
I never wanted to be a politician. I think I’ve heard as many negative things 
about politicians as anyone. But then the Texas legislature introduced 
House Bill 72, which would bar students who were failing from going on 
school fi eld trips or participating in extracurricular activities. I had already 
been a public school teacher in Texas for fourteen years. At the time of 
introduction of House Bill 72, I was principal at Peck Elementary School 
in Houston, where the average household income was $13,000 a year and 
the schools were constantly overlooked because they were located in the 
ghe� o. If the schools didn’t take those children on trips, no one would—so 
we took them everywhere. Luckily, I had a superintendent who supported 
our eff orts to give these children every possible opportunity. “Know how 
far you can go before you get to the wall where you get fi red,” he counseled 
us, “and when you get to that wall, well, just say you’re sorry.” I had learned 
to do that for my students, and when House Bill 72 was proposed, I knew 
I couldn’t back down.

Twenty years later, I won a seat in the state legislature myself. It’s a long 
way to have come, but as a career public school educator and administrator 
I take my commitment to my students seriously. My story demonstrates 
that there are o� en signifi cant obstacles to becoming directly involved in 
educational policy, and I want to point out and address those problems 
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with the system. But I also want to inspire people, especially education 
practitioners, to go forth and make a diff erence. If you believe in leaving no 
child behind, I encourage you to take action. The fact is that if you are part of 
the American public, then you are a stakeholder in our public education.

Catching the Political Bug
While I was still a principal, one of my former third-grade students, Rodney 
Ellis, came to the school and told me he was running for city council and 
asked me if I would help. So I worked for his campaign, and I was so proud 
of him, my grown-up nine-year-old student, when he won. He, in turn, 
credited me with helping him win; he would point me out in a crowd, 
introduce me as his teacher. Rodney went on to become a state senator, and 
I started to catch the political bug.

By the time my neighbor across the street asked me to help him run for 
county commissioner and I spent a whole year working on that campaign, I 
realized that in a political capacity I could raise my voice against proposals 
like House Bill 72 and advocate for children not just on a city or district 
level but all across the great state of Texas. As much as I wanted to, though, 
I couldn’t just go out and run for offi  ce. There were two major obstacles: 
First, I was a principal, doing the real work of educating kids, and ge� ing 
close to retirement. Being on the state board of education pays nothing. 
As glorifying as it would be to run and serve, I just couldn’t give up what 
I had. Second, at that time, practitioners were not even allowed on the 
state board of education—a ban that wouldn’t be li� ed until 1978. It was 
very diffi  cult for an advocate from the real ba� leground of education—the 
public schools themselves—to make her voice heard.

Success Brings New Challenges
Finally, in 1992, I made my run for the Texas State Board of Education. 
I had $4,000 and I ran on that. I discovered that nobody—educators 
included—contributes to state board of education campaigns. This in itself 
was a revelation to me: just think about the impact. There are so many 
people who talk about education, but for the most part we talk and then 
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we wait for things to happen to us before we act. One of my fi rst goals as a 
politician became ge� ing the public and the policymakers to be proactive 
rather than reactive.

I ran against eight people. The board of education was on nobody’s radar 
screen then; as you can imagine, there weren’t very many people interested 
in going to all this trouble for a non-paying job. And I was surprised how 
much running I had to do just for one election! I ran against my eight 
opponents and when I saw that I got the most votes, of course I thought I 
won. I didn’t know that if you don’t get 51 percent of the vote in the primary, 
you have to have a runoff  election before you can run in the general election. 
So I ran again and survived the runoff  election and then kept running and 
won the general election—three elections for one position! When I had 
fi nally secured my seat on the board, I couldn’t believe what they told me 
next: You have to put your name in a hat to fi nd out whether your term will 
be two years or four years. I couldn’t face the idea of running again a� er 
only one year, so it wasn’t until I had safely drawn the four-year term that 
I could fi nally stop running and start celebrating my victory.

Winning the state board election was inspiring, but it presented me with 
another obstacle to overcome. I was a principal at the time at Turner 
Elementary School in Houston, and the state board meets in Austin. 
Geographically, I knew it just wouldn’t be possible for me to give my full 
a� ention to both jobs, and I started worrying about all the things that could 
happen to my students while I was away on the state board. I decided to 
ask my superintendent for a change in position so that I could make sure 
that both my employment and my students would be safe. It was a bold 
move, but I was fortunate to have a superintendent who understood the 
value of my being on the state board and wanted to support my ability to 
make a diff erence, and consequently I was given a job in personnel hiring 
administrators for the district.

When I got to the state board of education, I realized that we still had a 
lot of work to do to make sure that kids at places like Peck Elementary 
have access to the opportunities they deserve. There was only one other 
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educator on the board. Of the fi � een members, three or four were dentists, 
a couple were lawyers, one was a home schooler. Even now, there are not 
many education practitioners or doctors of education serving on the board, 
although the number of home schoolers has increased to eight. What does 
that tell us about public education, if more than half the members of the 
state board of education have opted out of the public schools? And there 
are only three minorities on the board. So how can this board represent 
the majority of Texas school children when it makes decisions that have a 
direct impact on their education?

Making a Difference
Here in Texas, we’ve been active in the accountability and alignment move-
ments for decades; we’ve been implementing policies very much like those 
in the No Child Le�  Behind Act of 2001 for more than ten years. I am proud 
that in my role as a state board of education member I have been involved 
in these reforms. I remember our early eff orts back in the seventies and 
eighties when I was a teacher and administrator and we began comprehen-
sive student assessment in 1979 with the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills 
(TABS). It soon became clear that we needed a more rigorous test and one 
that was specifi c to Texas curricula.

The development of an aligned curriculum, the Texas Essential Knowledge 
and Skills (TEKS), and student assessment, the Texas Assessment of 
Knowledge and Skills (TAKS™), has been a tremendous undertaking for 
Texas educators and the state board of education. It took us three years to 
write the TEKS, and we are still in the process of trying to make sure that 
our textbooks are aligned with these standards, because replacing every 
textbook at once would be cost-prohibitive—the estimate is $312 million. 
We are working in stages to complete the textbook alignment, but Texas 
is at the forefront of this eff ort. The state is large enough that when we 
talk, the textbook companies listen. We provide a copy of the TEKS for 
each subject and work with the textbook companies to create a text that is 
aligned with the standards. Then we take the textbook to a testing company 
and ask them to create a test aligned with the textbook. Finally, we close the 
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loop by making sure that the educator preparation programs are teaching 
content aligned with the student standards and that the teacher certifi cation 
tests, which are called the Texas Examinations of Educator Standards™ 
(TExES™), are aligned with the standards.

The alignment we have been working to create in public education in Texas 
is already producing positive results. Students’ test scores are going up, and 
this is encouraging to students, parents, educators, and administrators. But 
I remember what it is like to be a practitioner and have your curriculum 
and policy set by politicians, and I want to take advantage of my position 
in politics to help bridge the gap between the two worlds. In 2000, when I 
retired from education, I started my own business conducting professional 
development. I discovered that while it might be good for business if you 
are a lawyer, being a politician is still a negative in the world of education. 
First of all, you might be surprised how many people don’t even know 
there is a state board of education. Educators and superintendents don’t 
know what it does and don’t feel that it represents them. They know their 
local board of education, its members and their ideologies, but they don’t 
know the state board of education. So educators are afraid to work with 
me, afraid to give me an opportunity to help them. Administrators express 
their incredulity:  “Are you even allowed to come in and do professional 
development?” Even in my district, which has thirteen schools, when 
I off ered to come in and give professional development for free, I had 
no takers. When education policymakers and education practitioners 
are afraid or distrustful of one another, it doesn’t help the schools and it 
certainly doesn’t benefi t the students. One of the rewarding parts of being 
a professor at Prairie View A&M is that I get to teach teachers about politics 
as well as pedagogy and open these lines of communication. But we have 
a long way to go in this area as well.

A New Forum for Service
In 2004 I ran for and was elected to the Texas House of Representatives 
from district 131. I was reluctant at fi rst to put my name on the ballot 
because I had run before, in 1998, and won 37 percent of the vote—but 
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only 14 percent of registered voters came to the polls that year, so I was 
discouraged by the turnout. This time, we tried harder to get out the vote 
and it worked. Instead of the $4,000 we spent on my state board election in 
1992, we raised and spent $300,000. And I learned that you need to build 
your base, trust in your base.

When I helped friends and colleagues run for political offi  ce in the seventies, 
I had off ered to work on ge� ing the support of teachers and administrators. 
A� er all, I knew this community; I was in the schools all the time. But 
candidates told me no, don’t waste your time. Teachers don’t vote. It was 
true—I remember when I fi rst became a teacher, we were told not to talk to 
board members. Don’t talk to state representatives or the governor. Don’t 
get involved. I interpreted this message as a challenge and was motivated 
by it to try harder to get involved, but noninvolvement was the prevailing 
mentality.

In 2004 my political consultant gave me the same advice when I was 
running for the House of Representatives: “Stay away from those schools, 
because they don’t vote.”  This time, though, I took on the challenge. The 
consultants told me to cultivate my base, and I told them, “Education is 
my base. I need schools.” Every evening I went to the schools. I a� ended 
meetings, and when the meetings were over, I stood out on the corner and 
talked to parents and waved to faculty and called them by name. In the end 
it was the organization of the educators and administrators that ran my 
campaign and carried me all the way to the statehouse. It was amazing.

So here I am, about to embark on a new journey as part of the state 
legislature. They tell me I will be relegated to one of the back offi  ces, and I 
say, “That’s fi ne—I had no offi  ce on the state board.” Then they say, “Well, 
you’re not going to make any money here because they don’t pay very 
much,” but this doesn’t phase me because of course on the state board I 
was making nothing. The $7,000 the state legislature is going to pay looks 
great to me. They warn me, “You’re not going to have enough staff , only 
two people in this offi  ce and two people in that offi  ce.” Well, when I was 
on the state board I had no staff . I had a copy machine and then they took 
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that away. Even so, I was a part of the eff ort that brought aligned texts 
and tests to Texas, facilitating the accountability called for by No Child 
Le�  Behind. I know I can make a diff erence here. There are children in the 
ghe� o, children all across Texas, who are counting on me.

I ran for the children, the teachers, the administrators, and the parents—in 
that order. Please join me in serving the children. I encourage you to get 
involved and not let anything get in your way.
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