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Hanging on a wall of the conference room at Texas Freedom 
Network headquarters is a frame with a notecard inside. “It’s 
worse than I imagined,” the note reads. I would recognize the 
handwriting even today, it is Cecile’s.  

When TFN founder Cecile Richards wrote those words, in 1995, 
she was at a Texas State Board of Education (SBOE) hearing on 
health textbooks. Right-wing board members and activists had 
hijacked the meeting, turning it into an opportunity to attack sex 
education, demonize LGBT people and push a host of other issues 
that energize religious-right activists.

Cecile handed that note to her friend Harriett Peppel, who became 
TFN’s first board chair, and the idea for TFN was solidified.  That’s 
why we refer to that note as TFN’s founding document.

That note may have begun TFN’s history, but there have been 
many memorable moments since then – so many that it would be 
impossible to list them all in these pages. Instead, let me give you 
a glimpse of TFN’s history by narrowing it down to some of my 
favorites. 

Did you know that state legislators have tried to pass at least 
one private school voucher scheme in every legislative session 
since TFN’s founding in 1995? We’ve fought hard against those 
bills. I felt honored in 2005 to be joined once again at the Capitol 
by parents from San Antonio’s Edgewood Independent School 
District, one of the most economically disadvantaged in the state, 
to fight back against a scheme that would strip funding from 
their schools. Far-right activists claimed that a privately funded 
voucher program had improved the district’s schools. But we knew 
otherwise, and had the data to back it up. And parents like Mike 
Espinoza knew that a private school that accepted vouchers could 
not meet the needs of his autistic son. Because parents like Mike 
stood up, voucher bills were defeated that year, as they have all 
other years. Texas to this day remains a #NoVouchers state.

In 2009, TFN took on a topic stubbornly neglected by lawmakers: 
sex education. Just Say Don’t Know was a groundbreaking study for 
its scope and its topic. For the first time, parents had a full picture 
of the dismal state of sex education in Texas and how abstinence-
only instruction fails our children. Since that eye-opening report, 

we’ve seen a significant increase in the percentage of school 
districts that, while still emphasizing abstinence, now include 
information about birth control in their sex ed courses.

This year the freedom to marry came to Texas. Who would have 
thought we’d see that day in this state? We hoped it was coming, 
and far-right lawmakers prepared for the Supreme Court ruling 
by trying to nullify it with more than 20 anti-LGBT bills, a record 
for any state.  After spending so much time and energy knocking 
down every one of those bills, seeing so many loving, committed 
LGBT couples finally tie the knot in Texas was a particularly sweet 
moment for me, my staff and the great partner organizations  
we work with.

And it’s not a moment per se, but I have to mention the incredible 
faith leaders who stood with us on the issues I mentioned. They 
have been indispensible in other victories, like winning passage 
of a hate crimes law that covers crimes committed because of 
bias against LGBT people and helping defend – successfully – the 
teaching of evolution in public schools.

Finally, the time I spend with the amazing young activists from 
universities and community colleges across the state who are 
part of Texas Rising, TFN’s youth organizing and leadership 
development program, is memorable for me. These future leaders 
are as passionate and committed to standing up for true Texas 
values as were the very first TFN supporters.  When I work beside 
the Texas Rising superstars, I know that progress will continue in 
our state.

Those are just a few of the best moments I want to share with you 
as we turn the page on TFN’s first two decades. Not everything 
has been a victory, though. We’ve had tough days and suffered 
some losses. But I have to ask, if Cecile were to go to the next SBOE 
meeting, would she write the same thing she did in 1995?

Maybe her new note would say this: We’re not there yet, but it’s 
much better than it was.

Thank you for 20 great years. Now let’s get to work on the next 20.
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TFN launched a youth program in 2006 with a lone student chapter at the 
University of Texas at Austin. Now under the name Texas Rising, the program 
is designed to inspire and engage a rising generation of young Texans in 
electoral politics, public policy advocacy and community organizing. 

Today, Texas Rising has student chapters on 12 college campuses, and more 
are in the works. 
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Preparing for the next #TFN20 years
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Altogether, we have trained more than 1,500 young activists to transform Texas 
into a better, fairer state.  These students have focused especially on ensuring 
that all Texans – including LGBT Texans – are treated equally under the law, 
that women have full access to reproductive health care and that teens get 
responsible, comprehensive sex education.

12		  Texas Rising on-campus chapters 
1,500+		 Activists trained 
9,275 		  new voters registered* 
14,300		 pledges to vote collected* 
27,000		 calls made to get young voters to the polls

96,175		  contacts to voters* 
Uncountable	 slices of pizza consumed during texas rising eventsBy

 th
e 

N
um

be
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*since 2012
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two decades of  
progress in Texas 

While much has changed in Texas  
over the last #TFN20 years, TFN’s mission 
remains the same: protect religious freedom, 
stand up for civil liberties and defend our 
neighborhood public schools. 

That means fighting against misguided 
voucher schemes that undermine public 
education and erode the wall between 
church and state at the expense of our  
public schools. 

It means standing up to far-right State 
Board of Education members and activists 
who want to politicize our kids’ classrooms 
by censoring and injecting their personal 
views into public school textbooks.

And it also means, of course, defending the 
fundamental right of all Texans to practice 
the faith of their choice or to practice no 
faith at all.

Even when working against the odds in 
the difficult political environment that is 
Texas, TFN has been part of some notable 
accomplishments in its 20-year history.
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Religious Freedom
★ TFN commissioned groundbreaking research exposing the use of 
public school courses about the Bible to promote the sectarian views of 
conservative religious fundamentalists.

★ TFN’s research was instrumental in convincing lawmakers to begin 
rolling back much of the “faith-based initiative,” a set of failed policies 
first championed by Gov. George W. Bush that shifted taxpayer dollars to 
religious social service providers.
 
★ In 1999, TFN helped pass a responsible, state-level Religious Freedom 
Restoration Act (RFRA) that both protects religious liberty and bars the 
use of religion to discriminate.
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Public Education
★ Lawmakers have filed at least one private school voucher bill in every 
legislative session since TFN was founded in 1995. TFN has helped defeat 
every single one of those bills, ensuring that Texas remains a #NoVouchers 
state.

★ TFN has been successful in beating back textbook censorship efforts, 
including leading efforts to ensure that right-wing extremists and State 
Board of Education members don’t undermine the teaching of evolution 
and climate science.

★ In 2009, TFN made national headlines for “Just Say Don’t Know,” a 
detailed, first-of-its-kind study of the disastrous state of sex education 
in Texas public schools. That report helped begin a shift away from 
abstinence-only toward comprehensive sex education in many school 
districts across the state. TFN mobilized and trained activists around the 
state to lobby for changes to local sex ed policies. Partly as a result, the 
percentage of school districts with sex ed materials that teach about birth 
control increased from less than 4 percent overall in 2007-08 to more than 
25 percent in a 2010-11 survey.

Civil Liberties
★ Helped this year defeat more than 20 anti-LGBT bills designed to, in one 
form or another, nullify the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in favor of same-sex 
marriage and promote discrimination against LGBT Texans.

★ Helped defeat efforts in various legislative sessions to deny children 
a loving home simply because the adoptive or foster parents are gay or 
lesbian. 

★ TFN proudly worked in 2001 for the successful passage of a strong state 
law that increased penalties for hate crimes, including crimes committed 
because of bias against LGBT people.

★ TFN has successfully fought efforts to gut Texas’ Religious Freedom 
Restoration Act (RFRA) and turn it into a license to discriminate in the  
name of religion.
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Paula & Lee Aaronson
Naomi Aberly & Larry Lebowitz
Elma & James Aldrete
Joan & Stanford Alexander
Chinhui & Eddie Allen
Paula S. Arnold
Association of Texas Professional 		
	 Educators
Carol Barger & William Elliott
Diane Barlow
Margie Becker & Glenn Smith
Catherine & James Benedict
Kristin Benton & Gerald Haddican
Nancy T. Beren & Larry S. Jefferson
Rev. Gina Bethune &  
	 Rev. Dr. Larry Bethune
Maggie & David Bettner
Casey Blass & Lee Manford
Glenna Halvorson Boyd
Mary L. Brandt, M.D. & Stacey Berg
Ruth White Brodsky
Suzee & Greg Brooks
Susie Smoot Brown & Dan Brown
Rebecca & Ken Bruder
Suzanne Bryant & Sarah Goodfriend
Kaki & Larry Buck
Marili Cantú Burbes & Craig Burbes
Lize Burr & Chris Hyams
Sarah Buttrey & Greg Sheff
Molly Byrne
Dixie Camp
Catholics for Choice
Lisa & Ky Cauble
Laura & Ken Cho
Louise & Charles Cochran
Joni & Bob Cohan
Sherri & Tom Cook
Nina Cortell & Robert Lee Fine, M.D.
Gerry Cristol
Ann Daughety
Heather Deiderick &  
	 Andrew Ellington
Jan Demetri & James L. Davis
Barbara & Wayne Derrick
Janet Dewey & Bob Ozer
Libby & Hon. Lloyd Doggett
Hon. Sarah Eckhardt & Kurt Sauer
Robbie Edwards & Bob Kendrick

Laura & Walter Elcock
Embrey Family Foundation
Sylvia & Aubrey Farb
Sandra & Gary Fernandes
Blakely Latham Fernandez
Amy & Lee Fikes
First Unitarian Universalist 
	 Church of Austin
Katy & Ted Flato
Marion Flores
Pat & Bob Flynn
Robert L. Flynn
Judith Coffin & Willy Forbath
Dr. Georgia Gatoura Foulard
David Frederick
The Friedel Family Foundation
Barbara & David Gamble
Rhonda & Dr. Paul Gerson
Gill Foundation
The Glast Family Charitable Fund
Amira Anne Glickman
Dave & Tibby Gold
Rita Sue & Alan Gold
Toni & Richard Goldsmith
Melanie Gray & Mark Wawro
Elaina & Gary Gross
Gordon Hartman
Laura Powell & John Hartman
Sharon & Don Henley
Maria Cantú Hexsel & Ricardo Hexsel
Darlene Hicks
Tim Hill
Marty & Steve Hixon
Hon. Scott Hochberg
Hollyfield Foundation
Meta Hunt & Trent Miller
Diane Ireson & Rowland Cook
Rachel & Jonah Jackson
Susan S. Jacobson
Rusty & John V. Jaggers
Traci & Derrick Jensen
Bette & Mike John
Jenny & Mark Johnson
Gemey & Mendel Kaliff
Mitchell Kaliff & Bruce Smiley-Kaliff
Dr. Norman Kaplan
Rabbi Nancy Kasten &  
	 Rabbi David Stern

Michael L. Kaufman &  
	 Durward Watson
Tom Kearns
Sally & Douglas Keene
Kitty & Terry Kenyon
Diana Kirby & Jeff Eller
Gail & Jeff Kodosky
Cindy & Greg Kozmetsky
Lisa & Peter Kraus
Carole & Ronald Krist
Alice & Michael J. Kuhn
Katie Lavie
Kim & Jared Lindauer
Libby & Dale Linebarger
Emily Little
Shelley & Frank Livaudais
Sheila & Norman Loewenstern
Claudette & Hugh Lowe
Joy & Ronald Mankoff
R. Lynn Markle, M.D.
Deborah Martin & Robert Sullivan
Patsy Woods Martin & Jack Martin
Catherine Mauzy & Hans Magnusson
Marsha McCary, Ph.D.
Ann R. & Jim McMullan
MFI Foundation
Ginni & Richard Mithoff
Susan Moffat & Nick Barbaro
Laura Moorman
Movement Strategy Center
The Neavel Family
Sandy & Art Nicholson
Northaven United Methodist Church
Bettye & Bill Nowlin
Cathy Odom Staples
Ann C. Parrish
Carrin M. Patman
Janis & Joe Pinnelli
Dr. Bob Price
Tim Price
Proteus Fund
Betsy & Victor Pucciarelli
Kelly Ranson
Alice Kleberg Reynolds Foundation
Hon. Alec Rhodes
Shirley & Marvin Rich
Cecile Richards & Kirk Adams
Lynda Rife, Rifeline

Riley Browne Foundation
Celina Romero & Paul Williams
Catherine & Will Rose
Lynn Rubinett & Rick Levy
Ana & Alejandro Ruelas
Betty Sanders
Mary Sanger
John Scanlan
Nancy Scanlan
Hon. Bonnie Reed &  
	 Stuart Schlossberg
Cynthia Schneidler, M.D.
Katherine Sherwood
Judith Shure & James R. Mattingly
Shawn Slywka & Kenneth Roe
David C. Smith & Chris Long
Susan & Tommy Smith
Nancy & John Solana
Dale & Dr. Stephen Sonnenberg
Lynn & Rabbi Samuel Stahl
Phyllis & Ronald Steinhart
D. Ford Stuart
Judith Swift & Dr. Ron Wetherington
Mustafa Tameez
Garvin Tate
Temple Beth El Sisterhood
Texas AFT
Texas State Teachers Association 
The Simmons Foundation
Dyana Thomas
Jeffrey M. Tillotson
Kristie & Ryan Valentine
Vickie & David Vogel
Kristine & Stephen Wallace
Delane & Tom Weber
Ede & Dr. Bruce Weiner
Jamie & Carl Weisbrod
Pamela & Rom Welborn
Melba & Ted Whatley
Stephanie & Bill Whitehurst
Suzanne & Marc Winkelman
The Winkler Family 
Sarah Woelk & Phil Durst
Edith & Robert Zinn

TFN could not accomplish our work without your support. We are grateful 
to the members of the Freedom Council – donors who give $1,000 or more 
annually – for their generosity in 2015. Thank you!

1 � Elaine Gross and TFN Board Chair Joni 
Cohan at the special event in Dallas

2  �Laura Elcock, Kristy Bednar, Walter Elcock, 
Marguerite Hoffman and Janie McGarr 
celebrate TFN’s 20th anniversary in Dallas.

3  �Melanie Gray and Steve Susman celebrate 
our 20th anniversary in Houston.
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In Honor of:
Elma & James Aldrete  
By Joni & Bob Cohan 
By Emily & Dennis Speight 
By Sarah Wheat 
By Susan Yates

Margie Becker 
By Nancy Becker

Michael Churgin 
By Rick Goldberg 

Joni Cohan 
By Lottye Brodsky 
By Lottie & Sandy Shapiro

Drew Dupuy & Phil Lovegren 
By Corina & Mark Cheadle 
By Stephanie Chiarello & 	
	 Cole Noppenberg 
By Helen Ho & Carl Takei 
By Emily Lesh & Ross Peavey 

Phil Durst  
By David Frederick 
By Malcolm Greenstein &  
	 Stan Kern 

By Barbara Hines 
By Terri LeClercq &  
	 Jack Getman 
By Janis Monger &  
	 Thomas Mason 
By Martha Owen &  
	 Paul Forderhase 
By Lynn Rubinett &  
	 Rick Levy

Steve Finn & Hal Richardson 
By Martha Boethel &  
	 Cathy Warren

Rachel Glast & Val Benavidez 
By Sarah & Seth Oldmixon

Kewal Hausmann &  
	 Richard McEntee 
By Eileen & Brent Ladd

Francyne Huckaby 
By Kay Higgins

Diane Ireson 
By Kathy & Robert Lindauer

Diane Ireson &  
Rowland Cook 

By Catherine &  
	 Matthew Cook

Julie & Michael Lowenberg 
By Barbara Materka

Cecile Richards 
By Randi Shade

Ellen Richards 
By Randi Shade   

Annie Rush 
By Jeff Dahm

Emily Sentilles 
By Sarah Toshalis &  
	 Sarah Sentilles

Peggy & Matt Winkler 
By Heather Diederick &  
	 Andy Ellington

Claudia Yoli 
By Noel R. Rosenbaum

In Memory of: 
Bob Armstrong 
By Doug Zabel

Julio C. Benavidez 
By Diana & Eric Orta

Matthew Wren Cook 
By Mike L. Harris

Kevin Kennedy 
By Elna Christopher

Dick Neavel 
By Linda Neavel Dickens

Terri Smith 
By Susan Smith

Ron Sowdal 
By Linda Sowdal

Thank you to TFN’s  
20th Anniversary Committee 

James Aldrete*

Paula Arnold*

Margie Becker*

Rev. Dr. Larry 		
	 Bethune*

Rabbi Neil Blumofe*

Suzee Brooks

Mark Chancey, Ph.D.*

Stephanie Chiarello*

Laura Scanlan Cho

Cary Clack*

Joni Cohan*

Rev. Valda Jean Combs

Chris Dial

Sally Drews*

Phil Durst*

Hon. Sarah 		
	 Eckhardt* 
Lauren Embrey

Jessica Epperson*

Olac Fuentes*

Rhonda Gerson*

Risa Gross

Marguerite Steed 	
	 Hoffman

Diane Ireson*

Rachel &  
	 Jonah Jackson

Margaret Justus

Rabbi Neal Katz*

Katie Lavie

Rebecca Lightsey

Jared Lindauer

Dale Linebarger*

Carisa Lopez*

Joy Mankoff

Dr. Lynn Markle*

Bettye Nowlin

Deedee Ostfeld*

Ann Parrish*

Cecile Richards*

Clark Richards

Dan Richards

David Richards

Ellen Richards & 		
	 Greg Johnson

Jessica Rotz

David C. Smith

Steven Smith

Susan Smith*

Samantha Smoot

Keri Dawn Solner

Judith Swift &  
	 Dr. Ron Wetherington

Tanya Voss

Tom Weber*

Megan Woodburn*

* Board of Directors

TFN’s three presidents: Samantha Smoot, 
founder Cecile Richards, Kathy Miller

TFN president Kathy Miller, James & 
Elma Aldrete, Cecile Richards and Phil 
Durst at TFN’s EPIC Evening
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