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OPINIONS OF OTHER
NEWSPAPERS

Higher ed must
be top priority

As rising tuition threatens to
put a college education out of the
reach of the average Texan, law-
makers in Austin are debating
whether to shortchange Texas
Grants, one of the state’'smost suc-
cessful education assistance pro-
grams. Such an action in ayear of
budget surpluses would betray the
aspirations of Lone Star students
and leave the state less competi-
tive.

Texasisin the bottom third in
per capita rates of college gradu-
aes, while facing increased
demand for skilled workers. The
last thing our leaders need to be
doing is making higher education
less accessible.

Since the program was
launched in 2000, Texas Grants
has provided tuition and fees for
161,000 students, more than half
of them minorities. Anglos make
up roughly a third of recipients;
more than 13 percent are black.

The program has been espe-
cidly effective in assisting
Hispanic students, who received
nearly haf of the tuition grants
over the past seven years. Their
need for assistance will expand by
the year 2040, when nearly 60 per-
cent of the state's college age pop-
ulation is projected to be Hispanic.

Texas Grants provides a gate-
way for urban studentsto averiety
of academic settings around the
date. For instance, Texas Tech at
Lubbock received $1.14 millionin
initial grant alocations and more
than $8.6 million in renewals this
fiscad year. That aid enabled more
than 2,000 students to enroll.

State Sen. Rodney Ellis of
Houston, who crafted the enabling
legidation, says Texas Grants
reaches only a fraction of the stu-
dents who need the program. If
fully funded a nearly $900 mil-
lion, the program would nearly
triple the number of students
receiving assistance to more than
180,000.

The House Appropriations
Committee has approved $454
million for the program, while the
Senate Finance Committee has not
yet voted on a bill that would ear-
mark $399 million. Ellis, who has
introduced a bill to fully fund
Texas Grants, is asking educators,
parentsand studentsto let lawvmak-
ers know about their support for
increased college ad.

Funding is not the only issue
that could diminish the program’s
effectiveness. To qudify for the
grants, a student must prove resi-
dency, show financial need, be a
Texas high school graduate and
complete an advanced or recom-
mended high school curriculum.

A plan offered by Texas Gov.
Rick Perry would attach strings to
the grants, requiring that they be
converted to interest-free loans to
be repaid if students fail to gradu-
ae within the specified span of
their studies.

Ellis and other program sup-
porters claim such strictureswould
have the effect of discouraging
even more students from applying
for the grants. As anyone who has
worked his way through college
knows, sometimes more than four
years are needed to earn a degree,
particularly if the student is work-
ing full time,

Thereisno higher priority for
our legidators than making sure
public higher education remains
afordable to the public, particular-
ly the children of low- and middle-
income families. The continuing
rise in codts to attend state univer-
dties, typified by Texas A&M
University’s recently announced
intention to hiketuition and feesup
to 13 percent, make this an issue
on a par with property tax reduc-
tion.

With the money available,
theré's no excuse for failing to
fund Texas Grants at a level that
guaranteesthat every qudified stu-
dent with the desire for education
and the financid need gets the
opportunity to attend college.
Need to give recognition

Méevin Skes couldn’t be in
Washington, D.C., last week to
receive the Congressona Gold
Medal.

Sikes, 89, doesn't travel too

HoustoN CHRONICLE

far from his home in Northwest
Audtin these days for hedth rea-
sons. But when Presdent Bush
raised hisright hand in sharp sdute
to the 300 Tuskegee Airmen who
attended the Capitol ceremony
Thursday, he was dso sduting
Sikes.

Sikes was among the nearly
1,000 black fighter and bomber
pilots trained a Tuskegee Army
Air Field in Alabama between
1942 and 1946. We, too, saute the
Tuskegee Airmen who distin-
guished themsdlves on and off the
battlefield.

About 450 of the pilots who
trained at Tuskegee flew combat
missions. They defied racia
stereotypes, flying 15,000 sorties
and destroying more than 1,000
German aircraft. Tuskegee Airmen
reportedly never lost a bomber
from flights they escorted into
enemy airspace. Those airmen
courageoudy served a nation that
regjected them.

Although the meda can't
erase the indignities they endured
because of their color, it can help
hedl lingering wounds of segrega-
tion, st the record straight and
give them the honor they surely
earned.

Sikes was trained as a bom-
bardier, navigator and pilot, but
never got the opportunity to use
those sKkillsin combet.

After graduating from North
Carolina Centra University, he
joined the Army in 1943. He
became a commissioned officer
and earned his wings while star
tioned a Goodfdlow Army Air
Force base in San Angelo, where
he trained on B-25s twin engine,
medium-range bombers. As a
bombardier-navigator he was sent
to Walterboro, S.C., to await
assignment in the Pacific. Those
orders never came for him or other
blacks trained as bombardiers, he
said. When it was clear they
wouldn't go oversess, Sikes tried
another route to combat, request-
ing to betrained asafighter pilotin
the Tuskegee program.

He was accepted and trained
on the PT13-B “an itty-hitty fight-
er plane,” Sikessaid and graduated
to the AT-6, a larger plane, but
never flew the big P-51 Mustang.
Tuskegee units deployed oversees
painted the tails of their Mustangs
bright red, earning them the nick-
name “Red Tails”

Again, fate took its turn,
denying Sikes a chance to fight.
But he turned that determination to
education, enrolling in the
University of Chicago and earning
a doctorate in education adminis-
tration. Sikes went on to become
dean of two higtorically black col-
leges, Wilberforce University in
Ohio and Bishop College (now
defunct) in Marshall.

Afterward, he worked as a
clinica psychologist for the
Veteran's Administration Hospital
in Houston and as a professor at
the University of Texas.

Sikes says his journey from
Gary, Ind., where he was born, to
Tuskegee's Air Fied to the
University of Chicago and to
Texas is an American experience
that has been both painful and joy-
ous. It has been a journey of dis-
covery “l spent many years
researching why a client who was
an acoholic committed suicide
after he got sober. Heleft anote, ‘|
couldn’t stand the pain of sobriety.’

“I discovered the meaning of
that in my own lifeit's very diffi-
cult to be a black person in
America. Now they want to say,
‘Thank you, wearegoingto send a
medal.” For many years, |’ ve heard
that. But | don't need it, though |
agppreciate it. | did my time. |
served. | don't need alot of recog-
nition.”

He might not need the recog-
nition, but we need to give it to
Méevin Sikes and those like him
who were denied for so long the
recognition they eaned for
defending a freedom that also was
denied them for so long.

-- Augtin American Sateman
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Privatization would hurt TSRR

The Texas State Railroad is a state park
which operates steam engine trains between
the East Texas towns of Rusk, in Cherokee
County and Palestine, in Anderson County.

Last year over 70,000 riders rode the
train which has been operated by the state
for 31 years.

The future of the Texas State Railroad
must really be apolitical hot potato, because
it isdifficult to get some politicians to com-
mit to either side.

On one side, the Operating Agency
group from Rusk and Palestine is for priva-
tization.

On the other side is our group of Save
Texas Parks, who represent those local folks
and the people of the state of Texas, and are
for continued state funding and operation of
the railroad.

Public hearings have been scheduled
for Senate Bill 1659 authored by Sen.
Robert Nichols and House Bill 3113
authored by Rep. Byron Cook.

Both bills are identical and are related
to thetransfer of the Texas State Railroad to,
and the creation of, the Texas State Railroad
Authority.

This would lead to privatization of the
Texas State Railroad.

The privatization bills definitely do not
represent the interest of the people of Texas;

they give away the people’s asset of $130
million to an out-of-state company in eight
years, along with $12 million now.

The TSRR could be operated by the
state, with improvements, for $7.8 million;
with after revenue, a net cost of only $3.4
million over two years.

The legidature, our elected officials,
does crazy things.

The fees to ride the train will double or
triple with the private operator, making it
difficult for the common Texan to afford the
family recreational experience now fur-
nished by the Texas Parks and Wildlife
Department.

There will be no more “kids ride free.”
It will no longer be a state park.

The Texas Parks and Wildlife
Department will not make a static display
out of the TSRR; the legidature may, but
not the Department.

Executive Director Robert Cook told
me last week, the Department loves the
Texas State Railroad and wants to operate it
as a state park.

And they have asked for the funds the
way they ask for all park funds through their
L egidlative Appropriations Request.

If the TSRR is not funded, it is because
our local elected officials do not have

enough swing to get the funding done.

But they could have enough swing to
give the Railroad away.

It just does not make sense.

My State Representative, Chuck
Hopson, does have the legidlation to fund
the railroad and does support state operation
as afirst option.

The operation of the Texas State
Railroad is critical to our local economy.

It puts close to $20 million into our
local system every two years.

With the state, it is a sure thing.

With the out-of-state operator under
contract, it isarisk; they have failed before.

The only public hearings for input
before this is decided were in Austin.

It is imperative you contact your local
elected officials by email, phone, fax or in
person to express your opinion.

Your loca newspaper will inform you
of your elected officials contact informa-
tion.

This is the way our democratic system
works.

If we do not vote and speak up, then we
must accept the resuilts.

Michael D. Banks
President, Save Texas Parks
Jacksonville

Contact Your Representatives

Sate Legidators
District 1
Sen. Kevin Eltife
PO Box 12068 Capitol Station
Austin, TX 78711
512-463-0101
District Office:
3304 South Broadway
Suite 103
Tyler, Texas 75701
903-596-9122

District 3
Sen. Robert Nichols
PO. Box 12068
Capitol Station
Austin, Texas 78711
512-463-0103
District Office:
329 Neches Street

Jacksonville, Texas 75766
903-589-3003

District 6
Rep. Leo Berman
P.O. Box 2910 Capitol Station

Austin, TX 78768

512-463-0584
Tyler Office: PO Box 6028
Tyler, TX 75711-6028

903-939-2400

District 11
Rep. Chuck Hopson
214 Main S
Jacksonville, TX 75766
903-541-2250

U.S. Senators
Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison

284 Russell Senate Office Bldg.
Washington, D.C. 20510
202-224-5922

Sen. John Cornyn
517 Hart Senate Bldg.
Washington, D.C. 20510
903-593-0902

Rep. Ralph Hall
2221 Rayburn House
Office Bldg.
Washington, D.C. 20515
903-597-3729

Rep. Louie Gohmert
208 Cannon House Office Bldg.
Washington, D.C. 20515
202-225-3035
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