AMPLIFIED
VOICE

DELEGATE ASSEMBLY UNITES TEXAS SCHOOL BOARDS

by Beth Griesmer and Laura Tolley

Editor’s note: In every issue of Texas Lone
Star this year, the magazine will honor
TASB’s 75" anniversary by writing about
the positive impact the Association has
had on Texas public schools through its
high-quality services, visionary leadership,
and skilled advocacy. Additionally, these
articles will highlight the significant events,
people, legislation, and issues that have
shaped public education in Texas. Overall,
these articles reflect how TASB and school
leaders work hard together to promote
educational excellence for all Texas
schoolchildren.

Attendees at the 1977 Delegate Assembly.
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ach year at txEDCON, the room for TASB’s Delegate Assembly is set
up with precision and everything is in place hours before delegates
fill the rows of seats to finalize TASB’s Advocacy Agenda, vote on
directors and officers, and conduct other Association business.

“My first Delegate Assembly, 1 thought, ‘What am 1 doing here?” and ‘How
do I make a difference?” said Larry “Doc” Hawthorne, president of the Hubbard
ISD school board, a small rural district northeast of Waco. Hawthorne has been
a Hubbard ISD trustee for 34 years and has participated in Delegate Assembly
for more than two decades.

The establishment of Delegate Assembly marked a milestone in TASB’s
history and its advocacy work. At the annual convention in 19606, Texas trustees
in attendance unanimously voted to create a Delegate Assembly to provide a
structure for TASB member boards to have a direct and equal voice in the deter-
mination of TASB priorities.
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Larry "Doc" Hawthorne, Hubbard ISD school board
president, speaks at the Legislative Advisory Council
meeting held in April. Hawthorne has participated in the
TASB Advocacy Agenda process for more than two
decades.
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Attendees vote at the 1981 Delegate Assembly.
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The first ever Delegate Assembly was held in Austin the
next year, on Sept. 23, 1967, when 101 delegates considered
resolutions and Association business. Since then, every
Active Member has been invited to participate by sending a
delegate and alternate to attend.

“It’s a rewarding experience in several ways,” Haw-
thorne said about his decades-long participation. “First, it
gives you an opportunity to see things from more than just
your local level to a statewide level, which broadens your
understanding of the needs across the state. From a local
district, we know what our needs are. But when we go to
Delegate Assembly and go to Grassroots Meetings and go to
legislative advisory type meetings, now we see how they all
intertwine.”

Since it was established 75 years ago, TASB has under-
stood the importance of advocacy and in harnessing the
power of its school board members to amplify those efforts.
Delegate Assembly marks a crucial step in that process as
it establishes the TASB Advocacy Agenda — the two-year
action plan used to guide TASB’s advocacy efforts at the
Texas Capitol and beyond.

Over the years, as the Association has grown and ad-
vocacy needs have evolved, TASB has continuously refined
and innovated its processes to ensure that the needs and
priorities of member boards are heard and included.

Last year’s legislative season, which included four
special sessions, highlighted the vital role advocacy plays in
TASB’s mission to serve public school boards across Texas.

"Allowing school board members to participate in the
development of the Advocacy Agenda and take part in the
Delegate Assembly is crucial because it ensures that the
diverse perspectives and insights from those who work
closely with students, teachers, and the community are
directly included in decision-making processes, including for
our legislative priorities,” said Renae Mitchell, president of
the Pflugerville ISD board, a large district north of Austin.
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TASB President Armando Rodriguez, Canutillo ISD board
president, and TASB President-Elect Rolinda Schmidt, a

Kerrville ISD trustee, draw winning districts for the $1,000
student scholarship given to 10 districts that participated
in the 2023 Delegate Assembly.
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Mitchell said the TASB advocacy process encourages
board members from small-to-large school districts to share
their valuable viewpoints. “This participation fosters more
comprehensive and effective advocacy efforts, leading to
policies and initiatives that better address the needs and
aspirations of our diverse student population, local schools,
and their stakeholders. All our expressions come together
united as one voice in advocacy for public education.”

Advocacy in the beginning

Since its inception, TASB has been dedicated to giving
member school boards the opportunity to help establish a
unified voice for public education. During the first TASB
gathering in November 1949, 100 trustees met to discuss
several issues, including the formation of a plan that was
similar to today’s Advocacy Agenda. And as public education
evolved, the Association began to focus its efforts more on
the Texas Legislature and other arenas.

“TASB has always worked to ensure that every Active
Member has the opportunity to participate in and directly
contribute to the formation of the organization’s advocacy
goals,” said TASB Executive Director Dan Troxell. “The
Advocacy Agenda is the result of a truly grassroots process
and is designed to represent the issues that matter most to
our member boards and their school district communities
across Texas.”

In TASB’s early years, the development of its legislative
program featured members gathering in Austin to discuss
those top issues and draft those priorities to guide the
Association’s advocacy work.

TASB expanded that process in July 1990 with the forma-
tion of the Grassroots Advocacy Task Force, which consisted
of 25 school board members from across the state. The task
force, chaired by Wylie ISD trustee Alan Leverett, recom-
mended that “TASB take the Association to its members,
rather than ask school board members to come to Austin.”
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Assembly handbook.
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TASB DELEGATE ASSEMBLY

Attendees vote at the 2002 Delegate Assembly.
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It was an important step toward including member voices
from all parts of Texas.

“If TASB is to remain a strong representative of Texas
school boards, the Association consistently must check
the pulse of its membership to determine organizational
positions on vital issues facing Texas education,” said Billy
Walker, the TASB executive director at that time.

By 1992, TASB formed a comprehensive plan for
developing its legislative agenda that had two processes.
The first involved hosting regional Grassroots Meetings to
hear trustees’ perspectives about local priorities that would
then be proposed to the TASB Board of Directors before
being presented at Delegate Assembly. The second process
gave local boards the opportunity to submit resolutions
directly to the TASB Board for consideration and then to
Delegate Assembly for adoption. The results of those two
processes created the Advocacy Agency.

Gathering input at all levels

Today, TASB’s grassroots process gathers valuable
input from local trustees at every point in the development
of its Advocacy Priorities. First, during even-numbered
years, an electronic survey is distributed to all school
board members asking what issues are most important to
them. Those results are shared with trustees who attend
the Grassroots Meetings, which are held that same year in
each of the 20 education service center regions.

“What you all do today is a foundational step in devel-
oping what will eventually become the priorities that you
all consider at TASB Delegate Assembly,” Dax Gonzalez,
division director of TASB Governmental Relations, told
a group of trustees gathered for the Region 13 Grassroots
meeting on Jan. 10.

“The fact that so many districts and so many perspec-
tives are represented in this room is really the strength of
this process,” said Lynn Boswell, Austin ISD trustee and
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TASB director. Boswell helped lead the Grassroots Meeting
for Region 13 and guided fellow trustees through voicing
priorities they brought from their districts.

At each Grassroots Meeting, trustees discuss and then
vote on the issues most critical to their area, narrowing it
down to their top five priorities. They also elect trustees
to serve on the Legislative Advisory Council. Those LAC
members, whose numbers are determined by student
enrollment, will then work together to distill the regional
priorities into one statewide list to recommend to the
TASB Board of Directors.

“Looking back on almost 20 years at TASB, the one
thing that has stood out the most to me has been our
focus on our members — and that includes the continual
improvement of our Advocacy Agenda process that is cen-
tered on member input and participation,” Gonzalez said.
“Very few, if any, membership associations go to the lengths
that TASB does to gather as much local member voice as
possible so that we can represent those voices at the Texas
Capitol and beyond. That focus on our members drives me
every day, and it’s something we can all be proud of.”

In another step to ensure representation, four LAC
members are elected to sit on the TASB Board of Directors’
Legislative Committee, where they work to make sure the
voice of local trustees is heard at the table when the Board
makes its recommendations to Delegate Assembly.

Finally, through the resolutions process, member boards
may submit issues that are important to them for consid-
eration and possible inclusion in TASB’s broader legislative
program. Advocacy Agenda Resolutions help direct TASB’s
response to issues that may come up during the legislative
biennium and are not directly addressed by the priorities.

“There are bound to be issues that arise during a legis-
lative session that just aren’t covered by our Advocacy Pri-
orities,” said Gonzélez. “The resolutions process provides
another important layer of guidance from our members.”

Delegate Assembly

The culmination of this grassroots process happens
each year at Delegate Assembly, which coincides with
txEDCON, the largest gathering of K-12 public education
leaders in the state.

As TASB’s official membership meeting, delegates
vote on a range of leadership and business matters. The
meeting is held annually, and every Active Member board
is strongly encouraged to send a representative to Delegate
Assembly, where they can take an active role in determin-
ing the Association’s future.

“You can have one representative from your district,”
said Hawthorne. “You can have a voice.

“To me, it was always important to go to Grassroots
Meetings, follow the grassroots process. And then go to
the Delegate Assembly and go through that process,”
Hawthorne said. “Without that you don’t know the
founding parts of how the priority got started.”

Throughout the Delegate Assembly experience, there
are many opportunities for members to be heard. The
process starts with Regional Caucus meetings, which is an
opportunity to share lunch with fellow regional represen-
tatives. These discussions offer clarity on issues before the
Assembly and insight into the process, particularly for new
delegates.

“The experience of advocating at the Delegate
Assembly is transformative,” said James Matlock, a Hutto
ISD trustee. Delegates can address the Assembly from
the floor about items under consideration during the
proceedings. “It fosters collaboration and dialogue among
board members, allowing us to exchange ideas, share best
practices, and collectively address the challenges facing
public education.”

Hawthorne encourages all board members to be
part of this advocacy process. “You have an opportunity
to persuade other trustees about your position,” he said.

TASB is now accepting submissions of resolutions
to be included in TASB's 2024-26 Advocacy Agenda.
Resolutions must be submitted by June 17. All

submissions from Active Member districts will be
reviewed by the TASB Board and ultimately acted
upon by the TASB Delegate Assembly during its
meeting on Sept. 28.

“Be genuine and tell your story. Tell how it affects student
outcomes, because at the end of the day that is what it’s all
about. We all want better outcomes for our students.”

Once Delegate Assembly attendees have completed
their business, the Agenda is set and ready to be used by
TASB and its members to advocate on behalf of public
schools and Texas schoolchildren.

With Delegate Assembly being such an integral part
of TASB’s long history of serving school boards and Texas
public education, there’s an ongoing commitment by the
TASB Board to make sure this pivotal event continues to
serve the needs of members and foster participation.

“We always want to make sure the experience is the
best one possible and encourage more school boards to
take part,” said Rolinda Schmidt, Kerrville ISD trustee and
TASB Board president-elect. Schmidt has been leading a
special committee looking at ways to strengthen Delegate
Assembly as TASB looks to the next 75 years.

“Delegate Assembly truly empowers TASB members
to have a voice in creating positive changes in Texas public
education. We want to ensure it continues to serve our
Association and advances the needs of our students for
generations to come,” Schmidt said.

Beth Griesmer is a staff writer for Texas Lone Star. Laura
Tolley is managing editor of Texas Lone Star.

Attendees vote at
the 2023 Delegate
Assembly.

™ Photo by TASB Media
Services
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HOW TASB'S ADVOCACY AGENDA 1S CREATED

PRIORITIES

Grassroots Meetings
(Even-numbered years)

Local school leaders work
together to develop regional
priorities. Representatives are
elected to the TASB Legislative
Advisory Council (LAC).

-
&

LAC meetings

LAC members identify
common priorities from
regional meetings and
recommend a list of priority
statements to the TASB Board.
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Priorities reviewed

The TASB Board of Directors
reviews the Priorities and
makes a recommendation to
the Delegate Assembly.
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TASB advocates at the
Capitol on behalf of

Texas school boards

The Advocacy Agenda is the action
plan and guide for TASB staff work-
ing on your behalf at the Capitol.

Legislative Session
(Odd-numbered years)

Delegate Assembly

RESOLUTIONS

Boards submit

advocacy resolutions
Local school boards submit
stances to TASB to help guide
the Association’s response to
issues that might arise before
the Legislature.

Resolutions reviewed
The TASB Board of Directors
reviews proposed Resolutions
and makes a recommendation
to the Delegate Assembly.

Texas school boards appoint one delegate and
one alternate to attend TASB's annual business
meeting. The Assembly debates and votes on:

- Advocacy Priorities

- Advocacy Resolutions

- TASB leadership (board and officers)

The Advocacy Agenda is adopted.

KEEPING MEMBERS INFORMED

BUILDING ADVOCACY SUPPORT THROUGH COMMUNICATIONS

by Melissa Locke Roberts

TASB gains input from member school boards from across
Texas for consideration in the Advocacy Agenda, which is
officially approved by Delegate Assembly. Once that two-
year action plan is in place, it's also TASB's responsibility
to keep members informed about its advocacy efforts.
That has long been a priority at TASB, but the way the
Association has communicated advocacy developments to
members has evolved over the years as it has capitalized
on improved outreach tools.

In the Association’s early days, keeping members up to
date on legislative actions that could impact their schools
was a challenge. Coverage in printed publications and
mailed letters could be too slow, and maintaining a physical
presence at the Capitol was impossible for many members.

All that changed with the internet. Late-breaking legisla-
tive news became available on the TASB website for the
first time in 1997, allowing members to respond quickly.
That same year, TASB Governmental Relations added a
newsgroup and legislative bill tracking system. In 2001,
TASB's School Board Advocacy Network began using an
online tool that helped SBAN members learn about and
react to important legislative issues and easily contact
legislators.

Broad use of the World Wide Web not only helped members
build stronger advocacy efforts, it also helped TASB spread
the good news about public education in Texas. “The internet
created opportunities for us to promote schools far more
broadly than before,’ said Karen Strong, former associate
executive director of communications and public relations
at TASB. “In the early days, we had to buy ads in major
newspapers in the state, and that was horribly expensive.
So, technology opened up access and helped us increase
the frequency of our voice to more varied audiences.’

An important part of TASB's advocacy process has been

to clarify the advantages of public education and debunk
myths perpetuated about Texas public schools. Commu-

nications technology has played a huge part in furthering
that objective.

For example, in 1994, TASB hosted its first Pathfinder tele-
conference, The Big Lie About Public Schools, to shed light
on the facts. In 2013, TASB launched the Truth About Schools
website to point out incorrect information being shared
within the Texas Legislature. The site became a reliable
source for the media to confirm facts. In recent years, the
TASB Talks podcast has helped explicate education issues
being addressed in the Legislature.

To help increase awareness about public education issues

in the state, the Texans for Strong Public Schools site shares
facts and allows citizens to easily contact their legislators.
More than 285,000 letters were sent to lawmakers during the
recent 88" Legislature. Since 2017, more than 425,000 letters
have been sent to state lawmakers on behalf of public schools
through the program.

“We at TASB are committed to getting the word out about
public school accomplishments and challenges as well as
helping communities understand the possible effects of
proposed legislation,’ said Tiffany Dunne-Oldfield, TASB
deputy executive director. “An essential tool in those efforts
will always be the latest technology to help us communicate
quickly and broadly.’

Learn more about how TASB has used technology in its work
and on behalf of members in the November edition of TLS.

Melissa Locke Roberts is a staff writer for Texas Lone Star.

Photo from TASB archives

James Matlock, a Hutto ISD trustee, asks a question at the 2023
Delegate Assembly.





