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Public Education in Grades K–12

Political battles over public education are 
nothing new, predating the state and even the 
Republic of Texas. In fact, the authors of the Texas 
Declaration of Independence included in their list 
of grievances that Mexico had “failed to establish 
any public system of education, although possessed 
of almost boundless resources (the public domain) 
and, although, it is an axiom, in political science, 
that unless a people are educated and enlightened 
it is idle to expect the continuance of civil liberty, 
or the capacity for self-government.” During his 
presidency, Mirabeau Lamar earned the nickname 
of “Father of Texas Education”3 by championing 
education in the new republic and setting aside three leagues of land for each county 
to support elementary schools. Despite Lamar’s vision, the limited value of this land, 
combined with Texans’ reluctance to finance schools with tax dollars and the prefer-
ence of many for private schools, delayed realization of a public school system until the 
Constitution of 1868 centralized the public schools.

The foundation of the modern public school system in Texas was laid in 1949 
when the legislature passed the Gilmer-Aikin Act, named for Rep. Claud Gilmer and 
Sen. A. M. Aikin. This act guaranteed Texas children twelve years of school with a 
minimum of 175 days of instruction per year. The legislation also redesigned the state’s 
governance of public education by replacing the nine-person appointed State Board 
of Education (SBOE) with commissioners elected by voters in districts. While we take 
this structure for granted today, it was regarded as revolutionary at the time, and Dolph 
Briscoe, a member of the Texas House who worked on the legislation and went on to 
serve as governor, recounted how the bill was attacked as “communistic.”4

By 2013, Texas had 8,555 public schools in 1,228 school districts. These schools 
educated about 5 million students and employed about 327,419 teachers and another 
314,765 administrators and support staff.5 The state’s school system is overseen by the 
Texas Education Agency (TEA), which is run by a commissioner of education appointed 
by the governor and the SBOE. The SBOE has grown to fifteen members elected from 
districts and has a chair appointed by the governor. Members of the SBOE are unpaid 
but reimbursed for travel and other work-related expenses. The board meets every 
few months and decides broad education issues, such as curriculum and standards for 
passing state-mandated exams.

While the idea of having an elected board of education suits Texans’ desire to have 
control over their government, recent battles in the board have led some to question 
whether or not the process has become too politicized. The most visible battle involved 
the creation of curriculum guidelines for teachers in areas such as science and history. 
In 2009, the SBOE found itself embroiled in intense debate over the teaching of evo-
lution. The next year, the board was battling over changes to the history curriculum 
guidelines, which, according to comedian Stephen Colbert, “decides which historical 

  Table 14.1  	Texas School Enrollment

K–12 (2012–2013 School Year) Enrollment

Early education and kindergarten 641,480 

Elementary (1–5) 1,924,168

Middle (6–8) 1,124,128

High (9–12) 1,386,064

Total K–12 5,075,840

Source: Texas Education Agency, “Enrollment in Texas Public Schools, 2012–13,” 
March 2014, www.tea.state.tx.us/acctres/Enroll_2012-13.pdf (accessed June 2, 2014).


