their advocacy efforts have been a 
complete disaster over the past few years. They lose every key vote. We have 
a situation where both sides are trying to prove how tough they are. And it 
does not work for either of them. The Texas legislature being Republican, 
especially in the hands of a new generation of suburban business-oriented 
Republicans, should have been a gift on a silver platter to the school board 
members, the TASB and TASA. It should be a gift because Republicans are 
pro-management and Republicans are pro-local control. And they are liable 
to...used to be liable…to vote in the favor of school administrator as opposed 
to teachers. School board members and administrators have screwed up this 
relationship and it is not entirely their fault, but they have pursued some bad 
tactical directions. They have been shrill when they should have been 
conciliatory; they have been demanding when they should have been 
collaborative. The lobby teams they have in the Capitol are bad, they are not 
talented, they are not coordinated, they are not well led, and by contrast the 
teacher associations are their natural opponents. These associations are well 
represented, they hire good lobbyists, they are nimble, they change directions, 
and they are tactically strong. So, the lack of leadership among school 
leadership is palpable in the legislature. I do not know where they went 
wrong, but they went badly wrong. Let us consider the ultimate education 
insider in our country, Margaret Spellings, who is as close to President Bush 
as…almost anyone, save six or seven uber-insiders in the White House. She 
started her career and made her career as a lobbyist for the TASB and knew 
very early on that school boards and school leadership were very good 
philosophical teammates with the legislature, and that relationship is just a 
disaster now and you can point fingers on all sides. It just does not work and it 
amazing at how bad it does not work. Something just went bad and it would 
be hard to uncover the layers there. Back to your original question, no, school 
board members and administrators are not players in this debate, and it is their 
own fault. (stated by a state agency employee) 
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Lobbyists can be effective…yes, that is true. In terms of having face time and 
attention, this does help. It also helps that campaigns are also funded from 
money from lobbyists and the political committees they might represent. That 
is the way it works, and that is how you stay in power. If it is going to change, 
I do not see it on the horizon…this is just the way it works. School districts 
like Houston ISD and Dallas ISD hire their own lobbyists because of how 
things work in Austin. They would not have to hire lobbyists if there was 
another way for them to be effective, or if there was someone acting on their 
behalf. Hence, you have lobbyists for almost everything you can think 
of….parents, districts, parents, taxpayers. Any major stakeholder has a 
lobbyist. Lobbyists versus parents are more powerful. Lobbyists can make 
visits to a lot of offices in one day. If you are a parent in one community, you 
generally only have the audience of one elected official. Soccer moms have to 
get better organized, and generally they do that through associations like the 
PTA or school board associations. But a lobbyist can transcend more than one 
district and visit several legislators on a given day. It just depends on how 
many votes they can deliver. (stated by an educational advocate) 

 A state agency employee said, “It seems like they have not been very 

successful in the last several years. Especially in the education committee and it goes 

back to the way they communicate their message.”  

They represent some of the largest school districts in the state. They should be 
able to talk to anyone at anytime, if they can’t they might not be the person for 
the job. Maybe they are intimidated by the governor? They simply don’t want 
to appear on the wrong side of the issue. The largest school district I represent 
didn’t call me once to ask for Hurricane Katrina money, but my other district 
did. Why is that? I think if you want to get involved you need to be willing to 
go to the mat. (stated by an elected official) 

I have teachers and they talk about the special interest groups. We have a 
discussion about that question….so 5 or 10 minutes into it I ask, “Are you a 
member of TSTA or ATPE?” and the response is always a “yes.” So I ask, 
“Which one?” “Why?” and we have more discussion and then I say, “You 
know, you might send them a note and tell them thank you for all they do.” 
They then ask me what I mean. I tell them “ Well, your lobbyists are pretty 
much in my office several times per week.” So then I tell them that they are a 
special interest group and that they also have lobbyists here in Austin. So 
when you go and attack special interest groups you are attacking yourself. 
And I assume by their speechlessness they got the point. “Therefore, to say 
that you don’t like special interests…you are attacking yourself.” That is part 
of the problem…because at the end of the day everyone has special interests. 
(stated by an elected official) 
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An educational advocate stated, “We feel, and know, that in real dollars, we 

are getting less per student than we did 10 years ago, despite claims from leadership 

that education has more money.” 

The leadership wants to add “reform” to public schools, but won’t give money 
with it because “we already have enough.” That is not true. We would take the 
reforms as long as they gave us money to carry out these reforms. (stated by 
an educational advocate) 

Let me be clear here, we don’t have a problem with tax reduction, but school 
districts need more money—they need meaningful discretion. School districts 
need more money so that they can decide to do what they want to do, not only 
what the state mandates them to do. We must give schools access to more 
money through this meaningful discretion. (stated by an educational advocate) 

My opinions have changed about the effectiveness and tenacity of local school 
districts, and it is based on my experience. As I represent clients in a tax bill, 
or to make sure they don’t get affected in an education reform bill….in the 
last 2 years I have seen something different happen…and that is the local 
school district in many areas of Texas does not have to deal in partisan 
politics. What it has to do is the delivery of an education product. When local 
superintendents, teachers, and school board members, which have 
traditionally been at odds with each other, are all on the same side regarding 
education finance reform in Texas, this is a whole new element. A new 
element is the traditional debate between inner-city school districts and 
suburban school districts is out of the window now, because suburban school 
districts now see that they have the same problems as urban school districts. 
At the forefront of this is school finance. (stated by an educational advocate) 

[If meaningful discretion is not found] we go back to court. If we go from 
$1.50 to $1.00, school districts need 15 cents of meaningful discretion. 
But…how do we get the 15 cents? A local election? How fast will we get the 
money? Is it equalized? This will all come down to the answers to these 
questions. Giving school districts access to a few pennies a year doesn’t really 
provide meaningful discretion. For a poor school district, this doesn’t provide 
much money. If you have to have a local election to access the money…think 
about what will happen. You have just lowered property taxes 15 cents. When 
we go them and ask if we can raise their taxes up another 15 cents they will 
say, “Hell, no!”—especially in a property-poor area. The meaningful 
discretion issue is a critical issue and one that needs special attention. We will 
fight like hell over this issue.  

There are also some adverse effects of lowering the property tax rates. 
Essentially what this does is eliminate Robin Hood, because you will only 
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have 10–20 wealthy school districts. These 10–20 school districts won’t just 
be wealthy, they will be Super Wealthy. So wealthy that I don’t even want to 
think about how unfair it will be. Some legislators will argue that we should 
ignore that these districts are at an advantage over other school districts, 
because there are so few of them, and it would take a lot of work to correct the 
problem. It doesn’t hurt that ones of these super wealthy school districts is 
represented by the rumored new committee chairman of the public education 
committee. He will say that this problem is negligible. Yes it is a problem, but 
it appears to be a necessary evil in order for our school districts to receive 
more money. In the short term we could live with this, but in the long term…it 
appears that we may have another law suit. (stated by an educational 
advocate) 

Highland Park ISD, which is routinely touted in discussions about wealthy 
school districts, had a complaint from a parent that the school wouldn’t be 
able to afford towel warmers in the locker room. There is great disparity 
between this complaint and those from poor schools who go without a lot of 
basic necessities like facilities. (statement by a state agency employee) 

The school districts large and small have hired law firms to go to court. They 
did not feel they were making any progress in the legislature so they 
challenged it on constitutional grounds. School districts, through their law 
firms and then of course you have your trade associations like TSTA, TFT, 
and others. There are a lot of stakeholders involved. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

Finally, a state agency employee said, “They don’t have the power that they did in the 

early 1990s.”  

The research participants attributed the loss of influence of the education 

community to the political shift in the legislature, the role of the business community, 

and the message and advocacy techniques of the education community. The 

disagreements between members of the education community as well as the varying 

desires of the education also make them less effective from an advocacy standpoint. 

Although the research participants understood that the role and mission of the 

education community is to advocate on behalf of public education and students, they 

acknowledged that the education community does a poor job at this task. It is 
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important to note, however, that the majority of the research participants spoke to the 

potential of the education community to have political leverage, given the sheer 

number, or potential voting power, of this group.   

Public. In addition to the business and education communities, research 

participants identified the public as a viable interest community with respect to public 

school finance reform and the legislative process. As a whole, the public plays a 

significant role in the school finance policy reform and legislative process. Arguably, 

the public has the most to gain and lose on this issue, because ultimately it is the 

citizens of the state of Texas who are affected by the public school finance structure 

and the public education system. From their role as taxpayers to participants and 

beneficiaries of the public education system, the public is an integral part of the 

public education system of Texas and therefore should be generally concerned about 

proposed educational reforms. After all, the public is the reason for the educational 

system. The following are descriptions of the role and impact of the public on the 

legislative process and efforts to reform school finance policy.  

A state agency employee stated, “The common lay person, the parent, the 

teacher, the school board member, their voice is not relevant. What is relevant is 

where the money going to come from.”  

I would say that their voice is not loud enough. Their voice speaks volumes at 
the poll. If they are not happy, they can run someone else. It comes down to a 
hearing…and they are not there. It is up to the representative to make a 
decision. They are there for the inception, but they are not there for the birth 
of the bill. How do you stay a major player? You keep talking, you keep 
writing letters. All elected officials do listen at some point. (stated by an 
educational advocate) 
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Educating the public is the number one priority. Educating the public is the 
key to opening dialogue about available options. It seems that the legislature 
only has revenue neutral ideas for funding public schools—we see this over 
and over again. But, while I think it is important to educate the public, it is 
also important for legislators that they elect [to be] willing to open their eyes 
and be open to all available remedies and options available. Unfortunately the 
media has made an attempt, with regards to other options available. The media 
has made an honest attempt, but the leadership in the state has diverted 
attention from the media’s case for particular options. I do, I think it is 
extremely difficult. I am thinking educating the public would take a town hall 
approach, with small meetings held across the state, and possibly with 
editorial boards pitching in. This would get the word out on what true options 
are. (stated by a state agency employee)  

It is hard to say who has the biggest impact, because there are so many of us, 
and the teachers groups have such a bigger impact on some members than 
others. Whether it is one section of the industry, in those whole funding 
aspect, whether it is the rural folks who farm and ranch… do they have a 
greater impact on my decision-making process than someone in inner Dallas 
or Houston? Well, yes. (stated by an elected official)  

The legislature generally reflects the public will, well, that is the theory and it 
is supposed to work that way. So the public has not demanded their elected 
officials to find new solutions, to raise teacher salaries, for instance. If 
teachers would get out and vote, register to vote in the numbers that they 
could, there might be a chance in policy. But currently, the legislature, well, 
historically the legislature has reflected public will and opinion. Now, there is 
such a thing as leadership. A group of legislators—and we see some of that 
now—shape public opinion and educate the public. We are not spending 
enough for education, and that is why you see a shortage of teachers, the 
dropout rate too high. Public opinion could be molded by leadership on all 
fronts. (stated by an elected official) 

I have constituents that believe in building the biggest schools for their kids 
and literally within 2 years I have had them come back and question whether 
the facility was necessary or worth the taxes they pay every year. As soon as 
their kids get out of school…their views have changed. It is amazing how that 
works. It is a constant strain because now they are more focused on higher 
education…Really, I put it on the feet of 23 million different opinions. At the 
end of the day I listen to 170,000 and my colleagues listen to theirs. That is a 
tough act. (stated by an elected official) 

The majority of Texas citizens, however, do not exercise their right to vote or 

to express their opinions regarding the public education system, or any governmental 
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activity for that matter. While some members of the public have voiced their concern 

over rising property taxes and have expressed disappointment with the current 

funding structure for public schools, most have remained silent. If mobilized and 

organized, the general public could have the greatest impact upon the decisions made 

by the Texas legislature. Historically speaking, however, this is not likely to occur. 

Nevertheless, as the research participants have done, it is important to realize and 

understand that the public has the potential to play a large part in school finance 

reform efforts and the legislative process. If the public were to get involved in the 

legislative process, “it must thrust some items onto the governmental agenda because 

the vast number of people interested in the issue would make it popular for vote-

seeking politicians” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 65). 

 Participation in elections. In addition to the roles of the education and 

business communities and the public, the research participants identified participation 

in elections as a factor that contributes to the interest group theme. As of late, the 

aforementioned groups have participated heavily in recent elections, in efforts to elect 

the candidates of their choosing. The following are descriptions of the role of interest 

groups in recent elections, as the research participants understand them.  

What happened in the last several special sessions is that some of the 
leadership campaigned against and spoke against superintendents and school 
boards and other stakeholders, wanting to blame them for why we haven’t 
been successful in passing school finance reform. I have never subscribed to 
that. …I think that superintendents and teachers are a great resource to help 
design whatever we do. I listen to them, but some don’t. Some say they have 
conflicts and should stay out of the process, but I think it is just a 
philosophical difference. So, watch this election cycle and some of these 
superintendents and school board members and former members…they can 
change the dynamics by running for office. (stated by an elected official) 
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The thing I am really interested in will be to see the primary results. There are 
at least four or five moderate Republicans, á la Carter Casteel, that have been 
targeted for not supporting the leadership…there are maybe a larger number, 
maybe 15 or so, loyal Republicans who have been targeted by school board 
members or whatever. So if there is a swing of 5 or 10 seats one way or 
another. …I am not sure whether or not a special session that convenes in 
May…I am not sure how it will play out. (stated by a state agency employee) 

This has been brewing over the past several years. …We just reached a point 
where we couldn’t take it anymore. Teachers lost their health insurance and so 
that fired up some people. There is also the Social Security off-set issue—that 
engaged a population…and you have other things like 65% and overtesting. 
These issues just added up, and then the primaries were here. That is why it 
happened now. There was simply brewing discontent—we just showed them 
how to express their displeasure. (stated by an educational advocate) 

Put simply, interest groups engaged in elections because of discontent with 

elected officials. In many cases, the interest groups supported challengers of 

legislative incumbents and did anything in their power to unseat them. In one specific 

case, several interest groups, including the education community, campaigned against 

Kent Grusendorf, the current chairman of the House Committee on Public Education. 

During the course of this research, Representative Grusendorf lost in his primary 

election. Research participants were asked about their thoughts regarding the impact 

of this event on the way things happen at the Capitol. The following are research 

participants’ answers to this inquiry.  

An elected official stated, “I never want to say I am glad someone was 

defeated, but that election just goes to show that Texans take public education very 

seriously.”  

[Representative Grusendorf] was the most unapproachable member in the 
House. Yes, I am hoping for positive change by whomever takes his role as 
chairman. Unfortunately, he operated on a quid pro quo basis, and you really 
had to do what he wanted or needed in order to get a bill heard in his 
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committee. If you didn’t support vouchers, you had a hard time getting your 
bill heard. (stated by an elected official) 

I think it speaks volumes of the enormous will for public education to 
improve. I think it is unbelievable—especially because it is at the state level. I 
think Kent Grusendorf is going to be angry this special session, and he won’t 
be allowed to bully as much as he used to. (stated by an educational advocate) 

I think this has been a long time coming. Since educators have been forming 
coalitions; they saw the power in numbers and the ability of all groups—
teachers, superintendents, principals, etc.—to join together in solidarity and to 
taking control of their situation. The concept of winning can be, and is, 
intoxicating. The basic principle here is that all change is systemic. All of the 
people involved here were tired of the bullying, and there were several factors 
that converged that made them want to react. I think I am very optimistic in 
terms of seeing positive change after the recent election. (stated by an 
educational advocate) 

I think Grusendorf losing will have an impact on public education, but it will 
be minimal. There are a lot of other legislators who are problematic—it was 
never him by himself. There 10–12 races decided Tuesday, and they were all 
pretty important. It might have some legislators looking over their shoulder 
now. Will there be a big change? I don’t think so. It’s interesting the governor 
may be looking over his shoulder now; he actively campaigned for 
Grusendorf across the state and he lost. If someone were espousing my 
policies and values and lost…I would be worried. It may cause some 
legislators to think, “Wait a minute—I am not untouchable.” (stated by an 
educational advocate) 

Most of us in the education community never planned or had a desire to go 
into politics. However, most of us are finding out that we have to be involved 
to survive and to participate. We have got to be involved, have our voices 
heard, or we are going to be left out. We are becoming more and more 
involved through lobbying—and we are catching flack from the legislature for 
that. I think that is where the whole 65% agenda came from. But yes, I think 
this is an emerging trend and more and more of us will get involved. (stated 
by an educational advocate) 

Yes, it will start changing. The attitude has been that teaches don’t vote, and 
there is some truth to that…but it is not as true as most people think. People in 
general do not vote; there has been less and less voting. I have a theory about 
that—most people don’t understand. When you talk to people as they are 
voting in their primary they don’t get it; they were just told to go vote in 
church, so they did. Most people don’t understand how it works: the 
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primaries, the general elections, the basics. If you don’t understand, you don’t 
get involved. (stated by an educational advocate) 

I started this project as a pilot in 2004 with two candidates. We had a letter 
back then, but we learned from that experience how to target the voters and 
that was in the general election. We realized that in a primary election…1,000 
votes can make a difference, because the turnout is so low. We realized that 
we could come up with 1,000 votes to swing an election. So, everything came 
to a head, because education is a top issue, and everyone knew that things 
have screwed up lately. This filtered down to teachers and then we had 
candidates like Diane Patrick. The timing was right, and we had candidates for 
the primaries. That was a perfect environment, and we just needed to get the 
teachers out to vote, and all they needed was a push. So…we did this for the 
primary, we have races targeted in the run off, and we are also working in the 
general election. And the teachers love this because it isn’t calling; it is not 
block walking…this is all on their own time. (stated by an educational 
advocate) 

Go to our Web site…at the top of the page there is a link that says something 
like “Click here if you are fed up with what’s going on at the Capitol.” That is 
where you can get more information about the project that we did. Basically, 
what it is…a teacher, a member of our organization, all they have to do is sign 
up and we send them 20 invitation-size cards…and the ones we used this time 
have a picture of a little girl writing on a blackboard. The inside says, 
“Teachers and others need your help—we have failed 
leadership”…blah…blah…blah. Vote for Diane Patrick—vote in the 
Republican primary. The teacher volunteer hand-addresses the envelopes and 
writes a note on the inside—and we, of course, give them suggestions. 
Something like, “We really need you help.” When the voter gets it, they don’t 
throw it away, because it looks like any other piece of mail that is 
personalized. This guarantees that they will open it. They will read it and 
understand that a real teacher wrote them a personal note. We sent in, from all 
over the state, a total of 3,300 cards to Arlington ISD voters that are school 
employees. And of course, we don’t have a lot of members there, but there is 
an independent union there that cooperated with us; they were on the ground. 
The teachers who got these were informed. We know that in every voting 
household there is an average of 2.5 voters, so we were reaching more than 
the teachers, we were reaching their families. We got a lot of feedback and a 
lot of volunteers on the ground. We did this in 10 races, but only 1,000 in the 
other nine races. I went to Corpus Christi and we kept making extra cards 
because people kept requesting them. I took 1,000 to Corpus and they went 
like hot cakes; they ran out. When a teacher asked me about the cards, I told 
her there were several races we were involved in, and she said, “No. Kent 
Grusendorf is the Prince of Darkness, and I have been waiting for years to get 
back at him.” So we had that much interest in that one race. Through our Web 
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site we gathered volunteers and got them the materials, and they used their 
own postage to send them. (stated by an educational advocate) 

I haven’t heard of any other teacher groups doing this, and I am not sure if 
they necessarily understand. If someone is really interested in getting 
involved…they can just join us…For federal law purposes we can’t spend 
money for political purposes from our pack as nonmembers. But family 
members of members can also join. We got 5,000 volunteers to make 10,000 
cards. We ended up generating 14,000 mail pieces for the primaries; some did 
multiples. (stated by an educational advocate) 

We were involved in a Houston race, and while I was helping, I asked how 
much it cost for them to run slick, glossy mailers…and she said they cost 
them $7,000 to $8,000. What it cost us to make our cards…personalized and 
not commercialized—we wanted them to look homemade—it cost us about 
$300 per thousand cards. With postage it cost about no more than $600 per 
thousand, which is peanuts. Here you have Dr. Leinenger dumping hundreds 
of thousands, millions, into campaigns like the Grusendorf race…and what 
did it get him? Many people told us they also got automated, prerecorded calls 
from Rick and Anita Perry—but no one answers their phone anymore. 
(statement by an educational advocate) 

No. There will be no change…there are still too many gutless politicians left. 
There will still be roadblocks, even with Grusendorf gone. The Republican 
leadership will continue to sidestep the issue, even in the Governor’s 
Mansion. They will through up red herrings…but all they are…are red 
herrings. (statement by an educational advocate) 

I certainly hope so. More political action is needed and is coming out of more 
groups, because it works. If people do something and it is successful, more 
people might try to do it also. People may get excited, and it very well may 
become an emerging trend. Lobbyists do everything and get what they want 
by being active. The common man needs to go to the ballot box and say, “Do 
what I do or you are out—you do what I say.” They need to remember 2 years 
later what their representative has or hasn’t done and what they promised. The 
elected official then needs to say, “Okay, public, you are the boss.” Because 
they key here is that the public is the boss. (statement by an educational 
advocate) 

 While most members of the business and education communities did not go 

into their fields of interest expecting to get involved in the legislative or electorate 

process, many of them understand that they must get involved in order to maintain or 
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improve the environment in which they live and work. Most research participants 

noted that the recent participation in elections by the business and educational 

communities stems from brewing discontent over legislative policies and particular 

legislators. Many of these individuals simply want to hold the legislature accountable 

for their actions, especially those that directly impact their work and home lives. The 

research participants were divided, however, about how their involvement will 

change the legislative process and specific legislative policies. Whereas many were 

optimistic, some were pessimistic. Moreover, although it is not entirely clear who is 

responsible for his defeat, there was general satisfaction among the research 

participants with the defeat of Representative Kent Grusendorf. One of the most 

important issues here is that the research participants understood the significance of 

their role in elections and have seen the impact their role can have. Of note is the lack 

of participation by the general public in these efforts.  

Interest groups have a significant role in this research, in the legislative 

process, and in efforts to reform school finance policy. The business and education 

communities as well as the public have a vested interest in these issues and have used 

multiple advocacy techniques in order to advance their legislative agendas. Some of 

these techniques have been successful, and others have not. One advocacy technique 

that the business and education communities have engaged in is election participation. 

By participating in elections, these communities have attempted to elect or defeat the 

candidates of their choosing—candidates who have similar legislative agendas. It 

appears that the business and educational communities have a better understanding of 

their role in their legislative process and what advocacy techniques may or may not 
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be working for them. On the other hand, the general public seems to be lacking in 

terms of involvement in the legislative process, efforts to reform school finance 

reform policy, participation in elections, and a general understanding of their role in 

these issues.  

External Factors 

 In addition to the role of political and interest groups, the research participants 

also identified external factors as significant to the legislative process and efforts to 

reform school finance policy. As indicated in Figure 4.3, research participants 

identified the following seven factors as being external, or independent, of the 

previously mentioned factors: (a) population, (b) time, (c) voter apathy, (d) lack of 

participation, (e) taxes, (f) the economy, and (g) the nature of the problem. The 

following sections detail the seven external factors and provide an understanding of 

how these external factors impact school finance reform efforts and the legislative 

process. 
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Figure 4.3. External factors. 

Population 

 The research participants identified the population as being an external factor 

that impacts the legislative process and efforts to reform school finance policy. 

During the interview process, an elected official noted,  

Right now the demographics…the changing demographics of this state is a 
new element, maybe not a new element, but a more dominant element in the 
debate. We have a poor population that prior to the 1960s may have been 
neglected, underfinanced, and they were under the political authority to do 
anything. That is not true anymore. Recently my area, poor areas and the 
urban areas, are represented by more educated and vocal people. We have 
evolved since the 1960s and 1970s, and our laws have done the same. Yes, 
they are changing, but there are some constant underpinnings that stay the 
same.  
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The elected official’s statement is an accurate description of the situation. In 

the near future, the growth of the Texas population may be one of the most significant 

factors influencing the public education system in Texas. The Texas population is 

expected to increase by approximately 5.1 million between 2000 and 2015, resulting 

in a population of approximately 29 million people. From 2000 to 2025, Texas is also 

expected to have a total population increase of 8.7 million people (a 41.7% increase). 

With an average growth rate of 1.6%, Texas will outpace the nation’s growth rate of 

1.1% (Texas State Data Center, 2001).  

 Of this population increase, Hispanics and African Americans are estimated to 

account for approximately 55.4%, or 16.4 million, of the Texas population by 2025 

(Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2002). (The White population is 

expected to account for 39.8% of the Texas population in 2025, according to the 

Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board.) Table 4.10 reflects a portion of these 

data. 

Table 4.10 

Population Changes in Texas 

Texas population 1990 2000 Percent change 

Total 16,986,335 20,851,830 22.8% 

Hispanic   4,339,887   6,669,666 53.7% 

Note. Source: Demographic trends in Texas, by B. Weinstein, presented as testimony to the Joint 
Select Committee on School Finance, January 25, 2002. 
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If this historically undereducated segment of the population is to be given a 

fair opportunity to enter the Texas economy in a productive and effective manner, 

adding funding resources for public education will be a necessity. According to state 

demographer Steve Murdock and colleagues (2002), in the future, Texas will have a 

population that is 

poorer, less well educated, and more in need of numerous forms of State 
services than its present population, but would be less able to support such 
services. It would have a population that is likely to be less competitive in the 
increasingly international labor and other markets of the world. (p. 86) 

In advance of these population shifts, some demographic changes already 

have occurred. Over the last several legislative sessions, increased funding has been 

shifted to programs and policies that assist minority students with their educational 

requirements. Compensatory education funding, limited English proficiency student 

policies, and an increased weighting system provide minority students with a better 

education. Historically, these students tend to populate property-poor school districts 

or schools along the Texas–Mexico border (Zamora, 2001). Thus, property-poor 

school districts argue that the current school funding system has allowed their 

students to achieve success and to explore new educational opportunities via 

increased levels of state funding. Further, these same school districts also would 

argue in favor of maintaining the current school finance system for public schools in 

Texas (Diaz, 2001; King, 2001).  

 Ultimately, the demographic changes that lie ahead in Texas’ future will have 

a significant impact on the public education system as well as the mechanisms by 
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which it is funded. Therefore, the population is a significant external factor to the 

legislative process and efforts to reform school finance policy.  

 

Time 

 Like the population, time is a critical external factor with respect to efforts to 

reform school finance policy and the legislative process. Time, in terms of the lack of 

it, has a negative affect on these two issues. For example, the biennial structure of the 

Texas legislature has its limitations. As one research participant posited, 

My personal opinion is that the state of Texas…there are pluses and minuses 
of a biennial legislature. It is almost impossible to achieve significant reform 
in 140 days. Most people aren’t public about this, but I would support 
segregating special topics, like education, in a special session in order to focus 
on them. If we don’t segregate them…these issues take up too much time, and 
other important issues suffer from lack of attention. (stated by an educational 
advocate) 

 Most of the research participants lamented the biennial structure in the Texas 

legislature. Some research participants asserted that 140 days of work every 2 years is 

not sufficient enough to deal with the legislative issue at hand, including public 

school finance reform. To some extent, the legislature has agreed with this sentiment. 

 Since the 78th Legislature, there have been seven called special legislative 

sessions (Texas House of Representatives, 2006b). A special legislative session is 

generally only called when the legislature is unable to deal with an issue during a 

regular legislative session or when a state or legislative emergency arises. The 

upcoming special session will mark the fourth attempt to specifically address school 

finance in a special legislative session.  
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 Further, the 78th Legislature ceremoniously marked the end of legislative 

interims (the time between legislative sessions, from June of odd-numbered years to 

January of odd-numbered years) as the research participants knew them. As one 

participant noted, 

There used to be legislative interims in Texas. You would have a legislative 
session from January to June in an odd-numbered year and then agencies 
would go through troughs and crests. You would have a chance to take a 
break and to reassess things. Then the legislature would come back. There are 
a couple of reasons why that is not true anymore, and it has not been true 
since the 1999 session. There are no down times anymore…not for this 
agency. Contrary to popular belief, legislators are more interested in their 
work. This picture Molly Ivins likes to paint about the Texas legislature as a 
bunch of cowboys who are more interested in drinking and dining on the 
lobby tab instead of working is not fair. It is dishonest and does a disservice to 
legislators who work very hard. They do not have interims either. They are 
constantly working; there are constantly committees. And especially in school 
finance, where we have seen seven legislative sessions since 2001. When you 
count up the special sessions, this legislature has not taken a break from 
deliberating on school finance, and that impacts this agency. We really do not 
get a break from legislative action. Sessions are more intense, but the work 
does not stop for this. This is a new phenomenon. (stated by a state agency 
employee)  

Although ongoing legislative sessions, both regular and special, may not seem 

like a grand problem, the research participants disagreed. Educational advocates, 

elected officials, state agency employees, and legislative staff are also negatively 

impacted by the role of time. Continuous legislative sessions fatigue these 

participants in the legislative process, given that these sessions generally require long 

workdays, including weekends. Personal and vacation time, not to mention workdays 

for elected officials, are difficult to schedule when legislative schedules are frequent 

yet unpredictable.  
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Research participants ultimately noted that time has a negative impact on 

efforts to reform school finance policy and the legislative process. Understanding the 

negative impact of time, however, has allowed the research participants to work to 

develop strategies to overcome this obstacle and to develop realistic expectations 

about the legislative process and school finance reform attempts.  

 

Voter Apathy 

Voter apathy is another external factor that research participants identified as 

an influence on efforts to reform school finance policy and the legislative process. 

According to the research participants, voter apathy has a negative effect on these 

issues. The consequences of citizens not voting range from the maintenance the status 

quo to a nonparticipatory society. According to one educational advocate research 

participant, 

The majority of people are happy, but they are happy because they do nothing. 
They don’t want to have to go out of their way. They would much rather 
someone else did the work. Being in politics will make you cynical. People 
elect people to represent us and then they go off and don’t deliver. Then 
people say, “Aw, shucks,” and continue to reelect them 2 years later. After 
they promise the world and didn’t deliver…people forget that 2 years later. If 
someone has stroke people tell themselves that need to reelect them, despite 
the fact that they didn’t deliver and the fact that they don’t really have stroke. 
I am not happy with the politicians. The system is great…the politicians are 
not.  

Research participants went further and noted that if the eligible voting public 

participated in elections, the world as we know it might be different. With respect to 

school finance policy reform and the legislative process, one research participant 

posited,  
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We also need a state government who is willing to look at education. If 
teachers voted…they could run politics. They are the largest group with the 
same agenda. But they don’t vote. I can’t even get them to vote here. (stated 
by an educational advocate) 

Besides the obvious disappointment of voters not participating in democratic voting 

process, research participants also understood that voter apathy leads to another 

problem: lack of participation in other democratic processes.  

 

Lack of Participation 

 Research participants identified the lack of participation of the public as being 

an external factor to the legislative process and efforts to reform school finance 

policy. Lack of participation is defined by the lack of the general public to engage in 

the legislative process and school finance policy reform. The research participants 

noted that the general public are not only not voting, but also are not attending public 

hearings on school finance, are not educating their elected officials on their 

perspectives on school finance reform, and are not engaging in the school finance 

reform debates. To illustrate this point, a research participant who serves on a school 

board noted,  

Nobody has asked me what’s going on. I kind of think no one seems to care 
because no one asks. I think it is indicative of politics…people are 
disconnected. People have more important things to do like smoke cigarettes 
and ride their motorcycles. (stated by an educational advocate) 

Needless to say, the research participant was very discouraged by this fact, and many 

other participants struggled to come up with ways to engage the general public. One 

research participant noted however, that while some of the general public is not 
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actively engaged in the legislative process, they do have an understanding of what is 

happening:  

People are a lot smarter than a lot of politicians give them credit for. People 
understand that you are going to have to spend money on the educational 
system…and it may require raising taxes or building another prison. People 
understand that. (stated by an elected official)  

 In the end, it is the goal of research participants to have more people engaged 

in efforts to reform school finance policy and the legislative process. It is also a goal 

to have more people understand what is occurring with these issues and why they are 

important. The rationale is that if people understand the issues and what is occurring, 

they are more likely to get involved. 

 

Taxes 

Taxes are another external factor that was identified by the research 

participants as being significant to the efforts to reform school finance policy and the 

legislative process. Given the fact that Texas is one of the lowest tax states in the 

country, taxes and the tax structure are hotly debated issues within Texas politics and 

the general public. People who may not understand political factors or the role 

interest groups are more likely to understand the role of taxes, because everyone in 

Texas pays taxes directly or indirectly.  

The great debate about taxes, with relationship to school finance policy reform 

and the legislative process, involves understanding who will finance public education 

and how much these people, or businesses, will pay. In fact, these two issues have 

driven, rather unsuccessfully, the tone and outcome of legislative sessions on this 
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issue. The following are descriptions of the debate over taxes, with respect to school 

finance reform and the legislative process, as perceived and understood by the 

research participants:  

It was Senator Wentworth who said publicly that the Republican party has 
become the majority party in Texas largely over the last 30 years over 
campaigning against taxes. We were actually in the context of talking about 
raising gasoline taxes and he says it’s not going to happen. You can take this 
statement and…they have built their party appealing to a no tax 
doctrine…now that they are in charge we are faced with a no tax policy. In 
fact, part of the discussions about this upcoming special session is that the 
governor and others want a tax-neutral proposal. The new business tax that 
they are discussing will not raise new monies; it will just go to replace the 
property tax. They are in charge and maintaining a no new tax policy. Until 
that changes, we are probably going to be short on funding for schools, social 
issues, highways, prisons, everything else. We are really falling behind on 
most state services in terms of delivery. (stated by an elected official) 

But I don’t think…there is this tendency to think of school finance as this 
magical transformation of different formulas, and I don’t think that’s the big 
impediment right now. It seems to me that there is a pretty good consensus to 
buy down local tax rates, go to a one-tier system…then there are all sorts of 
little fights about things like…do you have weights or do you have dollar 
amounts? But the great big structure we want to get….we want to get tax rates 
down to $1.25…$1.30…we want to go from two tiers to one tier is there…and 
the place things have gotten hung up on the most is a much more wrenching 
change to the tax structure. Nobody really wants to do school finance until 
they see $2 billion or whatever it is…in a tax bill and that seems to be the 
really hard thing. What I think is the most difficult is what is happening in the 
Ways & Means Committee and not what is happening in the Public Education 
Committee. (stated by a state agency employee)  

I think part of the unsuccessful nature that we have had for the past sessions, 
both regular and special, deals with an underlying current of “who should pay 
for it” and “how.” The idea of taxing is egregious to one political party as 
opposed to the other. It depends on who is in power. The people who decided 
the 1995 school finance policy reform—that was a Democratic-controlled 
legislature. Now, we have a Republican-controlled legislature, and how they 
want to fund school finance is contrary to how Democrats would fund public 
schools. So, I am not sure if there is a clear-cut answer. (stated by a state 
agency employee) 
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There are too many variables as to who is in charge, what taxes should be 
levied, how they should be levied, and how much they should be levied. True, 
the system is not perfect, and it was not perfect in 1995. But they had space; 
they had cap room to develop this and to fund schools. Now we get to the 
point where we maxed out this idea and we are trying to find a new idea. But 
the problem is that there aren’t any new ideas. You can raise the sales tax, you 
can raise the tobacco tax, alcohol tax, property taxes, put caps on 
appraisals…you can think of any tax you want. If it is any shape or form 
going to be egregious to one party or another, that is going to depend on who 
is in power. If the Democrats are in power, they are going to look at more 
taxes to levy. When the Republicans are in power, they are going to cut taxes 
and find other ways of paying for school finance reform. They think that 
property taxes are not the issue or the answer. We were this close to finding a 
school finance solution, and the reason it was held back was the business tax, 
the broad-based business tax, a broadening of the franchise tax. At that point, 
it became a divided issue of how much to do it. The consensus was that we 
were not going to have a school finance solution because of the broad-based 
tax. If we had come to a conclusion and decided to have a broad-based tax that 
prevents businesses from paying their taxes, we wouldn’t be having this 
discussion. (stated by a state agency employee) 

The reason is that nobody wants to raise taxes. No one wants to get into the 
political risk of going in and creating an income tax…Bob Bullock couldn’t 
do it. And we are certainly entrenched in our current property tax system, and 
it is going to take the business lobby to give up their bit—and stop putting the 
breaks on any kind of tax. The business community and the public at large 
don’t want new taxes. I would really say it is the politics of taxes and not so 
much that people don’t want to fund schools. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

The legislature has a lack of seriousness as to how whatever problems plague 
school finance. They want to make this a property tax issue; to tell you the 
truth, in most communities this is not an issue. But if you buy down property 
tax rates, it is expensive. And Republicans are great at buying down property 
tax rates, and they frame this debate very successfully, and Republicans are 
very poor at generating reform to replace whatever you lose in property tax 
rates…they just are not good at it. That is not who they are. I do not mean to 
blame the Republicans, but they are in charge. And if you are going to craft a 
governing majority on school finance, that is where you have to start, and they 
do not have one. (stated by a state agency employee) 

School finance reform is innately a tax issue. Well, I should say this…the 
distribution of funds may be a policy issue, but coming up with and replacing 
revenue sources is a tax issue. Since I have been at the legislature, I really 
haven’t seen a school finance reform bill on my desk. With any bill on public 
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education, however, there are generally two things that I look for. The first 
thing I look at are the district runs. I see how my school districts fare under a 
given set of policies and look to see if they benefit or if they will be penalized 
somehow. The second thing I look at is the revenue side of the equation. Here 
I am looking at the tax structure. I mean, since the money has to come from 
somewhere, we are usually replacing some tax for another. I really care about 
where the money is coming from. If there is a sales tax, for example, I will see 
how that impacts my constituents. If we lower property taxes from $1.50 to 
$1.15…well, that doesn’t mean shit to some of my constituents. If you are 
renting an apartment or a house, a reduction in property taxes isn’t going to do 
much for you. (stated by an elected official) 

I was talking to a friend of mine on the phone this weekend that is a lawyer 
and she was talking about lawyer groups worrying about being taxed. I talked 
to her about some of the numbers, and it became apparent that her conviction, 
like many other people, is, “Oh you can fix all this stuff by raising the sales 
tax by a quarter percent…or we will slap a nickel tax on gasoline and then we 
will be home.” It is much, much harder than that. I personally don’t really 
mind paying really high property taxes…I think it is a good deal for not 
paying an income tax. But if your agenda is to replace as much as a third 
sometimes of this enormous state property tax, you have got to create a huge 
tax to make up for it. Something way beyond what we have save for the sales 
tax, and that is really, really hard, and you run into a lot of issues that don’t 
really have anything to do with education. We have a tax structure that doesn’t 
really reflect our economy, and now you are starting to tax a whole bunch of 
businesses that came to Texas largely because they are not taxed in Texas. It 
is really rough. I am not sure any state does all that well at taxing the sort of 
new electronic intellectual property, other than through an income tax, and I 
don’t think we are about to have an income tax. Trying to get at it through a 
gross receipts tax or something like that is going to be hard. (stated by a state 
agency employee) 

We have evolved since the 1960s and 1970s, and our laws have done the 
same. Yes, they are changing, but there are some constant underpinnings that 
stay the same. One is basically the debate over taxes. Some people not 
wanting to pay taxes others who are not as…who need more education want 
more taxes to pay for education services. (stated by an elected official) 

The governor has said that the main focus of the special session will be to 
reduce property taxes from $1.50 to $1.00. The Attorney General’s Office has 
said that the Supreme Court said nothing about property taxes in its ruling. It’s 
true, the ruling said nothing about that—this is simply Governor Perry’s 
political decision. There will be no new money for education; business taxes 
will be levied only to replace the reduction in property tax. (stated by an 
educational advocate) 
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When certain Democratic legislators mention a state income tax, most of the 
public doesn’t realize that a state income tax can be deducted from one’s 
federal income taxes. In that sense, while the state income tax may be a way 
to equitably fund schools, the general public doesn’t understand why this 
would be the case. I think politically, strictly politically, that if a Republican 
legislator opens his or her eyes to a state income tax, or an interim study on 
one, that it could be a political problem for them. Thus, if they do not express 
interest in a state income tax, it doesn’t mean they aren’t interested in one; it 
just means that politically they can’t be interested in pursuing that option. As a 
barrier, I think there is a myth is out there that serves as a barrier. There is a 
myth that if businesses are asked to pay more for schools that they will leave 
the state and hinder economic development. I believe that this is truly a myth 
and that there is nothing better than an educated work force to promote 
economic development in the state. There may be some truth to this myth, but 
it is greatly exaggerated. (stated by an educational advocate) 

You have to look at this backwards…the $1.50 cap, the one that is considered 
unconstitutional under West Orange Cove by the Supreme Court. The issue is 
do they take property taxes down 10 cents, 20 cents, 30 cents, whatever 
amount they choose to go down, you have to replace that revenue somewhere, 
somehow. Where do we generate that amount of money? If property taxes are 
reduced by 20, 25 cents, that is $2 billion that is needed every year. If you go 
down 50 cents, that is $5 billion each year. So let us say they go down 50 
cents, that is $5 billion that they must come up with. Now they have to count 
fingers. We can raise the sales tax, we can close the franchise tax loopholes, 
these are a lot of things they want to do, but it all comes down to how much. I 
suspect that in the next special session their proposal will be modest, maybe 
20 cents. This means they only have to come up with $2 billion per year. It 
sounds easy, they can come up with $2 billion, but how much can they shove 
off on the middle class and the business community? This will be the 
determining factor. The Senate is more sensitive to the middle class and the 
House is not. The House could care less…they were going to tax bottled 
water, topless clubs, cigarettes, and things like that. (stated by an educational 
advocate) 

Although there have been several proposals aimed at raising revenues to fund 

public schools in Texas, the state income tax proposal has generated the most buzz 

among the media and participants in the legislative process and efforts to reform 

school finance policy. In fact, participants in this research were generally supportive 

of an income tax as a means of raising revenue for public schools. When asked why 
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there appears to be significant resistance against legislative proposals for a state 

income tax, the research participants responded accordingly:  

We’re getting back to the Wentworth statement…a party has been built that 
happens to be in the majority right now and they support no new taxes. In fact, 
I wish I could find the damned copy of the deal…they ask you to sign a no 
new tax pledge…a Grover Norquist deal…and I saw this the other day, a 
significant number of House and Senate members who signed this before they 
were even elected. No new tax pledges? That is great for getting elected, but 
there are needs that need to be met. I have voted for taxes numerous times and 
have survived because you explain the need and purpose, you don’t waste, and 
people will support taxes if you document and justify the need. I think it is 
interesting…it is the nature of the legislature…a lot of principles are being 
challenged. It is not universal…there are some Democrats who vote for 
it…but I am not sure who the hell they are. (stated by an educational 
advocate) 

I think part of it has to do with lack of education. People do not usually read 
past the headlines. The majority of the population would be favorably helped 
from one—something like 97%. The rest of the population has so much to 
lose and therefore pour money into campaigns to stop this idea from coming 
into fruition. Thus, they control the issue. (stated by a state agency employee) 

I think it stems from their leader. Lieutenant Governor Dewhurst is quite 
wealthy, but he comes from a middle-class family, and his incentive is to 
leave a legacy, in my opinion. He is concerned about the future and having a 
plan in place that works. The Speaker only has to answer to his constituents in 
Midland. His interests lie with the business community: the oil and gas 
industry. This is in itself a contradiction, because the House is generally 
supposed to be more representative, they are supposed to be more in touch 
with their communities. Their communities are smaller than the Senate 
districts. But if you will notice, the one thing that was holding up the process 
was the broad-based franchise tax, which would have hurt the Speaker’s 
business friends’ interests. Hence, he had to tow the line: “No we cannot go 
with this.” (stated by an educational advocate) 

The Senate could be considered magnanimous in treating the tax plan, the 
finance plan, as trying to be fair to the middle class; however, with the 2/3 
rule….there are only 16 Republicans in the Senate and they need five 
Democrats to agree to hear a bill….they could have just as concerned or 
slanted towards the business community if they had 21 Republicans….they 
have to be more fair or else the plan will not come to the floor. (stated by an 
educational advocate) 
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The House was supposed to be middle-class sensitive, and all the 149 
representatives follow the Speaker. Usually what the Speaker says goes, and it 
felt as though you had 150 representatives representing Midland, not their 
own legislative districts. The Senate was trying to be fair, trying to include 
other participants who have not been paying their fair share of taxes or who 
should be paying taxes and trying to find a solution for all school districts, and 
it is very hard with all of the interests involved. And you have 30 days to do it 
in. Let us put in this way…if you can’t do it in 140 days, you are not going to 
come up with a solution in 30 days. (stated by a state agency employee) 

Out of the 150 representatives and 31 senators, not one of them feels the pinch 
the way a district or parent would. I think the 181 elected officials can pay 
their property taxes and do not feel the regressive taxes as much as others. I 
think they are not necessarily misguided, but they need a reality check. If this 
were affecting them, then you would say an impetus towards getting this done. 
They keep on dealing with this, and it is not easy, but they may not if they got 
in touch with their constituents and found out what it is like to have trouble 
paying their bills. Generally they are wealthy, and not representative of their 
communities. (stated by a state agency employee) 

 Taxes are a complex issue that attracts multiple obstacles and criticisms that 

prevent possible tax implementation and tax reform. Research participants noted that 

politics play a significant role in the resistance to raising taxes, especially an income 

tax, among the legislature and portions of the voting public. Research participants 

also commented that many eligible voters and the general public fail to recognize and 

support viable tax plans because they do not have enough information to understand 

them. Educating the public on taxing issues, they argued, is the key to negotiating 

revenue options for the financing of public school finance reform.  

 

Economy 

 The economy is another external factor that research participants identified as 

significant to the legislative process and efforts to reform school finance policy. Like 

taxes, the economy is a difficult concept to grasp. Important to this research, 
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however, are the fund streams that finance public schools. Although none of the 

research participants went into great detail about the state of the Texas economy or 

specific revenue sources, they did address the issue.  

A state agency employee said, “There are some big issues that you can attack 

that dramatically improve public education. But those things violate a lot of sacred 

cows and are as expensive as hell.”  

Well, in my opinion, we don’t have significant funding going into public 
education. Before you decide how to divide it up, you have to have the money 
first. Let’s see sales taxes, property taxes, locally, we have some oil revenue, 
but we really don’t have a significant source for education. I just left a 
highway meeting, and we don’t have monies for all the highways we need, 
because the state doesn’t have a broad-based business tax as some states 
would have an income tax. Until the public determines that they want a more 
significant, reliable income stream, we are going to be faced with shortages on 
many fronts. (stated by an elected official) 

We all want a zero dropout rate; we all want all students to graduate from high 
school college ready. We know that in today’s world and in the Texas 
economy, kids needs more than a high school education, and we need to make 
sure that they are adequately prepared and when they graduate from high 
school there is no doubt that they are going to go in to postsecondary 
education, preferably 2 years of a community college, 4 years at a university, 
or 2 years of technical or vocation school or even the military. They need to 
be prepared to fill the jobs that are out there, and I want Texans to fill those 
jobs. I do not want jobs to go to other countries because our kids cannot fill 
the jobs for lack of skills. (stated by a state agency employee) 

In sum, the research participants noted that not enough funding is flowing to 

public schools and that generous funding is needed in order to overhaul public school 

finance reform. Although the research participants may not have understood all the 

components of the economy, they did note the importance of this factor with respect 

to school finance reform and the legislative process.  
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Nature of the Problem 

Research participants also noted the nature of the legislative process and of 

the school finance reform debates as external factors to understanding these issues. 

Specifically, the research participants noted the continuous nature of the legislative 

process and school finance reform debates, alternate methods for “solving” or 

stimulating action on school finance reform, and the complicated nature of the school 

finance reform issue as obstacles to the legislative process and school finance policy 

reform. 

With respect to the continuous nature of the legislative process and school 

finance reform debates, research participants noted that both of these issues are 

continuous issues that have never and will never go away. Just as the legislature 

meets every 2 years, every 2 years the legislature will address some aspect of school 

finance reform. Research participants noted the following:  

Since I came in 1973 it has been a topic. Unequal funding has always been an 
issue. Adequate funding has also been an issue. In the 1970s what we would 
normally do is just add money to what was probably considered, and it was, 
an unequal system. We had surpluses then from oil revenue and I can 
remember as a young state representative…we would put $200…$300 million 
each biennium of additional monies towards schools. It was ruled later that we 
didn’t have unequal funding and we came up with the Robin Hood concept. It 
has generally worked well….but it is resented by a couple of wealthy districts 
who have to share their proceeds with others. So, that is probably some of the 
motive for addressing it now. Of course, the state court also ruled that we, in 
effect, have a statewide property tax, which is unconstitutional so here we are. 
It has always been an issue and I bet it was an issue long before I came along 
because one of the state’s major responsibilities is to provide a free and equal 
education and so there have been efforts to that from the beginning of time. 
As long as you have over 1,000 school districts, and they depend on local and 
state tax bases, which are two totally diverse and unequal, you have a 
problem. (stated by an elected official) 
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This is an interesting time to be writing about this or serving in the legislature. 
I think we are in transition largely because of court action. I wonder if we 
would be getting ready for a special session if there was no court action. I am 
fascinated by what few teachers register and vote. I have always wondered 
why teachers are treated the way they are. I mean, they are players, they have 
strong associations, but if they registered to vote and voted as a collective 
group…they could really make some changes…not only to education, but to 
their own salary packages. It has been very interesting because I have a 
daughter who teaches second grade and I get to visit with her about schools. I 
knew they worked hard but I had no idea how hard. Weekends are a regular 
thing…so are late nights. (stated by an elected official) 

I think the biggest hurdle with public finance is the fact that the feds have 
their hands in it, the state has their hands in it…it always comes down to an 
issue of money. No one wants to take the time or the effort to truly say how 
we can make the process better. We are about to be inundated that no one can 
move. There are so many rules. Why does it cost more money? Of course it 
costs more money when there are 40 hoops to jump through. A lot more 
money. And that is the biggest problem out there. We are trying to educate all 
kids and it is not easy. (stated by an elected official) 

Texas continues to lead the nation in reform, in high standards, accountability 
systems…if I were in charge of the world I wish we could make education 
nonpartisan. I wish we could agree on where we want to be in 5 years, 10 
years, and 20 years…and how we are going to get there. I think we have a lot 
of flexibility at the state level and if I could change anything it would be that 
there would be alignment between the state and federal level. This does not 
currently exist. There are some real conflicts there and it is very frustrating 
and confusing. First things first, we need to get over this court order. The 
legislature has got to come in before June 1 and determine how we are going 
to fund the public schools in Texas. We have seen this coming for 5 
years…the lawsuits started 30 years ago. Look at the history—it is just 
amazing. We have been fighting this fight for every 30 years, and why can’t 
we resolve it? It is our one opportunity to decide what we want, find out how 
to pay for it, and bury the past. We can move forward. I tell people we are 
doing our jobs and working miracles everyday. We are leading the nation in 
areas. Can we be better? Absolutely. We cannot stop until we are the very 
best. We have a lot to improve on and we are ready to do this. We need to 
prepare our kids. It is time to settle the issue. I would like for Texas to lead the 
nation in teacher salaries, and I cannot say that out in the street, but I can say 
it for you. I would love for that to happen. Why wouldn’t we want to do this? 
I want to restore pride to this profession. Teachers are paid well…and I would 
get in trouble for saying that, too…but teachers are paid well when you 
compare them to others. We did surveys a few years ago of college graduates 
who went into the banking, teaching and legal professions. Teachers 
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consistently had the higher salaries…with the exception of those going on to 
graduate schools and receiving advanced degrees. There entry-level salaries 
were great. People never look at that comparison. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

I think the public sees more things they may not like today because of some of 
these issues you are talking about it. I think the ironic thing is that business in 
this legislature is conducted more honestly and ethically and in the public 
view than it ever has in its history. The problem is that you can see it now. 
The idea that there is something unseemly about this legislature when 
compared to their predecessors is preposterous. In my legislative history Bo 
Pilgrim passed out $1,000 checks on the Senate floor and no one thought to 
think it was not okay until months later. It is funny that people see more of the 
legislature and get more jaded and cynical about it, when at the same time 
they conduct their business more honestly and ethically than they ever have. It 
is just fascinating to watch. (stated by a state agency employee) 

I would say the most dangerous thing about getting into this business is this 
assumption that legislators are not willing to do the right thing and this 
assumption that they have no dedication to public service. This assumption 
that they are no good people is dangerous. Working with them closely, and 
working for a few of them, a vast majority of legislators are hard working 
people who listen to their constituents, try to do what is right, who do the best 
they can under trying circumstances…I think we lose sight of them as people 
because it is much easier to demonize the legislature as an aggregate and the 
process as a whole. What I would tell an advocate is to go work for a couple 
of legislators and see what it is really like, and not just in Austin, go visit the 
district and see what it is really like. The other thing is be careful what you are 
advocating for because there are people who advocate for completely opposed 
policy goals who also believe they are doing the right thing and believe they 
are trying to improve the process. The discourse is increasingly shrill and a lot 
more about electoral politics. People say it is about partisan politics but they 
are not right; this is about electoral politics. That often does not promote good 
public policy in the end. Be careful what you are getting to and learn about 
elected officials as people and think carefully about what your opponents 
want. (stated by a state agency employee) 

Well, I think there is some hesitancy…well I am not sure you would call it 
hesitancy…there is some stuckness on the part of the state. Remember, we 
had litigation beginning in 1973 in federal court and from 1989 to 1993 the 
state lost three times. So the system we’ve got now, which has all sorts of 
warts, which many people do not like, is the only thing that has ever worked. 
One of the things, one of the great things about this system is not that it is 
such a wonderful system, but it gave the legislature 10 years to make 
consistent policy in education without always worrying about school finance. 
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It is my greatest fear not that system will change, but that school finance is all 
that they will do for the next 5 years and we won’t make some of the policy 
changes that need to be made to focus on high schools, look at transition to 
higher education and to do all the things that people talk about…just the 
amount of money. (stated by a state agency employee)  

If we had come to a conclusion and decided to have a broad-based tax that 
prevents businesses from paying their taxes, we wouldn’t be having this 
discussion. We would be having a school finance solution that would last the 
next 2, 4, 6 years…who knows how long it would last? It would just need a 
chance to play itself out. (stated by a state agency employee) 

Furthermore, the research participants’ responses suggested that a way of 

understanding the legislative process and school finance reform debates is to shift 

one’s thinking about school finance reform. Instead of viewing school finance reform 

as an issue that can be solved permanently, we should view school finance reform as 

an issue that can be fixed temporarily and as an issue that must be evaluated 

repeatedly. Viewing school finance reform from this perspective may create realistic 

expectations by the public and impact other factors of the issue, including political 

pressure, political turnover, and the role of business and educational communities as 

well as the public, by continuously engaging them. Moreover, the rationale among 

research participants was that if there were a “solution” to public school finance 

reform, it would have been found already. 

 Research participants also noted alternative ways for engaging the legislature 

and the public in the public school finance debate. One such method of engaging 

individuals and the legislature is through litigation. Although not preferred by some 

legislators, litigation has proven to be a successful advocacy technique for the 

education community. Below, research participants comment on litigation as an 

advocacy technique and possible “solution” to the public school finance problem.  
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If you remember…I am one of the four original plaintiffs in the West Orange 
Cove case. This didn’t start last year or the year before; this problem has been 
years and years in the making. We went to the legislature, Sadler and Bivins, 
and asked for them to help us. In fact, we begged for help. Some wanted to 
help us, but it would have been a political nightmare for them. They would 
have had to stand up to their constituents and the lobby and tell them that they 
are raising taxes for public education. Many legislators couldn’t and didn’t do 
that. I am very thankful we filed the lawsuit when we did…otherwise I am not 
sure we would be where we are right now. Maybe we wouldn’t be near a 
solution. (stated by an educational advocate) 

I always tell people I hope they have gone through the chain of 
communication. Every school district, every state agency, every organization 
has a grievance process and there are levels, and I think it is unfair and 
inappropriate to go straight to the courts. If you look at the history of Texas 
and school finance, they climbed every rung of the ladder and tried everything 
they knew. Finally, thank God, and it is part of the democracy…if it cannot be 
resolved at the local and state level, then you do have the next level and that is 
the courts. The next level is the federal courts. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 

Additionally, researcher participants commented on the complex nature of 

school finance reform and the legislative process. Because both the legislative process 

and school finance reform debate are in flux, stakeholders constantly must keep 

informed on these issues in order to understand them. Research participants 

commented on how they stay up updated on legislative and school finance reform 

issues: 

As I mentioned earlier, I read the legislative clips, the Quorum Report, 
Texasisd.com…I also read reports that organization and think tanks put out. 
The TPPF [Texas Public Policy Foundation], CPPP [Center for Public Policy 
Priorities] reports…think tanks are great places to learn and research. Even 
though we may not be aligned with their way of thinking, it is still a great 
place to get information. I also get information from my network here at the 
Capitol...from people in similar situations. I get my information off of their 
experiences. I also get information from agency staff, especially at TEA. They 
have always been helpful with providing information and answering 
questions. As you know, I also call you and get information about issues and 
get assistance on responding to constituents. (stated by legislative staff) 
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Well, I know what my boss is interested in, so information relating to those 
topics, like efficiency and performance, will go directly to him. Things I am 
not sure about…well, that information generally gets more research and he 
eventually sees it. Things that I know he will be not be interested in…well, to 
be honest, he probably will never see it. Knowing my boss’ priorities and 
interests makes the filtering process much easier. (stated by legislative staff) 

A legislative staff member said, “I talk to my legislative friends, some of 

whom are in Austin frequently. I also read the Quorum Report and read the traditional 

newspapers here.”  

Of course I studied the issues before coming to the legislature...mostly the 
legal cases. I studied the important federal and state cases that have defined 
public education. Now the weighting system, the distribution of money, that is 
the tough part. The big concepts…I don’t want to say they are easy to 
understand, but they are easier to understand than the weighting system. I 
think we all to come to the legislature with a sense of where we want to go, 
where we are in terms of public education. I think you are either on one side 
of the issue where Robin Hood, despite all of its flaws, has been the most 
equitable funding system we have had in Texas. On the other side, you have 
the Kent Grusendorfs of the world who believe the system is broken and that 
we need vouchers…you get the picture. Needless to say, I hold the first 
perspective. (stated by an elected official) 

I have learned more by talking to people like Joe Wisnoski. If I have ever had 
a problem I talk to someone like Joe who understands, and I ask them to speak 
slowly. And Joe has always been gracious with his time. I talk to the people 
who know about the issues…sometimes it is my local people. (stated by an 
elected official)  

Well, as I mentioned earlier I rely on the district runs—and I think we got 
those through a joint effort from the LBB, TEA, and the comptroller’s office. I 
also rely on organizations that are policy driven rather than politically driven. 
Organizations like…the Center for Public Policy Priorities [CPPP]…and also 
the AARP. Those groups represent vulnerable populations and I really care 
about what they have to say. Now, there are some groups that I don’t really 
care for what they have to say. For example, if the automobile dealer 
association comes to talk to me about how raising the sales tax will hurt their 
business…well, I really don’t care about that. I won’t listen to them as much 
as I will someone from the AARP or CPPP. (stated by an elected official) 

I am constantly reading, I go to meetings, school board meeting, and I meet 
with other legislators. I meet with my superintendents. I just went to a meeting 
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at Region Four, a legislative educational briefing. I talk to them, I am active in 
the community…I just listen. I get some correspondence. I go to hearings…I 
sit in on hearings that I am not a member of. If I am going to be involved in 
the special in a meaningful way, I need to go to those hearings. For an 
interesting perspective…I have never served on a public education committee. 
So I do not claim to have great depth of knowledge about the issue, just 
general knowledge and interest. But the fact that I don’t solve on the 
committee means I rely on other member’s expertise and it also one reason 
why I am always glad to hear from one of my 14 superintendents. I am always 
reaching out. I have a staff person who follows this issue, too. Shirley Neeley 
was one of my superintendents years ago. (stated by an elected official) 

Most of the information that I gather is from the Internet. However, interest 
groups provide me with information as well. At times these are competing 
interests groups so I have to…they have to put their best foot forward so I 
have to find…it is difficult to discern the truth from my perspective. (stated by 
an elected official) 

The staff acts as a filter, and everyone wants to give me information ranging 
from average teachers to interest groups…and they try to filter…people 
simply want to air out their opinions. People who have more substantive 
knowledge about policies….I will eventually see people based on their 
filtering. But the knowledge that eventually makes it way to me…I always try 
to verify with teachers back home. Most teachers back home have a narrow 
view based on their own experiences and cannot see the larger picture. Again, 
I have to figure out…have to balance the politics of the question. I will give 
you a good example. Various interest groups have very well-stated positions 
and they are entrenched positions. I have always tried to keep an open mind 
about vouchers. I listen to the radio, I get on the Internet, and I am constantly 
looking for a voucher experiment that succeeds. And when I find success I 
look at their program. I guess what I am trying to say is that it is difficult to 
discern my own perspective because being in my third term I am no longer 
relying on the same political positions, and the teachers I run into back home 
don’t have the larger view. So, I do my own searches and sometimes my staff 
is as entrenched as the interest groups…and then it is left to me to be on the 
lookout for information. (stated by an elected official) 

 An elected official stated, “There is too much information and many 

perspectives and my job is to find truth among this—truth from my perspective.” 

Just by asking more questions. That is really the key thing. Through those 
series of questions it may be the same it may be different, but you try to 
analyze what they say to you so that you can determine whether they truly 
understand what they are talking about. That has been the key thing—people 
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tell you something and they don’t understand that their issues have to do with 
federal or state regulations. Whether it is someone like yourself who works at 
TEA…I try to get answers—please help me understand—is this really a state 
issue? I then get back to them and try to help them. You filter through that one 
by asking a lot of questions and then asking questions of others to get back to 
them. Ultimately, it is really a quagmire. Oh look at funding and policy…it is 
just unbelievable. It is such a tangled web. I have had my superintendents in 
and we go through the issues and the funding formulas…whether it is 
bilingual kids, special ed kids, which are so much higher to educate….and all 
kids are the same. They cost different amounts to educate them. Some people 
think it takes the same amount to education special education students…and 
they are not. They go through all of that, and I sit in this chair and ask them to 
tell me how much money they need. Because there are so many factors, you 
can’t filter through them all. There is just no way and it is a tough task. It is 
one that is still ongoing and it is not easy. I try to explain to other people that 
it is not easy so that they can help me. (stated by an elected official) 

No. I don’t trust the media. I really on organizations like the Gulf Coast Area 
School Boards. I rely on TEA…everywhere…I read the newsletters from my 
legislators…basically anything that mentions public education. I think the 
media has as much of an agenda as anyone else. The media used to report the 
facts, now there is a slant to it. (stated by an educational advocate) 

My coworkers, political blogs, my network of friends that work at the Capitol 
as legislative staff. Blogs…they are interesting twist…they cover things the 
media doesn’t. Well, they do cover some of the issues, just days later. I think 
blogs are a true source of media and they play a very important part. Who 
hosts these blogs? Lobby groups, and legislative staff, former and current. 
(stated by an agency employee) 

 Research participants reported relying on multiple information sources in 

order to remain updated on the legislative process and school finance reform. The 

media, political blogs, networking, relationships, constituents, and interest groups are 

only some of the sources the research participants rely on for information. 

Summary 

 When asked how they felt about public schools, the research participants 

responded accordingly: 
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I am a product of the public schools, I have faith in the public schools, but to 
be completely honest, if I had a child I would put him/her in private school. 
That’s a really hard thing for me to say because I come from a family of 
educators, but the truth is we can’t compete with private schools. (stated by a 
state agency employee) 

I think the finance system should be reformed. I think it should be made more 
equitable along the entire economic base. It should also be less dependent on 
property tax contributions. As far as performance, it needs to be improved so 
that all schools are on the same level. Baytown Lee and Westlake should be 
on the same playing field. (stated by a state agency employee) 

Going back to the question of how I feel about it, many have said that 
education is expensive and ignorance is even more expensive. I think so long 
as the Republicans are in power, schools will continuously be shortchanged, 
and I do not see a solution that will last more than 5 years, as long as they are 
more concerned with lowering property taxes. It is no coincidence that Texas 
is last in SAT [Stanford Achievement Test] scores and ACT scores, are 
dropout rate is alarmingly high, and while we are doing well in the lower 
grades, we are failing at the middle and higher grades. We need to help 
children all the way through school. The future is bleak if you ask me when it 
comes to school finance reform and finding a solution. Legislators are out of 
touch. (stated by an educational advocate) 

The way things are now, no, I would not put my children in public school. 
There is too much of an emphasis on accountability and passing the TAKS 
[Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills]. There is not enough in the 
curriculum to do art and music. (stated by an educational advocate) 

I do not have any kids, but I would not put them in the system now. There are 
some great districts with great schools. Think of a Chapter 41 school 
district…Richardson. They are doing relatively well with the students they 
have, but I would not want my kid in a public school system where the sole 
emphasis is passing the state assessment when there is not enough money in 
the system. Teachers are leaving by the boatload. Teachers retire early. Why 
do you think there are these incentives for them? We are feeling the pinch 
now and are dealing with the older teachers who are retiring in droves and we 
are not getting enough qualified teachers in. It is a domino effect…what you 
put in and what you get out of it will be indicative. Put enough money in and 
you will get students who can achieve high results, you do not, and you are 
going to get a Chapter 42 district. If you give a plant water and sunlight, then 
it will prosper. If you do not, this is what you get. (stated by a state agency 
employee) 
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Further, when probed about the possibility of a “solution” for school finance 

reform, with few exceptions, the research participants responded optimistically.  

I am hopeful that we, and I don’t mean me—only those who will vote for the 
bill—don’t do too much damage to public education in Texas. Robin Hood 
has been the most equitable system we have had, and it deserves to exist. The 
Sharp report, while it does not include a sales tax component, uses a limited 
source of surplus funds. That money will run out. When the money does run 
out, we will have to replace it with a new tax. This plan may look good now, 
but wait till later. The Republicans will ask for a sales tax later. They are 
fumbling public education and trying to put too many pieces together at once. 
It is sort of like putting marbles down a drain. If you put them one at a time 
they will go in; if you put them in all once it will clog the drain. Sharp’s plan 
is only one marble that they are putting in one at a time. At some point, they 
will come back with other marbles. They are simply deconstructing the pieces 
up front. (stated by an elected official) 

I would like nothing better than a comprehensive solution that would work to 
be made available. Life is too short to waste time. Other than two slots in the 
Texas State Cemetery, I have yet to realize the perks of this job. (stated by an 
elected official) 

We all have perspectives and there are many avenues for reaching a 
conclusion. Simply because the legislative branch finds a solution…it does 
not mean that other avenues are not closed to modifying these solutions. Or 
coming up with their own. In Texas, and I dare say other states, the solutions 
for this issue have come with the participation of the judicial branch. Because 
political problems have gotten in the way. (stated by an elected official) 

Special sessions, have they been useful? Yes. Someone like myself who 
started as a legislator 3 years ago…you can’t understand all of the different 
dynamics. You may have gone to public school and been the kid that everyone 
told to be quiet…and do you understand all of the dynamics? No. Eventually, 
you try to come up with the best solutions possible given the political realities. 
(stated by an elected official) 

I think there will be a short-term solution found. Not enough players have 
changed for the legislature to commit to a long-term solution; we still have a 
general election this year and some players might be replaced, but only for the 
2007 Regular Session. I think there will be a lot of soft-shoeing during the 
special session and not many legislators not wanting to take political risks 
with an election right around the corner. So, given the major election in 2008, 
I do not think we will have meaningful reform until the 2009 Regular Session. 
(stated by an educational advocate) 
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I think our motto here is going to be the longer the better. Right now we are 
on the defense; we want to protect what we have and don’t want anything 
taken away. This will encourage us to form a coalition against things we don’t 
like, like excessive testing, and to stop creating the environment of the haves 
versus the have nots. There are too many educators these days that are 
educated professionals and will not let this happen to our kids. We won’t 
allow for it. Waiting till 2009 is good for us because it will allow us to form 
our coalition; it will good for the minorities and the poor in this state. (stated 
by an educational advocate) 

We are making plans…preparing for the worst if there is no solution before 
June 1. Although, I do think if the legislature isn’t able to find a solution they 
will ask the courts to reconsider the deadlines; no one wants schools to close 
down. We are planning—just like all of my colleagues—and reworking our 
budgets. Most likely we will live on fund balances we have built up. This will 
prove difficult for many districts, because some are growing rapidly and are 
outgrowing their facilities. Others need to hire more teachers. All of these 
things are expensive and will not be possible if districts are living off of fund 
balances. In fact, many school districts will have to make cuts. Many issues 
like personnel and facilities will be on hold. Unfortunately, this may mean that 
some superintendents will be asked to leave their districts. (stated by an 
educational advocate) 

I think there will be a true solution—just not in a special session. We have too 
many people in Austin who are there for the wrong reasons. There are a bunch 
of them who listen to what the governor, lieutenant governor, and the Speaker 
tell them to do instead of listening to their own constituents. Even if it is bad 
for their constituents, they do it because it is what they are told to do. 
Someone has got to step up, even though it may not be popular and may 
prevent them from getting reelected, and say that schools need more funding. I 
really think all they are going to do during the special [session] is another 
band-aid that will make the school finance system compliant with the 
Supreme Court ruling. I predict an increase in the sales, maybe a stripper tax, 
or even a business tax. The money may or may not give us some discretion at 
the local level, but I hope it does. After the recent election, I doubt they will 
take anything to the voters for a vote because of what may or might not 
happen. Yes…I think they will just buy time. (stated by an educational 
advocate) 

Yes, within time, you will see them come up with a solution. It may not be 
these players right now; it will be another set of players. But the problem is 
not necessarily gone away. The problem will always be the same: Who will 
fund public schools? It is the players who change. A hundred years from now, 
we will not be alive, but the problem will still exist. There will be a solution, 
but it may be a short fix to this constant problem. Just because you eat one 
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meal, it does not mean you won’t go hungry again; you have to eat. School 
finance will be a problem again. I also think there are also great expectations 
for academic results. One party thinks they have put enough money into 
education and that they are not seeing results. They want to tighten the belts. 
There are 1,041 school districts in this state that would agree that they need 
more money. Republicans and Democrats live in every one of these districts 
and you will found out that districts need more money not less. The current 
leadership’s sentiment has been that schools have been given too much money 
and have not been achieving results. They think by cutting back, having more 
efficiency, you get more bang for your buck. This may not be the case. …My 
feeling is that it will not work. They need more money, not less. (stated by a 
state agency employee) 

The perception right now is that the state puts in plenty of money. The 
perception is that they have raised the amount of money that is in public 
schools. Out of the $7 billion of new money that has been put into public 
schools, about 90% of that has come from local taxes. The other 10% has 
come from the state. The state has not done their fair share; in fact, their share 
of funding is only 38%. Probably the lowest level since World War 2. The 
state is not putting in enough money and districts have gone to the tax cap. We 
have almost 800 districts that are at the $1.50 taxing cap and are unable to 
meet the demand imposed by the accountability system and the legislature. 
The legislature does not realize that their mandates come with a cost. If they 
would just keep a tab of all of the unfounded mandates they create, then they 
would not have to keep doing this every session. It is a really bad incentive to 
have a legislature meet every 2 years; it should be once every 10 years. (stated 
by an educational advocate) 

Finally, a state agency employee stated, “Maybe, a temporary one [solution], but it 

will not be one that does not need to be fixed in a few years. I had to say it…but an 

income tax would be a start, better than buying down property taxes.”  

 In sum, three major factors underlie a general perspective of the legislative 

process and efforts to reform school finance policy: (a) political factors, (b) interest 

groups, and (c) external factors. Within each of these three factors are subfactors, or 

subthemes. Each of these factors aids in the understanding of the school finance 

reform and the legislative process. Mapping out and detailing these factors helps to 

develop a comprehensive picture of these issues. Without such a perspective, the view 
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of these issues is extremely limited and can result in faulty conclusions about the 

legislative process and school finance reform.  

 Furthermore, research participants stated their belief in public schools and 

desire for them to succeed. The current state of education policies, including school 

reform, prevents research participants, however, from truly believing that public 

schools effectively can educate their children. If the participants in this research feel 

this way about public schools, what does that say for the opinions of the general 

public? If we are to change this perspective on public schools, we must do something 

to educate the public and to help them understand the complexities of the legislative 

process and the issues that underlie school finance reform.  

 

Conclusion 

 Chapter 4 presented an overview of the results of quantitative and qualitative 

analyses of the data. Further, themes that emerged from the data during the analyses 

were explained. Chapter 5 further discusses the results drawn from those data and 

provides limitations and implications of the research. Concluding remarks and 

recommendations also are included.  
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 

LIMITATIONS 

 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a summary of the data analysis, conclusions, 

implications, and limitations for this research. Specifically, the chapter provides a 

summary of the research process and data analysis. Based on the summary, I present 

conclusions about the research and implications for the research. This chapter also 

describes the limitations of this research.  

 

Research Purpose 

Educators, professors, politicians, the business community, and citizens in 

Texas have demanded educational reform in Texas public schools, specifically, 

school finance reform. Education policy advocates long have lobbied the legislature 

for such reform, and newspaper editorials have called for politicians to focus their 

legislative efforts on achieving it. Several special legislative sessions focused on this 

issue also have been called by Governor Perry and considered by the legislature. 

Some educational advocates have employed litigation as a means to prompt the 

legislature to enact public school finance reforms.  

Although educational reform is a prevalent phrase in the public policy arena, 

all parties involved in the policy-making process may not agree on the opportunities 

for, encouraging factors for, and factors that prevent the achievement of school 
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finance reform in the Texas legislature. In fact, the research indicates that they 

disagree on the fundamental issue of defining the phrase educational reform.  

Moreover, comprehensive school finance reform long has eluded the Texas 

legislature. Despite substantial efforts at achieving school finance policy reforms in 

the past (e.g., House Bill 72 in 1993, Senate Bill 1 in 1998, and Senate Bill 4 in 

1999), these reforms have provided only piecemeal or temporary solutions. School 

finance reform in Texas can be characterized as incremental, with each legislative 

session serving as a possibility for another step towards the achievement of a broader, 

more comprehensive school finance reform. The demands for a reform of the school 

finance system, however, are not satisfied by incremental change; they call for a 

thorough restructuring of the way Texas public schools are financed.  

As public education stakeholders gather to define, refine, and create school 

finance reform through various policy initiatives, any success in those initiatives 

requires that all parties understand each other’s perceptions of the need for reform, 

definition of reform, and purpose of reform. Doing so allows for better 

communication, greater understanding, and increased effectiveness of all stakeholders 

in their reform efforts. Further, understanding school finance reform, and reform in 

general, is a goal of many researchers, political advocates, politicians, and other 

stakeholders. Despite research focused on the limitations in governmental reform and 

political change, there is a paucity of research examining the perspectives of various 

stakeholders regarding the barriers to achieving education reform, and there is a 

dearth of research about the barriers specific to school finance reform in Texas.  
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Even less research exists on the perspectives of stakeholders of educational 

reform, specifically elected officials, educational advocates, legislative staff, and state 

employees involved in the legislative process. The experiences and perspectives of 

these individuals must be researched and analyzed in order to gain a better 

understanding of the barriers to education reform, specifically school finance reform, 

in Texas. Tapping into the experiences, perspectives, and insight of these individuals 

is also a lesson in the legislative process, a process that is often all too mysterious, 

complicated, and disappointing for those who have not been exposed to it. Without 

asking those directly involved how the legislative process truly functions and why 

public school finance reform has failed consistently in the Texas legislature, we 

would be left only with the noble but ultimately theoretical and unenlightened 

perspectives of government and policy textbooks. 

Thus, by compiling and relaying the experiences and perspectives of elected 

officials, educational advocates, legislative staff, and state employees, the purpose of 

this research was to provide additional empirical information on the barriers to 

enacting school finance reform in Texas, specifically in the Texas legislature. This 

research was guided by grounded theory, through which information regarding the 

legislative process and public school finance reform emerged as the participants 

described their experiences.  

 

Research Questions 

In order to assess the factors that prevent or enable the achievement of school 

finance reform in Texas and to develop a comprehensive picture of the political 
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landscape that governs education reform in Texas, this research was guided by the 

following questions: 

1. What are key stakeholders’ perceptions about public school finance 

reform? 

2. What issues or activities are identified as barriers to achieving public 

school finance reform? 

3. What are the policy and political implications of barriers to public school 

finance policy reform? 

4. How do the political and policy-making experiences of individual 

members of the Texas legislature, educational advocacy groups, and state 

employees impact their perceptions of the possibilities for school finance 

reform? 

Elected officials, educational advocates, legislative staff and state employees 

provided answers to these questions, and their experiences and perspectives have 

helped piece together a comprehensive assessment of the school finance reform 

process, as experienced by the groups that participate in the legislative process in 

Texas. Their answers also provide a better understanding of the legislative process, 

the issues that underlie school finance reform, and the role of participants with respect 

to those issues.  

 

Research Participants 

For this research, in an attempt to better understand the issue from the 

perspectives of stakeholders, I surveyed a select group of education advocates, state 
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employees, legislative staff, and elected officials regarding the barriers to enacting 

public school finance reform. In order to investigate the research questions for this 

study, 34 interviews were conducted among elected officials, educational advocates, 

high-level legislative staff, and state employees.  

Given the political nature of the topic and the interviewees, the interview 

process for this research can be described as elite interviewing (Berry, 2002). Elites 

can be defined as those with close proximity to policymaking or power. This category 

of individuals would include elected representatives, senior state employees, senior 

legislative staff, and executive officers of organizations, much of whom comprised 

the sample population of this research (Lilleker, 2003).  

 

Grounded Theory 

Grounded theory, a qualitative approach to research, generates theory from 

observation and was the methodology used for this research (Calloway & Knapp, 

1995). In grounded theory, the results of the research stem from theory that is 

grounded in a corpus of data. Data for this research were analyzed throughout the 

data-gathering process. Once collected, the data were analyzed using coding and 

theoretical sampling techniques (Haig, 1995). Specifically, axial, open, and selected 

coding were used to analyze the data. Through these coding techniques, themes of 

this research emerged from the data. 
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Summary of Themes 

As indicated by the research participants, political factors, interest groups, and 

external factors are three complex and overlapping groups of factors that impact the 

level of perspective of the participants involved in the school finance reform process. 

Thus, perception, or the lack of perception, is a unifying theme of the research. 

Subthemes, or subfactors, support each of the three themes.  

For political factors, the underlying themes are a perceived lack of leadership, 

political pressure, political turnover, the 2003 power shift, and loss of institutional 

memory. The subelements that contribute to the interest groups factor include the 

business and education communities, the public, and the role these groups play by 

participating in elections. External factors, or factors independent of any other factors 

include the population, time, voter apathy, lack of participation, taxes, the economy, 

and the nature of the problem. Combined, all of these factors help to paint a 

comprehensive picture of the dynamics of the legislative process as well as efforts to 

reform school finance policy. An understanding of the way that the research 

participants described the factors will help anyone interested in achieving school 

finance policy reform to develop a greater understanding of the barriers to such 

reform.  

 

Implications 

 Several implications result from this research: implications for practice, 

implications for theory, implications for policy, and implications for future research. 

They are discussed in the following sections.  
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Implications for Practice 

This research has implications for the practice of involvement in the 

legislative process and in public school finance policy formation. As advocates 

attempt to reform school finance policy, they must understand the legislative process 

and barriers to achieving results in this process. With a comprehensive perspective of 

the factors that underlie the legislative process and school finance policy reform, 

advocates will be better equipped to achieve their goals and, ultimately, school 

finance reform. Understanding that the legislative process is influenced by a 

“complex combination of factors” will improve the likelihood that advocates will be 

successful in their attempts for reforms (Kingdon, 2003, p. 76). 

A fundamental implication for practice will be to help education advocates 

understand the role of the education community in the legislative process. The 

research suggests that although the education community once had a prominent role 

at the bargaining table, it recently has lost power, because it has sent mixed messages 

to the legislature and has employed unsuccessful legislative advocacy strategies. In 

addition, another factor that has contributed to the education community’s lack of 

legislative success is its refusal to use collective bargaining as a tool in the legislative 

process.   

Although the number of teachers, educators, and administrators in Texas is 

significant enough to wield significant power at the election booth, this power goes 

unrealized, because many educational advocacy groups are more concerned about 

recruiting and retaining members for their organizations, as opposed to others, than 

about harnessing the untapped collective power of the education community. In 2001, 
 

172 



 

the legislature got a brief glimpse of the power of the education community when 

several educational advocacy groups joined forces to pursue state-sponsored health 

coverage for their membership and ultimately succeeded. Yet, the desire for 

educational advocacy groups to collaborate seems to have disappeared because of 

their preoccupation with losing their membership to a competing organization. 

As my classmates, future educational advocates, emerge from graduate 

school, the research indicates that it will be important for them to understand where 

they fit into the legislative process and how they can be most effective. Future 

educational advocates must understand their role as stakeholders in efforts to reform 

school finance policy and other educational issues and must pursue legislative 

strategies and messages that more effectively account for the roles that other 

stakeholders play in the school finance policy reform process. This will give them 

greater opportunity for success in their attempts to achieve reform. These ambitions 

can be achieved only if education advocates remain open to working with competing 

or alternative policy perspectives, and if they do not get bogged down in the 

competition among educational advocacy groups. Although an organization is 

nothing without membership, competing for membership never should eclipse the 

true mission of educational advocacy organizations: to advance public education and 

the interests of the groups’ intended beneficiaries.   

Another implication for practice will be understanding the political climate in 

Texas and what it means for the legislative process through which educational reform 

is achieved. The 2003 political shift of power from Democrats to Republicans in the 

legislature significantly has changed the political environment in Texas and the 
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means by which educational reform is possible. The political pressures and political 

turnover described in this research represent only the beginning of the negative 

consequences of the 2003 political shift. As a result of this shift, many advocates, 

representing a broad range of issues, have had to alter their advocacy techniques and 

messages in order to better communicate with the new leadership. For better or 

worse, the new legislative leadership conducts legislative politics differently than 

previous administrations; if educational advocates are to be successful, they must 

develop a better understanding of these new practices.   

I am not suggesting that educational advocates need to adopt the principles of 

a sitting administration that are in direct contrast to their own; rather, educational 

advocates should acknowledge the perspectives of others and take those perspectives 

into consideration when crafting legislative advocacy and communication strategies. 

The role of political factors should not be underestimated in the education policy 

formation environment, and educational advocates need to work to understand how 

these factors impact their advocacy and its potential for success.   

Similarly, educational advocates should work to better understand the 

likelihood of achieving success on the issues that they attempt to reform. While I 

would not suggest that educational advocates abandon a fundamental goal of an 

educational organization, or perhaps even one of their own personal reform goals, 

they should understand the feasibility of achieving their goals in light of the current 

political climate. Because the current administration, and those before it, has clear 

legislative agendas and preferences, it is important to understand where or whether an 

educational advocate’s legislative agenda fits within the administration’s agenda. If it 
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is fundamentally clear that the desires of an educational advocate do not coincide 

with those of the current administration, one of two things must happen.   

First, if an advocate is to pursue an agenda despite its conflict with 

leadership’s agenda, the advocate must be prepared to mount an aggressive advocacy 

campaign and form a coalition that includes others who share the same agenda. 

Coalition building is critical to overcoming the opposition of legislative leadership, 

and only with the support of others will advocates have an opportunity to achieve 

their reform agenda. Challenging the administration is difficult, and advocates should 

understand that they need to be prepared for an uphill battle.   

Second, if advocates are willing to compromise on their legislative agenda, 

they may find that they have the support of the legislative leadership. Yet, in this 

scenario, advocates must be careful that their efforts at compromise do not result in 

their aims ultimately being neutered or co-opted by the leadership.   

Another implication of the research for practice is recognizing that although 

politics are always personal, effective advocacy requires the separation of personal 

feelings from political results. The research illustrates that in pursuing educational 

reforms, it is important to have a thick skin, particularly because the way that the 

children of Texas will be educated, and the way that education will be paid for, 

engenders such stark differences and emotional debate among legislators and 

education advocates. The research confirms that educational advocates must 

understand that politics is a business and that extracting personal feelings from 

legislative advocacy will make them more effective at achieving their political aims. 
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Implications for Theory 

This research also has implications for politics of education theory. This 

research can help to bridge the gap in understanding that exists in the relationships 

between various political stakeholders. The relationships between educational 

advocates and elected officials are extremely important in the policy formation 

process, and bridging the gap between theory and practice will enhance these 

relationships as both groups attempt to achieve school finance reform.  

A research implication for education theory lies in understanding the role of 

various communities in the legislative process, specifically with regard to educational 

reform issues. The research suggests that the business community, education 

community, and the public are key players in efforts to reform school finance policy. 

Whereas the education and business communities are active participants in the 

legislative process, the public, in general, is not. The difference, of course, lies in the 

fact that the members of the business and education communities are organized to 

respond to and advocate for changes in education policy. The interests of the general 

public, however, are unorganized and diffuse, resulting in few education reforms that 

reflect a broad consensus of the public. The research suggests that this reality should 

be incorporated into education theory.   

Another implication of the research on education theory ultimately lies in 

understanding the limits of theory. While I am a researcher who relates to theoretical 

perspectives, it is important to understand that not all things are accurately explained 

by theory. With respect to school finance reform, an unpredictable issue with ever-

changing dynamics, the research suggests that theory cannot effectively explain why 
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certain scenarios exist or why people act as they do in the legislative process. For 

example, government textbooks do not describe accurately or comprehensively the 

process of how a bill becomes law; rather, they explain the ideal flow of a legislative 

process under the tenets of the democratic process. Although the “how a bill becomes 

law” flow chart is a great teaching tool, it does not include the external and internal 

political factors that impact the legislative process. At its very best, the “I’m just a 

bill” traditional flow chart is a clinical but naïve interpretation of the legislative 

process. An advocate who relies on this chart for guidance will be overwhelmed and 

unprepared to advocate for, much less achieve, legislative reform of any kind. I am 

not suggesting that no theory exists to explain the legislative process; rather, not all 

components of the legislative process can be understood effectively through 

education theory—sometimes the legislative process can only be understood through 

experience. 

Understanding the instability of the factors driving educational reform efforts 

is another implication of this research for education theory. The presence of many 

unstable factors, such as population growth, political factors, the economy, and time, 

greatly impacts the prospects for achieving educational reform. These factors may 

impact, for example, the money that is available to fund certain reforms or the 

inclination of elected officials to support or oppose certain reforms. By taking into 

account these factors, advocates can build more flexibility into their legislative 

agendas and political strategies and thus have a greater chance of success.   

In sum, understanding the limits of education theory is significant for 

educational advocates. Researchers are accustomed to the idea of theory explaining 
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how and why things occur, but theory has its limits; this research indicates that this is 

particularly true when it comes to aspects of the legislative process. The education 

reform process cannot be explained comprehensively by a theoretical perspective; 

researchers are mistaken to rely exclusively on theory to explain the legislative 

process. Indeed, the desire for a theoretical perspective to explain the legislative 

process will leave educational advocates disappointed and disillusioned. Educational 

advocates, however, must understand that the absence of an all-encompassing theory 

to explain the legislative process and advocacy efforts is perfectly acceptable—so 

long as they are willing to learn what theory cannot teach through direct experience in 

the legislative process.   

 

Implications for Policy 

Historically, school finance policy has been the basis of one of public 

education’s most contentious debates, especially as of late. This research can help 

create an understanding of the various external factors that impact school finance 

reform policy and the legislative process. As a result, the research could help the 

legislature enact school finance policy reform that reflects a broader array of the 

education stakeholders’ interests. 

Understanding the impact of the participation of various stakeholders in 

efforts to reform school finance policy is one of the implications for policy from this 

research. As the research suggests, not all stakeholders are on even footing in terms of 

their role or influence in the legislative process. Part of the reason for the uneven 

playing field is simply a product of the political process. A more important reason, 
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however, appears to be the fact that the current legislative leadership conducts the 

legislative process in a monopolizing fashion.   

For example, Kent Grusendorf, chair of the Public Education Committee in 

the House of Representatives, manages the committee in a heavy-handed and 

autocratic fashion, rather than welcoming the participation and perspectives of a 

broad spectrum of education stakeholders. By limiting public testimony and the 

participation of highly knowledgeable committee members, Chairman Grusendorf 

controls the committee in a manner that he alone sees fit. The end result, however, 

has been that the committee has passed weak public policy reforms that lack the 

support of the education community and ultimately lack support of the legislature. 

Consequently, the legislation passed through his committee failed to be enacted into 

law. The recent electoral defeat of Chairman Grusendorf suggests that the education 

community, including members of that community that are his constituents, were 

unhappy with his leadership style. In fact, many educational advocates and advocacy 

groups successfully campaigned against him. If educational advocates can incorporate 

into their political strategy and legislative agenda consideration of the style with 

which a committee chair conducts the committee’s affairs, they will have a much 

better opportunity to avoid the pitfalls created by the committee chair’s behavior.   

Another implication of the research for education policy is understanding the 

power of participating in elections. As the research suggests, participating in elections 

is a way of being involved in the legislative process and is also a way of expressing 

satisfaction or discontent with elected officials. Educational advocates need to 

understand the power of this process and harness it in their favor. In other words, if 
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the educational community is to regain its credibility and influence with the 

legislature, participation in electoral politics is a way to flex its muscle. Moreover, it 

is quite clear that with the participation of the educational community in successfully 

unseating Chairman Grusendorf, the education community knows that it may have 

found a way to regain its influence in the legislative process. 

Understanding the role of political pressure is another research implication for 

education policy. Although the research participants commented on the roles of state 

and federal political pressure in the legislative process, the public and educational 

community can also exert political pressure on the legislature. Although lobbying 

members of the legislature can be an effective tool for applying political pressure, 

lending the organization and financial resources of the education community to 

election contests may be the most effective way to communicate political pressure to 

the legislature. Whereas encouraging participation in elections is in itself another 

issue worthy of research, it is important to acknowledge this issue as a possible 

advocacy strategy for educational advocates.   

The research also indicates an impact on education policy with regard to 

understanding the role that the loss of institutional knowledge has in the legislative 

process. Political turnover and the nature of staffing at the legislature result in 

frequent turnover of elected officials and their staff. When staff and elected officials 

leave the legislature, so too does their institutional memory of the issues on which 

they worked. This is especially significant to educational reform issues. Due to the 

complex nature of the issues and funding structure, the loss of an individual at any 

level—state agency, advocate, elected official, or legislative staff—can undermine the 
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efforts to reform school finance policy. Advocates must work hard to overcome these 

losses and to educate the replacements of those lost to turnover. Understanding the 

nature of staff and elected official turnover, however, can help advocates to strategize 

on ways to overcome this issue.   

Finally, understanding the nature of the problem of school finance reform is 

another implication for policy. School finance is complex, complicated, and involves 

many stakeholders. Because most people have gone to public school or at least 

participate in funding public schools through paying property taxes, most people have 

opinions about public education. Although the presence of many opinions is not 

necessarily a problem for education advocates and the issue of school finance reform, 

it certainly presents its challenges. The presence of numerous perspectives makes 

compromise more difficult to achieve. Similarly, selling that compromise, if reached, 

becomes more difficult. Educational advocates who understand this will be better able 

to achieve success in attempts at legislative reform. 

School finance is an issue that is cyclical in nature. The research suggests, 

however, that perhaps we are viewing the issue from the wrong perspective. Instead 

of seeing school finance as a problem that can be solved with a one-time cure-all 

solution, we should view school finance as a continuing issue that deserves regular 

and consistent legislative attention and consideration. There is no panacea that will 

solve the problems related to school finance policy, nor is there a time at which all the 

factors will converge to find a perfect solution. Too many factors are involved that 

complicate and counter each other, and too many people are involved to arrive at a 

uniform solution. The absence of a one-time solution, however, should not trouble 
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educational advocates. The use of flexible, interim solutions allows for the 

consideration of changing internal and external factors as they arise over time. As the 

population continues to grow at a rapid pace, the economy continues to change, the 

political preferences of the state continue to shift, and resources become available or 

decline, it is wholly appropriate to revisit school finance continuously. Educational 

advocates who accept the unstable and unpredictable nature of the problem, and adapt 

to it, are better able to participate in and understand the legislative process and 

achieve success in their attempts at school finance reform.   

 

Implications for Future Research 

This research comes at a critical time that coincides with debates regarding 

restructuring school finance policy. The nature of this research, however, lends itself 

to future research.  Possibilities for future research include in-depth analyses of 

factors that serve as barriers to achieving school finance reform in the legislative 

process, an expansion of the research participant population, and inclusion of other 

educational policies for research. A student population can be included in future 

research to gather the perspectives of future educational advocates. Future research 

also could consider the roles of the narrow legislative timeframe, the expanding 

population, and the state of the economy in the legislative process. Further, a close 

examination of the role of electoral politics and the participation of various 

stakeholders in elections could prove to be very beneficial to educational advocates. 
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Conclusions 

As indicated by the research participants, political factors, interest groups, and 

external factors are three complex and overlapping groups of factors that impact the 

level of understanding of the participants involved in school finance policy formation. 

Many research participants understood how all of these factors are linked and were 

able to see a comprehensive picture of both the legislative process and efforts to 

reform school finance policy as well as understand how these factors serve as barriers 

to these issues. Those not familiar with these factors had a limited view of the 

legislative process and therefore of school finance reform efforts. Those with a 

greater perspective on these issues are more likely to be successful at attempts to 

reform school finance policy. To be successful in the legislative process and school 

finance policy reform efforts, individuals need not be experts on all of these factors, 

but need to be aware of and understand the operation and influence of these factors on 

the process.  

For political factors, the underlying elements are a perceived lack of 

leadership, political pressure, political turnover, the 2003 power shift, and loss of 

institutional memory. The contributing factors to interest groups include the business 

and education communities, the public, and the role these groups play by participating 

in elections. External factors include the population, time, voter apathy, lack of 

participation, taxes, the economy, and the nature of the problem. Combined, all of 

these factors illustrate a comprehensive picture of the legislative process and efforts 

to reform school finance policy as well to develop a greater understanding of the 

barriers to achieving school finance reform. All of these factors serve as barriers to 
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success in the legislative process and in efforts to reform school finance policy, but 

these barriers are only obstacles to those with limited knowledge about the role the 

factors play in the process. A comprehensive perspective on these factors can help to 

overcome those barriers and would alter significantly the dynamics of school finance 

policy formation.  

 

Limitations 

 This research has several limitations. First, the number of participants is a 

limitation. Because of the limited number of participants in this research, 34, it is 

difficult to generalize themes from the research population to total populations. This 

limitation is referred to as random error, whereby random error is sampling error, and 

it is difficult to estimate a larger population’s characteristics from a small population 

(Goldstein, 2002). Second, the factors identified as barriers to school finance reform 

and the legislative process pose a limitation to the research, as factors other than those 

described in this research can also create barriers to achieving policy reform. Because 

these other factors were not addressed in this research, their impact on these issues 

remains unknown. Similarly, the categories of participants in this research pose a 

third limitation to this research. Because other groups of individuals also may impact 

efforts to reform school finance policy in the legislative process, and these others 

groups of individuals were not a part of this research, their impact on these issues also 

remains unknown. 

 There are also contextual limitations to this research, specifically those that 

occur when interviewing elites. A limitation lies in the difficulty of interviewing 
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elites and how to interpret the data (Lilleker, 2003). Because it is not the obligation of 

the interviewee to tell the truth, it is easy to believe the interviewee was telling the 

truth if he or she did not deliver the expected party line (Berry, 2002). Therefore, 

another limitation to this research involves determining which data are factual. 

Additionally, elites tend exaggerate their roles and speak with hyperbole, and this 

exaggeration increases the amount of important information that is left out of the data 

(Berry, 2002). Furthermore, in dealing with elite interviewees, it can be difficult to go 

on the record and reveal the identities of research participants (Lilleker, 2003). 

Because confidentially was granted for the participants in this research, a limitation of 

this research lies in the fact that interviewees did not go on the record.  

 

Update 

As of April 27, 2006, the legislature convened in a special legislative session 

to find solutions to resolve the problems in the school finance system. While 

legislators have proposed several solutions, none have received widespread support.  
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

1. What is your role in the legislative process? 

2. How long have you served in this capacity? 

3. In what roles have you been involved with public education policy? 

4. For each role, how long have you served? 

5. In what capacity have you been involved in the effort to reform school finance 

policy? 

6. How long have you been (were you) involved in that effort? 

7. In your opinion, what should be the role of the legislature with respect to 

education reform? With respect to school finance reform? 

8. What are your perceptions about school finance policy reform? 

9. Why do you think recent attempts at public school finance reform have been 

unsuccessful?  

10. What are the impediments to achieving school finance reform? 

11. Does the federal education policy agenda impact public school finance reform 

efforts in Texas? If so, in what way(s)? 

12. Has the current administration in Washington, DC influenced public education 

policy in Texas?  If so, in what ways (s)? 

13. What can be done so that public school finance reform can be achieved in the 

Texas Legislature? 

14. What other ways, besides the Texas legislative process, can school finance reform 

be achieved? 
 

186 



 

15. What groups have been influential in the process to achieve public school finance 

reform? Why? 

16. Who are the "major players" in public school finance reform efforts? How did 

they attain their status? 

17. What are the policy implications when the Texas Legislature fails to address 

public school finance reform? 

18. For whom does this failure have political implications?  

19. How do these implications directly impact you? 

20. Traditionally, Republicans have argued that wealthier taxpayers and school 

districts are treated unfairly under the current public school finance system?  

Would you agree/disagree? Why? 

21. Traditionally, Democrats have argued that poor school districts do not receive 

proper resources from the state of Texas and are therefore unable to compete with 

their wealthier counterparts.  Would you agree/disagree? Why? 

22. Overall, how do you feel about the public school system?  Does the public finance 

system need to be reformed? 

23. Who do you rely on for information/knowledge about public education issues? 

24. Who influences your decisions regarding the financing of public education? 

25. How do other legislative issues impact your decisions, preferences, and/or 

priorities regarding public school finance policy? 

26. Do you have additional thoughts on anything that we've discussed today? 
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