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Deschooling Society: Who's Paying 
for Public School Vouchers 
BY LOUIS DUBOSE 

"Somebody had to eat the first oyster" With that salty metaphor; Lieutenant Governor Bob Bullock 
makes the argument that elected officials shouldn't be afraid to try new ideas — in this case, vouchers 
that would shift taxpayers' moneys from public to private schools. 

13  ullock wouldn't discuss his recent resignation 
from the voucher PAC Putting Children First. But 
his aide, Tony Proffitt— who has worked for Bul-
lock since long before he moved from the 
comptroller's to the lieutenant governor's office 
— said the Lieutenant Governor still supports a 
"very limited voucher program," and that he left 
Putting Children First because, as was first re- 

ported by the Dallas Morning News, "it was engaging in partisan 
activity." The specific partisan activity was a January 19 letter from 
Putting Children First Chairman Jimmy Mansour to Betsy DeVoss, 
the founder of the Amway company. The letter refers to last ses-
sion's "tremendous momentum for our forces, as evidenced by Lt. 
Governor Bob Bullock joining our effort." And it mentions plans 
"to gain two additional seats in the senate, where we currently hold 
a slim majority." (Mansour's "we" is, bluntly, the Republican 
Party, which now holds a 17-14 advantage in the Senate.) The letter 
focuses, however, on the House: "There are eight crucial seats 
which we need to win in the Texas house, to obtain a Republican 
majority. By winning these seats we will ensure a new speaker of 
the house who will not attempt to block our legislation." 

"They assured him it wouldn't be partisan," Proffitt said. "Bul-
lock still believes that a child who has been refused admission to 
another public school, after leaving a low-performing public 
school, should be allowed to attend a private school — as long as it 
doesn't have a religious program." 

Bullock spent only a few months as honorary chair of Putting Chil-
dren First, and has since declined to discuss his resignation. In his 
six-sentence letter to Mansour, Bullock wrote, "since partisanship 
has been introduced into this effort I feel I can no longer serve as the 
group's honorary chairman," but he reaffirmed his support of "the 
concept of a limited, test program for school vouchers in Texas." 

Support for a limited voucher program is one thing; membership in 
Putting Children First is another. 

To take Bullock's metaphor a little farther from the Gulf, the 
Lieutenant Governor's association with the voucher lobby is not so 
much about what you eat as who you eat with. Bullock's political 
office (which, until last year when he announced that he will not run 
again, was a full-time, year-round political campaign) is as efficient 
and well-funded an operation as Texas has ever known. Because of 
that office and that operation, Bullock has often seemed omniscient; 
there is little that goes on in the capital that he does not know about. 

A Lieutenant Governor Bob Bullock 
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And in all likelihood, he has known and knows about Putting Chil-
dren First, which until last year operated as a thoroughly partisan 
political action committee called "The A+ PAC for Parental School 
Choice." A+ was directed and funded by the same Jimmy Mansour 
to whom Bullock submitted his March 5 resignation from Putting 
Children First. And A+, controlled by Mansour and San Antonio 
physician and medical supply company owner James Leininger, 
spent a huge amount of money on legislative and State Board of Ed-
ucation races, with almost all of that money going to conservative 
Republican candidates. Although A+ focused on the House and 
Board of Education, it also worked to ensure that the Senate over 
which Bullock presided would have a Republican majority, giving 
at least $20,000 to the unsuccessful candidacy of Bob Reese and at 
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least $5,000 to Senator Steve Ogden, who trounced a woefully un-
derfunded Democratic opponent. 

The total amount A+ contributed to Senate campaigns can't be 
precisely determined from Ethics Commission filings, because 
Mansour and Leininger played a PAC shell game that makes it im-
possible to follow their money. For example, they funneled 
$100,700 through Leadership Texas '96, a 
Republican Party funding mechanism 
that no longer exists and which 
never filed any disclosures with 
the Ethics Commission. They gave 
at least $73,000 to the Republican 
Party of Texas, and contributed 
$25,000 to 76 in 96. Seventy-six is 
the number required to hold a major-
ity in the 150-member House; and 
76 in 96 — directed by Milton 
Reisner, aide to Midland Repre-
sentative Tom Craddick, who 
chairs the House Republican 
Caucus — was one of the "big 
three" Republican Party PACs 
that spent several million dollars 
on elections. (Besides directly 
electing Republican candidates 
in the past two sessions, the 
PACs' targeting of vulnerable in-
cumbent Democrats has driven 
the cost of campaigns so high . 
that the limited funding resources 
of Texas Democrats are con-
stantly exhausted.) 

Not only did A+ contribute 
$25,000 to 76 in 96, it provided 
$10,000 to the campaign of Rep-
resentative Carl Isset, a freshman 
Christian Coalition candidate who - --:-- --- 
remained just outside the right mar- 
gin of House politics during the last session. A+ and Leininger 
himself gave at least $18,784 to Hollis Cain, who spent $70,000 in 
a futile attempt to defeat House Speaker Pete Laney in 1996, and 
who is Laney's Republican opponent in 1998. (The exact totals are 
uncertain, because once A+ money was commingled with moneys 
of Leadership Texas '96, 76 in 96, and the Republican Party of 
Texas, it couldn't be separately followed. And far more money 
was spent on Cain's race by various interest groups working to de-
feat the Speaker.) 

So it should not have been surprising to Lieutenant Governor Bul-
lock that Mansour would write to Betsy DeVoss, sitting atop 
Amway's corporate pyramid, to ask for $125,000, to help "ensure a 
new speaker of the house who will not attempt to block our legisla-
tion." (In the aftermath of Bullock's resignation, Mansour now de-
nies that he wrote the letter, and his various public relations subcon-
tractors, which include Temerlin McClain Public Relations and 
McDonald and Associates, spent the week following the resignation  

working on a credible account of who did. Readers might ask them-
selves one question: How likely is it that an employee of a political 
action committee would send out a letter to a major corporate funder, 
over the signature of the PAC's director — without informing the 
person whose signature would appear at the bottom of the letter?) 

"I trust." wrote Mansour — in an underlined postscript that also 
referred to an enclosed summary of races on the "targeting list" —
"that you will keep the information in this letter totally confiden-
tial." A similar letter went to Wal-Mart heir John Walton, who re-
sponded with a $100,000 check. As Putting Children First has 
raised only $100,190 thus far, Walton is its sole funder. Walton, 
who has supported voucher programs in other states, also owns in-
terests in private schools. In 1996, Walton contributed $100,000 to 

the A+ PAC, which was largely funded by Mansour and 
Leininger. 

"This is not about the A+ PAC and it's not about any 
[funding] lineage," said Chuck McDonald, in re-

sponse to a question about the fun-
ders and policy agenda shared by 
A+ and Putting Children First. 
McDonald, who worked as 
spokesperson for Ann Richards 
when she was governor, now 
owns a public relations firm, also 
among those hired by Putting 
Children First. "They formed a 
group in January of '97 to go out 
and do one thing and one thing 
only," McDonald said. "The 
PAC had one purpose and still 
has one purpose. It exists to give 
equally to Democrats and Re-
publicans" who support school 
voucher legislation. McDonald 
said the PAC gave to candidates 
of both parties in this year's pri- 

-manes, focusing on incumbents 
who had supported vouchers in the 

past and who had drawn primary oppo-
nents. "Ron Wilson [a Houston Democrat] 
had an opponent and he got funding. And 

t:- 	Ken Grusendorf [an Arlington Republican] 
had an opponent and he got funding." 

"Our contributions were bi-partisan," McDonald insisted. Pub-
lic disclosure forms filed with the Ethics Commission do indicate 
that Putting Children First gave $13,500 to thirteen Republican in-
cumbents and $8,327 to seven Democratic incumbents. All the 
Democrats are either black or Hispanic, and represent inner-city 
urban districts (with the exception of the indicted and all-but-con-
victed Gilbert Serna, who represents El Paso's Lower Valley). Mc-
Donald also said there will always be some imbalance in contribu-
tions, "as more Republicans than Democrats support vouchers." 

At this point in the election cycle, Putting Children First's current 
contributions are almost irrelevant. The PAC raised $100,190 and 
spent $20,313 on administrative costs and candidates in the 
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Democratic and Republican primaries. It is in general elections that 
PACs make a big splash, and in the last election A+ PAC (Mansour, 
Leininger, Walton, and several big, out-of-state funders) made sure 
that conservative Republican candidates were awash in money. So 
Putting Children First has been bi-partisan thus far. But the last time 
these funders got together as the A+ PAC, the contributions were 
indeed "imbalanced." The A+ . PAC provided a total of $8,500 to 
Democratic House candidates. To Republicans, it contributed 
$587,445. As with the Putting Children First money, almost all the 
A+ Democratic money went to minority, inner-city Democrats, 
who now find themselves in the seemingly awkward position of ac-
cepting contributions from corporate and Christian right funders 
whose explicit and much-announced goals include making the 
Democrats a minority party, and reducing funding for public educa-
tion. In this battle, "vouchers" are simply a means to an end — and 
that end is defined by Republican funders. 

Dr. James Leininger, for example, got involved in political cam-
paigns in 1990, when he decided to bankroll Republican candidates 
for the Supreme Court — at a time when its Democratic majority 
included Ted Robertson, Oscar Mauzy, and Bill Kilgarlin. 
Leininger hired Wal-Mart public relations director Fritz Steiger, 
formed Texans for Justice, and relentlessly went after Robertson 
for accepting $120,000 in campaign contributions from South 
Texas oilman Clinton Manges. But, according to R.G. Ratcliffe of 
the Houston Chronicle, 86 percent ($196,000) of the money spent 
by Texans for Justice was Leininger's money, which ultimately re-
sulted in one of the most anti-consumer, anti-plaintiff, pro-corpo-
rate high courts in the country. Leininger — first turned on to pol- 

itics in 1987 by a CBS News 60 Minutes report on the Texas 
Supreme Court — has been investing in his own candidates ever 
since, spending last year $550,000 — or as Ratcliffe observed, 
"about fifty percent more than the $365,775 spent by the wealthy 
political action committee of the Texas Medical Association." 

Leininger has also collaborated with Mansour, who made his 
fortune in telecommunications, to leverage Texas money by bring- 

ing in funders like Wal- 
IT IS IN GENERAL ELECTIONS THAT ton, of Bentonville, 
PACS MAKE A BIG SPLASH, AND 	Arkansas; John Patrick 
IN THE LAST ELECTION A+ PAC 	Rooney of Indianapolis 
MADE SURE THAT CONSERVATIVE ($50,000); and Robert L. 
REPUBLICAN CANDIDATES WERE 	Cone of Elverson, Penn- 
AWASH IN MONEY. 	 sylvania 	($100,000). 

Leininger, and to a lesser 
extent, Mansour, provided all of the funding for A+, except what 
was received from the aforementioned out-of-state funders — and 
a single grassroots level contribution of $5,000 from Robert 
Schoolfield of Austin. 

I asked Glen Lewis, an African-American Democrat from Fort 
Worth, if he had any misgivings about such funding, considering 
that most of the $685,000 Leininger spent on lobbying and cam-
paigns last session was used against Democrats and Democratic 
Party interests. "I didn't go to them," Lewis said, "they came to me 
because I was interested in the issue." Lewis, one of three 
Democrats who remain on Putting Children First's Legislative Ad-
visory Council, said he favors vouchers because of the extremely 
poor performance of the inner city public schools that his 

arentvyu 
West began pressing 1Vloun 
publican Bill Ratliff for an answer: 
"Who's asking for implementation of this 
program? Who's pushing this? I haven' t 
heard anyone from Dallas," West said. 

"I can't name names," Ratliff replied. 
Now we can. Vouchers -- the use of 

taxpayer dollars to fund private schools 
— are one of those fringe issues that have 
been pushed forcibly into the mainstream. 
It wasn't by any great public groundswell 
that they have arrived at top of the next 
session's legislative agenda. Vouchers 
were advanced by a few big names, with 
even bigger dollars, working behind the 
scenes to engineer consent. 

ested 	 o es when his company lost its 
insurance and he feared he would be sued. 
Instead of looking for a new insurance 
agent, he underwrote an electoral and lob-
bying assault on the state's civil justice 
system, and in 1990 invested $196,000 in 
making the Texas Supreme Court a safe 
venue for corporate defendants. In 1996, 
Leininger gave $281,000 to the A+ PAC 
for school choice; $99,000 to the national 
Republican Party, candidates for 
Congress, and the Republican Party of 
Texas; $134,000 to the tort reform group 
Texans for Justice; and almost $70,000 to 
Rick Perry's campaign for Lieutenant 
Governor. Senator Phil Gramm's wife, 

■ J. Patrick Rooney of Indianapolis, Indi 
ana, is the Chairman of the Board of the 
Golden Rule Insurance Company. He 
spent more than $1 million in the 1994 
congressional election that made Newt 
Gingrich speaker of the House ($117,000 
to Gingrich's GOPAC), and is a member 
of Gingrich's "Corporate Kitchen Cabi-
net." Gingrich has made Golden Rule's 
medical savings accounts — which many 
see as a first step toward the privatization 
of Medicare — part of the Republican 
Party's perennial health-care reform cam-
paign. Rooney is currently helping fund 
supporters of the California ballot initia- 
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constituents are forced into. (The other Democrats still with 
Putting Children First are Ron Wilson, of Houston, and Laredo 
Representative Henry Cuellar, who sent Mansour a letter com-
plaining about the letter that provoked Bullock's resignation.) I 
asked Lewis if he had any objection to accepting campaign contri-
butions from a group whose huge investment in elections is mov-
ing the state's political center farther and farther to the right. 
"Texas politics?" Lewis said. "How could it get any farther right 
than it already is?" (For the answer to that question, Representative 
Lewis will only have to watch the next two election cycles.) 

Domingo Garcia, a Democratic representative from Dallas, was 
more reflective than Lewis. "One, I resigned [from Putting Children 
First's Legislative Advisory Board]. And, two, I support public-to-
public and not public-to-private vouchers," Garcia said, adding that 
his affiliation with Putting Children First had nothing to do with 
partisan politics. He said he will take advantage of whatever re-
sources are available to pass voucher legislation that will allow stu-
dents to transfer from low-performing public schools to high-per-
forming public schools. "I have a different agenda. The 
Republicans are in this for the privatization and the free market as-
pect. I want to improve the public schools," Garcia said. "I support 
increasing teacher salaries and decreasing class size to eighteen." 
But until schools, and in particular inner-city schools, are improved, 
Garcia said, he will work to pass a voucher bill that will require 
school districts with high academic performance to accept students 
from schools with low academic performance. A law that Cuellar 
got through the 1997 session allows students to transfer from low-
to high-performing schools, but doesn't require the high-perform- 

ing schools to accept students. Garcia said he will carry a bill that 
will require schools to admit students whose home-district schools 
cannot meet their needs. And the state, he said, should cover the stu-
dents' transportation costs. "I have seven students in my district 
who want to transfer to suburban schools that refuse to admit them," 
Garcia said. "They think if they accept these seven students, they'll 
have a whole wave of transfers and their standards will fall." 

Garcia's pragmatic ar- 
gument may seem to 
make principled liberal 
opposition to vouchers 
seem somewhat pre- 
cious. But in historical 
perspective, the battle 
over school vouchers is 

not finally about vouchers at all; it's about real racial integration in 
Texas (and U.S.) public schools. Garcia has asked House Speaker 
Pete Laney for a seat on the education committee, describes educa- 
tion as the biggest crisis we face, and said the dilemma he faces is 
that he cannot "write off a generation of children while we're fight- 
ing to improve the horrible public schools they're forced to attend." 

So like other legislators who represent inner-city school districts, 
Garcia has decided to make a deal with the devil. But the devil on the 
other side of this particular deal happens to be unalterably opposed 
to funding for public education, and moreover, the devil has more 
money to spend on elections than Garcia or any other progressive 

See "Vouchers," page 29 

IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE, THE 
BATTLE OVER SCHOOL VOUCHERS 
IS NOT FINALLY ABOUT VOUCHERS 
AT ALL; IT'S ABOUT REAL RACIAL 
INTEGRATION IN TEXAS (AND U.S.) 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS. 

ert Cone is a Pennsyylvania t usinesr  
man. In 1996, along with his brother, Ed-
ward, he funneled $3 million into Republi-
can U.S. House and Senate races, using the 
Triad Group, a political consulting firtn, as 
a funding vehicle. According to the Na-
tional Journal, Cone and his brother Ed-
ward used Triad to funnel $1.3 million into 
negative ads aimed at two dozen Demo-
cratic congressional candidates in the clos-
ing weeks of the 1996 election. Most of the 
money went to negative "issue ads." The 
Cones, who amassed much of their fortune 
when they owned Graco Children's Prod-
ucts, were founding funders of Triad. A 
former FCC attorney told the National 
Journal that Triad could face an investiga- 

tioconvention Triad spent 
$50,000 in television ads attacking the 
AFL-CIO's participation in electoral poli-
tics and making the case that unions should 
not be allowed to use members' dues in po-
litical campaigns. 

■ John Walton is one of the heirs to Sam 
Walton's Wal-Mart fortune and a member 
of the Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. Board of Di-
rectors. Walton invested $25,000 in Cali-
fornia's failed statewide voucher initiative 
in 1993, and since then has put $2 million 
of his own money into a foundation that is 
attempting to establish 200 charter schools 
in California. He has also funded Educa-
tion Alternatives, Inc., a California-based 

tittves ave provtde ause ° 	e. c for the voucher $.!,)e ads that 	Ing call 
first through the A+ P 
Choice, and more recently  through 
Children First, a political action commi 
tee that thus far has been almost coin 
pletely funded by Walton. Want to know 
more about Putting Children First? You 
can't. Late last year the Houston Chroni-
cle attempted to use the Texas Non-Profit 
Corporations Act to obtain Putting Chil-
dren First's donor records, in an attempt to 
find out if the group has "a broad base or if 
it is financed by a handful of wealthy 
men." Putting Children First, which spent 
$675,000 on lobbying and a television ad-
vertising campaign promoting vouchers, 
refused to make its records public — ex-
cept records of election expenses as re-
quired by Texas law. "We have some 
powerful enemies out there," said PCF 
Chairman Jimmy Mansour. — L.D. 
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"Vouchers," from page 7 

funders could raise if they mortgaged everything they owned. 
There is an enormous amount of cynicism attached to this sort of 

issue-related campaign giving. What looks like principle at a dis-
tance, is politics-as-usual at close range. Minority inner-city candi-
dates have accepted $500 to $1,000 checks, but their entire intake 
was less than the $10,000 provided for right-wing Lubbock Demo-
crat Carl Isset — who will vote against teacher raises, smaller 
classes, and improved curriculum as long as he is an elected legis-
lator drawing breath. And he is just one of a pack of Christian right 
franchises elected by Mansour, Leininger, Walton, and a myriad of 
other Republican PAC funders. 

If you want to understand what is driving the Texas legislative 
movement for school vouchers, don't read Chuck McDonald's lips, 
or Bob Bullock's resignation letter. Read instead the canceled 
checks of James Leininger, and Jimmy Mansour, and John Walton 
— if you can find them, as the funders will now re-PAC and try to 
recover from an embarrassing episode. Short term, these guys will 
use inner-city children as a first step, and even spring for a few tick-
ets for poor minority kids to attend rich majority schools. In the 
long term, as Republican Representative Rick Williamson said 
after the House came as close as ever to passing a voucher program 
in the 1997 session, losing only on a tie vote (67-67): "We're going 
after the whole system." 
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