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Dear Friends,
The 85th Legislature has ended its standard 140-day Regular Session as well as its summer Special Session.
Additional Special Sessions could potentially be called, primarily to address redistricting after the courts
determined certain congressional maps to be unconstitutional. This newsletter will highlight some of the key
issues that have been addressed up to this point at your State Capitol.
We entered session with budget projections from the state’s Comptroller indicating that while our economy was
continuing to grow, it was doing so at a much slower rate. Additionally, due to policy decisions made in the
previous session, the Legislature would have less revenue available for appropriations. This was coupled with
a recognition of significant investments that would be required to address the growing crisis in our state’s foster
care system, to reform public school finance, and to meet the health care needs of our most vulnerable Texans,
especially children with disabilities. Despite these challenges, lawmakers passed a two-year budget without
drastic cuts while increasing funding for programs like Child Protective Services, mental health, and tuition
assistance, resulting in this session being referenced by many as one where it “could’ve been worse.”
Once again, the Legislature was distracted from working on those issues that affect the day-to-day lives of
Texans—education, healthcare, and transportation—by spending valuable time and energy on manufactured
issues such as the so-called “bathroom bill.” In fact, that same issue was claimed as a determining factor in
bringing lawmakers back into a Special Session. Thankfully, under the leadership of Speaker Straus and
with mounting opposition from Texas businesses, communities of faith, law
enforcement, and citizens across the state, this harmful legislation was stopped.
There is much more to talk about than can be captured within this newsletter,
and I invite you to attend one of my upcoming town hall meetings where we
can continue this discussion. I am honored to serve as State Representative for
House District 48 and, as always, look forward to hearing from you.
Sincerely,

Donna Howard

You’re Invited!
Please join me at an upcoming
Town Hall meeting. These
informal gatherings are designed
to not only provide a recap of
the legislative session but to
give you the opportunity to ask
questions, voice your opinions, or
simply listen to the concerns of
your fellow HD 48 residents. I look
forward to seeing you there!

wEDnESDay, ocTobEr 4
6:00pm – 8:00pm
Clint Small, Jr. Middle School
4801 Monterey Oaks Blvd
Austin, Texas 78749

TuESDay, ocTobEr 17
6:00pm – 8:00pm
Doss Elementary School
7005 Northledge Drive
Austin, Texas 78731

THurSDay, ocTobEr 19
6:00pm - 8:00pm
Akins High School
10701 South 1st Street
Austin, Texas 78748

SaTurDay, ocTobEr 28
10:00am – 12:00pm
Casis Elementary School
2710 Exposition Boulevard
Austin, Texas 78703

 rESTrucTurIng our FoSTEr carE SySTEM 
In the months leading up to the Regular Session, lawmakers were confronted with a growing crisis in our Child
Protective Services (CPS) system. Reports detailed unreasonably high caseloads, children sleeping in caseworker
offices, accusations of mistreatment not being investigated in a timely fashion, and a shocking 171 deaths from
abuse or neglect in 2015. This culminated in a federal judge’s ruling that Texas violated the constitutional rights of
foster children by exposing them to an unreasonable risk of harm in a system with inadequate capacity and high
staff turnover rates.
With an eye on addressing these problems, last October I helped to lead the charge to get a salary increase for cPS
caseworkers and investigators. Foster care reform was then listed among the Emergency Items for the Regular Session,
and the Legislature passed several bills on the subject, which:



Reformed the kinship care system and authorized increasing
state payments to relatives who care for children whose
parents are unable to care for them



Changed the judicial process and procedures for CPS cases,
and created new mechanisms for the courts and the Texas
Department of Family and Protective Services (DFPS) to work
to support these children



Created a standalone agency for child welfare, by moving DFPS
out of the Health and Human Services Commission umbrella



Advanced a “community-based care” model for supervising
certain children in the child protection system and allowing
nonprofits that contract with DFPS to monitor children in foster
care and adoptive homes

It remains to be seen whether these reforms will adequately address
the judge’s order—and there is a strong concern among some that
the “community-based care” model will allow for discrimination
against the LgbT community—but the Legislature made necessary
progress toward improving children’s safety.

Rep. Howard was grateful for her appointment
to key committees by Speaker Joe Straus.

ProTEcTIng nurSES In THE worKPLacE
“Nurses take care of us — now we’re taking care of nurses.”
As a former Registered Nurse, I am often asked to meet with
nurses in the community. In those discussions, their foremost
concern is typically the prevalence of violence against nurses
in the health care workplace, and research indicates that
nurses face a higher rate of workplace assault than police
officers or prison guards. In response, I have taken a variety
of steps over the years to help address the issue, such as
increasing the criminal penalty for the assault of emergency

room personnel, and conducting a study to gather data on the
types and frequency of violence against nurses. This session,
building on the information gathered in the study, I passed
legislation directing the Texas Center for Nursing Workforce
Studies to administer a grant program to fund innovative
approaches for reducing verbal and physical violence against
nurses in healthcare facilities. This will encourage the use of
proven strategies to create a safer workplace.

InFLuEncIng THE STaTE buDgET
Inserting a rider to direct spending is one of the primary ways that lawmakers can directly influence the state budget. As a
member of the House Appropriations Committee, I championed a variety of riders this session which made it into the final
version of the budget. These include the following:



Required an annual report from the Texas Education
Agency (TEA) on the funding per average student
attendance for charter schools and traditional public
schools, as well as the amount paid by local taxpayers
and the state; this will better inform policymakers
on how the state and locals share the burden of
providing funds for public education as a whole



Allowed TEA to utilize an additional $5 million to help
meet the educational needs of children with disabilities



Allocated $650,000 to TEA over the biennium for
technical assistance, innovation, and guidance on
turnaround efforts at low-performing school districts



Preserved up to $22 million in the Moving Image
Industry Incentive Program, which helps bring jobs in
the film and video game industry to Central Texas



Without requiring any additional cost to the budget,
cleared up the funding issues for the partnership
between Travis county and the State which
investigates worker’s compensation fraud



Earmarked $1 million at the University of Texas at Austin
to modernize the curriculum and teaching effectiveness
in the Fine arts, particularly for schools and communities
that are underperforming in arts education

STEErIng agEnDa InTo Law
The 85th Legislature saw fewer bills pass into law than any
Regular Session in over two decades. Despite this, I still
found great success in moving my agenda forward. Here is
a sample of those policy achievements:







Honored the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center
by recognizing it as the State Botanical Garden and
Arboretum; this will help to promote the critical role
the Center plays in conserving the native plants and
landscapes of Texas
Authorized state agencies to allow extended leave for
state-employed veterans seeking medical and mental
health care administered by the Veterans Health
Administration of the United States
Updated laws governing abandoned, unverified,
unknown, and unmarked cemeteries, to better protect
private property rights as well as the historical value of
remains and artifacts



Allowed public institutions of higher education
to adopt policies regarding the administration of
epinephrine auto-injectors on campus, ensuring that
public colleges and universities are able to provide
students with better access to the only medicine that
can prevent a severe allergic reaction



In anticipation of the new pedestrian mall just north
of the Capitol, enabled the State Preservation board
to issue temporary vendor permits which will allow
authorized events like the Texas Book Festival and the
MS 150 to utilize this new public urban greenspace



Required the Health and Human Services Commission
and its related Departments to phase in the live
broadcast and archiving of all open meetings
on health agency websites, providing increased
government transparency and access for people
throughout the state

FIgHTIng For woMEn’S HEaLTH
As one of the Legislature’s recognized leaders on women’s health issues, I hit the ground running this session and
successfully amended the House rules to expand breastfeeding access at the capitol. The amendment requires the
establishment of a private, secure space with a water faucet and
a power outlet which can be used for breastfeeding. The space
must be within or nearby the House Chamber, and made available
to House members and staff, as well as credentialed media. This is
an important first step toward expanding breastfeeding access for
the general public at the Capitol.
The session ended on a much less positive note, with the unfortunate
veto of my bill to extend the women’s Health advisory committee
(wHac) for another two years. I passed legislation to create the WHAC
in 2015, and it was instituted to help ensure provider input during the
consolidation of the state’s women’s health programs. Stakeholders
urged that it’s still too early to determine if the needs of women and
providers are being met by the new Healthy Texas Women program,
and this veto was as ill-advised as it was disappointing.

Rep. Howard lays out her bill to extend the
Women’s Health Advisory Committee.

worKIng To LowEr THE MaTErnaL MorTaLITy raTE
Approaching the Regular Session, lawmakers were apprised of a very sobering statistic: the rate of maternal mortality
in Texas is the highest in the developed world. Efforts to extend a task force on the matter fell victim to political
gamesmanship during the Regular Session, but an extension was thankfully passed during the Special Session. That
legislation will also expand the task force’s scope of study, allow greater opportunity for public engagement, and
increase access to screening and educational materials related to substance abuse and domestic violence. There is
still more to be done, however, and this is an issue that legislators will be watching closely during the Interim.

SuPPorTIng SurVIVorS oF SEXuaL aSSauLT
For years now, Texas has been plagued with an infuriating
backlog of unprocessed rape kits. Previous lawmaker
efforts on the topic have helped somewhat, but not nearly
enough to solve the problem. Last summer, I met with a
constituent—a survivor of sexual assault—who expressed her
frustration with not just the amount of time it was taking to
fully analyze her case evidence, but also with the lack of
transparency regarding where it was in the process. As a
result, I passed legislation to create a statewide electronic
tracking system for sexual assault evidence. This will enable

sexual assault survivors to securely and confidentially check
the status of their rape kits as they move through the stages
of analysis, and better ensure the completion of that analysis.
Legislators took further action on rape kits this session,
including an appropriation of $4.2 million to fund the testing
of all backlogged sexual assault evidence kits statewide
and a bill to allow voluntary donations upon the renewal of
a driver’s license to go toward a rape kit testing fund.

MoDErnIZIng InSTrucTIonaL MaTErIaLS
As a Co-Chair of the House Innovation & Technology (IT)
Caucus, I have the opportunity to collaborate with industry
leaders to advance the growth and competitiveness of
emerging technologies here in Texas. In the waning hours
of the Regular Session, I rounded up the support of key
lawmakers to pass several important pieces of IT legislation.
Collectively, these policy measures fit with two budget
initiatives to lay the foundation for a transformation in how
school districts provide and pay for instructional materials.
The budget dedicates $25 million in General Revenue
to draw down $225 million in Federal funds to connect
every school in Texas to fiber broadband. The budget also
allocates $20 million for the development of Open Education

Resources (OER). Once created, these materials are free to
distribute and modify as they have an open license.
The legislation I passed establishes an online repository for
digital OER content that can be accessed by any school
district, as well as a web portal allowing teachers to search
for these materials. It also changed the name of the
materials fund to better reflect its allowable uses, making it
the Technology and Instructional Materials Allotment. Finally,
the Texas Education Agency is authorized to use up to $25
million to provide Technology Lending grants to districts
in order to distribute devices such as laptops and tablets
to students, who can then take advantage of the new
broadband and free digital materials.

 MaKIng coLLEgE caMPuSES SaFEr 
As a longtime member of the House Higher Education
Committee, I have worked closely with other lawmakers to
address the issue of campus sexual assault. The topic was
considered as one of the Committee’s Interim Charges,
and it gained increased prominence following reports of
dozens of sexual assaults perpetrated by football players,
information about which the university officials failed to
disclose. The primary victories on the topic during the
85th Regular Session were expanding requirements for
a campus sexual assault policy to include private and
independent institutions of higher education, and not
just public colleges and universities; requiring institutions

to provide an option for students and employees to
electronically and anonymously report allegations of
sexual harassment or assault; and providing amnesty from
disciplinary action, so that students may report incidents
in good faith without fear of being punished for violations
such as underage drinking or illegal drug use.
Unfortunately, a more comprehensive bill on the matter—
with robust training, disciplinar y, and compliance
provisions—passed in the House but not in the Senate;
the Legislature is anticipated to take that up again
next session.

IncrEaSIng TranSFErabILITy In HIgHEr EDucaTIon
Currently, students wishing to transfer between colleges and universities are faced with a confusing array of choices and
little in the way of guidance to help them understand which courses will not only transfer, but also apply to the major they
intend to pursue. This results in lost time and money for both students and taxpayers. To help address this, I passed the
following bills this session:



Established that dual credit courses will transfer
between institutions and apply toward a degree
by requiring that all dual credit offerings must be
courses in career and technical education, a foreign
language, or the core curriculum



required the collection of data and a report to
the Legislature on articulation agreements—formal
partnerships between two or more colleges and
universities which document the transfer policies for a
specific academic program or degree—to get a better
understanding of what agreements currently exist and
identify best practices which can be replicated

Unfortunately, my legislation to create a Texas Guided Pathways program died in the final hours of the session. The bill
would have required institutions of higher education to develop a recommended course sequence for each undergraduate
certificate or degree program, and to establish a statewide web-based platform enabling a student to search for and
compare sequences at various institutions.

Rep. Howard and other lawmakers fought to keep Texas
diverse and inclusive.

Students from Bedicheck Middle School participated
in a mock committee hearing at the Capitol.

rEForMIng our ScHooL FInancE SySTEM
One of the foremost concerns for Texas homeowners is the
steady growth of their property tax bill. The most meaningful
way to address this is by reforming the public school finance
system, since school districts account for the largest single
portion of a property tax bill. Though the State could provide
real relief for taxpayers by increasing its share of funding to
districts, in recent years it has chosen the opposite path:
as property values have risen and local tax revenues
have increased, the State has in turn reduced its financial
obligation and provided neither better funding for school
children nor property tax relief. Attempts to address this in
the Regular Session were unsuccessful due to disagreements
between the House and Senate, but lawmakers were given
an additional opportunity to take action when school
finance was listed on the call for the Special Session.

I also attempted to tackle this issue by filing a measure
that would require the State to pay at least 50% of the
costs of public education as it once did; under the current
budget, the State’s commitment is projected to be less
than 38%. Though the bill received a hearing before the
House Appropriations Committee, no further action was
taken. However, this solution resonated with many of my
colleagues, and provides a starting point for a bipartisan
discussion over the interim.

During the Special, the House took the lead and passed
legislation to spend an additional $1.8 billion to increase
per-pupil funding for more than 5 million public school
students in Texas. Disappointingly, the Senate then slashed
that amount by $1.5 billion and refused to compromise; this
version ended up being signed into law by the Governor.

Rep. Howard stood strong with other female education
leaders in the Texas House.

Don’t Forget To Vote!
On november 7, 2017, voters will be asked to consider seven
Constitutional Amendments, including an authorization of
property tax exemptions to surviving spouses of first responders
killed in the line of duty. A detailed analysis of each
amendment can be found here:
http://www.tlc.state.tx.us/const_amends

 LooKIng aHEaD To nEXT SESSIon 
In the Texas Legislature, progress generally comes slowly and timing can mean everything. Some bills take multiple
sessions to evolve from initial filing to signature into law as language is refined, more stakeholders are brought
on board, and the issue gains more attention. Here is a sampling of my bills that didn’t make it through this time,
but are well-deserving of future consideration:



Allowing school districts the use of their
compensatory education allotment funding to
provide wraparound support services for teen
parents who are at risk of dropping out of school



Requiring the Department of State Health Services
to provide information regarding the dangers of
secondhand and thirdhand smoke to new and
expectant mothers



Creating an Independent Redistricting Commission
to draw lines for this state’s electoral districts, to
better prevent gerrymandering efforts that have
resulted in numerous court rulings against the state



Developing and implementing a public awareness
campaign on firearm safety, to promote safe
handling and storage of firearms and to better
prevent suicides and accidents involving children



Eliminating the sales tax on diapers and
feminine hygiene products, to help make
these essential products more affordable for
women and their families



Expanding protections for survivors of violent
crimes and domestic abuse, by allowing survivors
to request no contact from their attackers while
they are serving time in Texas correctional facilities;
minors currently have this protection in the state,
and it makes sense to expand it to adults

The Honorary Page program is a great way to learn
about the legislative process during the regular session!
Constituents aged 8-18 are welcome to apply.
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