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Commentary

Bertie Simmons didn’t ask to be here. And even after she finally agreed to come out of retire-
ment to turn around a struggling dropout factory plagued by gang violence, the former assis-

tant superintendent planned to stay only a few months.
After all, she thought, how effective could an old white lady from West U be as principal of a poor, 

largely minority campus where fewer than half graduated, where hundreds of students were suspend-
ed a year, where a simple assembly could prompt a riot. A place where teachers welcomed her with a 
dead fish on her desk and cigarette butts in her toilet.

That was 13 years ago. The nearly 79-year-old principal stayed, outlasting the haters and taming the 
gangs, who stopped fighting, at least on campus. She’s still trolling the halls of Furr High School, hug-
ging or fist-bumping every kid along the way. She arrives at 6:30 a.m., gives rides home, funds field 

Principal inspiring her 
students, but not HISD

 By Lisa Falkenberg 

Bertie Simmons, 78, came out of retirement to rescue Furr High School, where her 
tough-love approach includes hallway hugs with students like Mario Moreno, 15.

 Karen Warren / Houston Chronicle
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Jose de Jesus Gallegos
Alvarez, a self-made

Mexican multimillionaire resort
developer, had lived for the last
seven years in self-imposed
exile in the Houston suburbs,
where he built a custom-
designed mansion surrounded
by a gleaming turquoise moat.

He died early in March in a
hail of 9 mm bullets — assas-
sinated only eight days after re-

turning home to serve as the
state of Jalisco’s newly appoint-
ed tourism czar.

Two hit men chased down
and killed the 47-year-old father

of three as he rode in a gov-
ernment-issued SUV. Mexican
authorities later claimed the
unsolved March 9 assassination
was likely related to his “private
commercial” activities and not
to his role as the secretary of
tourism in Jalisco — home to
Puerto Vallarta and Guadalaja-
ra, Mexico’s second-largest city.

As its tourism minister,
Gallegos could have become a
key player in fortune-making

Official assassinated upon return
toMexico fromHouston suburb Gallegos continues on A11

From life in exile,
millionairewalks
into line of fire

MYSTERY SLAYING

By Lise Olsen

Jose de Jesus Gallegos Alvarez lived quietly for the last seven years of his life in self-imposed exile near The Woodlands in a mansion complete with a moat.
Smiley N. Pool / Houston Chronicle

Jose de Jesus
Gallegos
Alvarez died
just days af-
ter he became
state tourism
minister in
Jalisco state.

Immigration battle brews in House

AUSTIN — The Texas
House is girding to take

on a potential lighting rod: let-
ting immigrants here illegally
get specialized driving permits.

A Dallas Democrat has
teamed up with two powerful
Republicans to craft a compro-
mise version of a bill that would
give immigrants here illegally
the ability to drive legally in
Texas and obtain insurance —
but only after they submit to

a criminal background check,
fingerprinting and prove state
residency.

The proposal is being sold
by supporters as anything but
a tool to expand the rights of
people residing in Texas il-
legally. And they caution that

a new form of driving permit
will be granted, not an actual
driver’s license.

Rather, they are pitching it as
a law enforcement measure to
fix an unintended consequence
of a law passed last session that
requires people to prove their

citizenship to renew a driver’s
license.

That 2011 measure has left
immigrants who drove legally
in Texas for decades unable
to renew their licenses or buy
insurance, a problem that has

By David Saleh Rauf
and Susan Carroll

Bill calls for Texas driving permits to be issued to those unable to prove their citizenship

Bill continues on A11

It’s just Dad andme
on his final haul

LISA FALKENBERG Commentary

Just after 7 a.m.,
my father is sit-

ting in the dining room,
already dressed in his
blue-collared uniform
shirt and navy pants. He’s
bending over to lace his
shoe. I ask him how it
feels to get ready for work
for the last time.

“Anxiety,” he“Anxiety,” he 
says.

“He wouldn’t“He wouldn’t 
sleep last
night,” my
mother hol-
lers from
the kitchen,
where she’s
busy at her

daily routine of packing
him enough sandwiches,
snacks and drinks to keep
him fueled for the next 12
hours.

Dad explains that it’s
more like excitement,
something a kid feels
before the first day of

school. Only, this is
the last day. Afterthe last day. After 

millions of miles, amillions of miles, a 
lifetime of haulinglifetime of hauling 
everything you caneverything you can 
think of — cattle,think of — cattle, 
steel, grain, brick,steel, grain, brick, 
beer, sportswear,beer, sportswear, 

Legend
continues

on A12
Leroy Falkenberg, the columnist’s father, logs his
final miles behind the wheel on the road to McAllen.

Lisa Falkenberg / Houston Chronicle

As thousands
converge on Hous-

ton for the National Rifle
Association convention
this week, one recent
development sure to fire
up the faithful is an issue
generating little public
attention: the young and
their rights to a gun.

In 2010, the NRA
sued the U.S. Bureau
of Alcohol, Tobacco,
Firearms and Explosives
and the U.S. attorney
general to challenge the
constitutionality of a long-
standing federal law that

prohibits licensed gun
dealers from selling hand-
guns to those younger
than 21.

The age restriction had
been adopted as part of
a 1968 Safe Streets Act
within months of the as-
sassinations of civil rights
leader Martin Luther
King Jr. and presidential
candidate Robert F. Ken-
nedy.

Last October and in a
revised ruling on Monday,
the 5th Circuit Court of
Appeals in New Orleans
agreed with the Lubbock
federal judge who ruled

NRA continues on A13

NRAweighs appeal
of age-limit case

HOUSTON CONVENTION

By Cindy Horswell

Despite Furr High’s comeback, job now depends on test scores
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Nation |World
1 Space: Astronomers have re-
leased the latest baby picture of
the universe, which shows it to
be older and fatter than previ-
ously thought. A3
1 Weather: More drought pre-
dicted for Texas this spring. A3
1 Mideast visit: President
Barack Obama pushes Palestin-
ians and Israelis to restart peace
talks, insisting it’s in both sides’
best interest. A12

City&State
1 Astrodome: Harris County
officials dispute an estimate
that it would cost $29 million to
implode the aging facility and
build a parking lot. B1

Business
1 Gulf oil spill trial: BP and
the state of Alabama seek sanc-
tions against Halliburton over
its years-long delay in turning
over cement samples. D1

1 MarchMadness: Montrezl
Harrell (24) and No. 1 overall
seed Louisville romp in their
NCAA Tournament opener.
Other winners Thursday
include Gonzaga, Memphis,
Michigan and Marquette. C1

Tipping off
with laugher

Sports
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the iPad
1 Got March
madness?We
can satisfy
your hunger
for the latest
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news from
the NCAA
Tournament.

Jeweler continues on A13

Pippa effect
opens doors
forHouston
entrepreneur

FASHION

Jennifer Welker was busy making
jewelry and selling it through Etsy.com
and a few boutiques. But she wanted to
be busier.

Last summer, the former Univer-
sity of Texas cheerleader with enough
enthusiasm to fill Darrell K Royal-Texas
Memorial Stadium took a chance and
found a way to get worldwide notice for
her engraved jewelry designs.

Following the lead of other fledg-
ing designers, Welker sent one of her
engraved necklaces to each of Britain’s
famous Middleton daughters, who favor
dainty gold jewelry.

Pippa Middleton and her sister Kate,
now the Duchess of Cambridge, are
global style icons. Their outfits are dis-
sected by blogs such as whatkatewore.
com and outfitidentifier.com, which tell
fashion followers where to find the same
dresses, shoes and handbags.

Buckingham Palace sent Kate’s back
— apparently the royal family can’t ac-

By L.M. Sixel

A photo of Pippa Middleton wear-
ing one of Jennifer Welker’s charms
helped increase her business.

Nick de la Torre / Houston Chronicle

GOP rapidly shifts on immigration
Majority backs
citizenship for
people who are
here illegally,
survey finds

Support among rank-
and-file Republicans for

creating a path to citizenship for
illegal immigrants has grown
since the November election,
but analysts wonder if results
from a sweeping national survey

released Thursday will translate
to the party leadership.

The poll, one of the largest
ever conducted on the issue,
showed that two-thirds of
Republicans support a path to
citizenship or at least permanent
resident status for illegal im-
migrants. It’s a stark shift from

surveys as recent as November
that showed the party opposed
or deeply divided.

Although a majority of
Americans support immigra-
tion reform — and members of
both parties seem to be finally
drafting a compromise solution
— what that reform actually will

look like is far from decided.
Some experts suggest a con-

gressional compromise could
mirror the moderate strategy
taken by Texas. U.S. Rep. Gene
Green, D-Houston, said he’s glad
to see the nation catch up to the
state’s pragmatic, compassion-

By Jayme Fraser

Citizenship continues on A13

Budget
moves
suggest
school
aid isn’t
all talk

LEGISLATURE

AUSTIN — Texas law-
makers under pressure
from educators to restore
billions of dollars cut
from public schools two
years ago are responding
in an ever-bigger way.

The House Appropria-
tions Committee voted
unanimously Thursday to
boost funding for public
schools by $2.5 billion in
the next two-year budget
period.

Schools would get an-
other $500 million in the
current fiscal year, which
ends Aug. 31, under a sec-
ond proposal by Appro-
priations Chairman Jim
Pitts that is likely to be
approved by the commit-
tee as part of a separate
spending bill.

That $3 billion total
is twice the increase ap-
proved so far by senators.
But Senate leaders have
said they want to give
schools a bigger increase
than the $1.5 billion in
their two-year budget
proposal.

House lawmakers
are eager to put a dent
in the $5.4 billion cut
from public education
two years ago, Pitts said.

By Peggy Fikac

Inside
1Chicago: Public school
officials say they will close
54 schools to address a
$1 billion budget shortfall,
drawing protests from
parents and teachers. A4

School continues on A13

LISA
FALKENBERGFALKENBERG
Commentary

Bertie Simmons, 78, came out of retirement to rescue Furr High School, where her
tough-love approach includes hallway hugs with students like Mario Moreno, 15.

KarenWarren / Houston Chronicle

Bertie Simmons
didn’t ask to be here.

And even after she finally
agreed to come out of re-
tirement to turn around a
struggling dropout factory
plagued by gang violence,
the former assistant
superintendent
planned to stay
only a few months.

After all, she
thought, how effec-

tive could an old white lady
from West U be as principal
of a poor, largely minorityof a poor, largely minority 
campus where fewercampus where fewer 
than half gradu-than half gradu-
ated, where hun-ated, where hun-
dreds of studentsdreds of students 

were suspended a year,
where a simple assembly
could prompt a riot. A place
where teachers welcomed
her with a dead fish on her
desk and cigarette butts in
her toilet.

That was 13 years ago.That was 13 years ago. 
The nearly 79-year-The nearly 79-year-

old principal stayed,old principal stayed, 
outlasting the hatersoutlasting the haters 
and taming theand taming the 
gangs, who stoppedgangs, who stopped 
fighting, at leastfighting, at least 
on campus. She’son campus. She’s 
still trolling thestill trolling the 

Principal inspiring her
students, but not HISD

Falkenberg
continues on A15continues on A15

Despite Furr High’s comeback,
job now depends on test scores
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trips out of her own pocket, knocks on doors after dark in tough neighborhoods, hunting down kids 
who missed school.

It’s a different world now. Suspensions were down to 17 last year, the lowest of any comprehensive 
Houston high school. Simmons rules with tough love, wickedly clever wit and a black robe she dons 
for Principal’s Court, complete with student jurors. The dropout rate, as the district calculates it, is 
less than 1 percent and the graduation rate is nearly 91 percent, Simmons says. She started an in-house 
charter to keep young adults from dropping out.

‘Outstanding principal’
In 2011, the College Board honored her with the prestigious Inspiration Award. At the time, HISD 

Superintendent Terry Grier praised Simmons, saying “Furr is a good example of the type of turn-
around that can happen” by combining college-level courses, effective teachers and “an outstanding 
principal.”

It wasn’t enough, though. This year, Simmons is not “outstanding” in the eyes of HISD. She’s not 
worthy of praise, or a raise. The veteran educator who has given 52 years of her life, and much of her 
retirement, to Houston public schools is now on a “growth plan,” a tool targeting low performers that 
requires them to get better or lose their jobs.

Takes responsibility
Of the 24 principals identified for growth plans this year, 14 have already resigned, retired or indicat-

ed they’re leaving, HISD spokesman Jason Spencer said. He noted that growth plans are offered only to 
those educators the district believes can improve. Others are simply shown the door.

The reason Simmons made the list? Test scores, she says. Furr students not only fell behind in SAT 
performance and Advanced Placement exams, but the percentage passing all subjects on the state’s 
standardized test fell eight points from 2010 to 2012, to just 56 percent passing. HISD’s passing rate was 
unchanged at 71 percent, Spencer said.

About 93 percent of Furr’s students are economically disadvantaged, but even so, the school’s scores 
in several areas lag those of Sharpstown and Lee, which have similar percentages of poor students.

Simmons acknowledges recent declines. She takes responsibility, saying budget cuts led her to re-
duce teacher planning time, which was a mistake, because teachers weren’t meeting regularly to dis-
cuss student progress or concerns. She restored planning time this year by “creative budgeting,” which 
includes increasing class sizes.

Lack of ‘big picture’
As for the growth plan, she doesn’t take offense. If some of her teachers have to be on one, she should, 

xxx Houston Chronicle | houstonchronicle.com and chron.com | Friday, March 22, 2013 | A15

WORLD

halls of Furr High School,
hugging or fist-bumping
every kid along the way.
She arrives at 6:30 a.m.,
gives rides home, funds
field trips out of her own
pocket, knocks on doors
after dark in tough neigh-
borhoods, hunting down
kids whomissed school.
It’s a different world

now. Suspensions were
down to 17 last year, the
lowest of any compre-
hensive Houston high
school. Simmons rules
with tough love, wick-
edly clever wit and a
black robe she dons for
Principal’s Court, com-
plete with student jurors.
The dropout rate, as the
district calculates it, is
less than 1 percent and the
graduation rate is nearly
91 percent, Simmons says.
She started an in-house
charter to keep young
adults from dropping out.

‘Outstanding principal’
In 2011, the College

Board honored her with
the prestigious Inspira-
tion Award. At the time,
HISD Superintendent
Terry Grier praised
Simmons, saying “Furr
is a good example of the
type of turnaround that
can happen” by combin-
ing college-level courses,
effective teachers and “an
outstanding principal.”
It wasn’t enough,

though. This year, Sim-
mons is not “outstanding”
in the eyes of HISD. She’s
not worthy of praise, or a
raise. The veteran educa-
tor who has given 52 years
of her life, andmuch of

her retirement, to Hous-
ton public schools is now
on a “growth plan,” a tool
targeting low performers
that requires them to get
better or lose their jobs.

Takes responsibility
Of the 24 principals

identified for growth
plans this year, 14 have al-
ready resigned, retired or
indicated they’re leaving,
HISD spokesman Jason
Spencer said. He noted
that growth plans are
offered only to those edu-
cators the district believes
can improve. Others are
simply shown the door.
The reason Simmons

made the list? Test scores,
she says. Furr students
not only fell behind in
SAT performance and
Advanced Placement
exams, but the percentage
passing all subjects on the
state’s standardized test
fell eight points from 2010
to 2012, to just 56 percent
passing. HISD’s passing
rate was unchanged at
71 percent, Spencer said.
About 93 percent of

Furr’s students are eco-
nomically disadvantaged,
but even so, the school’s
scores in several areas lag
those of Sharpstown and
Lee, which have simi-
lar percentages of poor
students.
Simmons acknowl-

edges recent declines.
She takes responsibility,
saying budget cuts led her
to reduce teacher plan-
ning time, which was a
mistake, because teachers
weren’t meeting regu-
larly to discuss student
progress or concerns. She
restored planning time

Falkenberg from page A1

Falkenberg:
Furr thrived
on tough love

this year by “creative bud-
geting,” which includes
increasing class sizes.

Lack of ‘big picture’
As for the growth plan,

she doesn’t take offense. If
some of her teachers have
to be on one, she should,
too, she says.
“I really don’t view

them as demeaning,” Sim-
mons told me. “I think
that all of us should be on
growth plans at one time
or another. It’s really hard
to demeanme, because I
want to keep improving
and getting better and
better.”
What does concern

her is the singular focus
on test scores to evaluate
students and educators.
“It’s almost comical to

think, with everything
we’ve done, that I would
be fired because of our
test scores. It’s beyond
my comprehension. It’s
absurd,” she says. “I just
don’t think we’re look-
ing at the big picture in
education.”
Her big picture is a

school where she believes

all students feel welcome,
where she boasts about
accepting any student, no
matter how troubled, no
matter how it affects her
numbers.
Her big picture in-

cludes things that tests
can’t measure. A school
that has 15 gangs, but little
violence. A school that
didn’t even have a band
when she arrived but is
now a fine arts magnet
with music, theater and
dance. A school that once
had no parental involve-
ment but is now flush
with volunteers and
dozens whomeet twice
a month for lattes and
cappuccinos with the
principal in the campus
“coffee shop,” staffed by
culinary students.

Parental support
Lucy Cano is one of

those parents. She could
have sent her daughter to
a glistening newWheat-
ley High School just down
the road, but it didn’t feel
safe. Instead, she drives
10 minutes out of her way
to Furr.

“I’ve never seen an-
other principal like her,”
Cano says of Simmons.
“There’s nothing that she
has not done to help the
kids.”

No points for heart
There was once a time

when our definition of a
great educator included
something beyond num-
bers. It included heart.
Simmons isn’t perfect,

but she’s got heart and
hope and dedication in
reserve.
She plucked a throw-

away school out of the
trash bin and gave its stu-
dents a fighting chance.
But our test-obsessed

culture doesn’t give points
for that.We’ve reduced
leadership to a bubble
sheet.We’ve reduced
a miracle-worker to a
growth plan.
Bertie Simmons didn’t

ask to be here. But if the
superintendent knows
what’s best for Furr, he’ll
do all he can to make sure
she stays.

lisa.falkenberg@chron.com

Furr
High’s
dress code,
posted
on the
school’s
walls, is
just one
tactic
Principal
Bertie
Simmons
has used
to turn
around the
onetime
“dropout
factory.”
But now,
because of
test scores,
HISD sees
Simmons
as a low
performer.

Karen Warren

/ Houston

Chronicle
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TURKEY

Kurds
announce
cease-fire
DIYARBAKIR—Ab-

dullah Ocalan, the jailed
Kurdish rebel leader, on
Thursday called for a
cease-fire and ordered all
his fighters off Turkish
soil, in a landmarkmo-
ment for a newly ener-
gized effort to end three
decades of conflict with
the Turkish government.
The long and bloody con-
flict has claimed nearly
40,000 lives and fractured
society along ethnic lines.

NORTH KOREA

More threats
against U.S.
SEOUL, South Ko-

rea —North Korea on
Thursday threatened to
attack U.S. military bases
in Japan and on Guam
in retaliation for recent
training missions by U.S.
B-52 bombers over South
Korea.While the North
has threatened U.S. forces
in Guam before, the lat-
est warning comes amid
heightened tension on the
peninsula after a North
Korean nuclear test last
month and the imposition
of U.N. sanctions.

MYANMAR

Sectarian clashes
kill at least 5
At least five people

have been killed in fight-
ing between Buddhists
andMuslims in central
Myanmar, residents said
Thursday, in another
sign of a resurgence of
communal violence that
is testing the country’s
fledgling democracy.

From wire reports
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Furr High’s dress code, posted on the school’s walls, is just one tactic Princi-
pal Bertie Simmons has used to turn around the onetime “dropout factory.” 
But now, because of test scores, HISD sees Simmons as a low performer.

Karen Warren / Houston Chronicle



too, she says.
“I really don’t view them as demeaning,” Simmons told me. “I think that all of us should be on 

growth plans at one time or another. It’s really hard to demean me, because I want to keep improving 
and getting better and better.”

What does concern her is the singular focus on test scores to evaluate students and educators.
“It’s almost comical to think, with everything we’ve done, that I would be fired because of our test 

scores. It’s beyond my comprehension. It’s absurd,” she says. “I just don’t think we’re looking at the big 
picture in education.”

Her big picture is a school where she believes all students feel welcome, where she boasts about ac-
cepting any student, no matter how troubled, no matter how it affects her numbers.

Her big picture includes things that tests can’t measure. A school that has 15 gangs, but little violence. 
A school that didn’t even have a band when she arrived but is now a fine arts magnet with music, the-
ater and dance. A school that once had no parental involvement but is now flush with volunteers and 
dozens who meet twice a month for lattes and cappuccinos with the principal in the campus “coffee 
shop,” staffed by culinary students.

Parental support
Lucy Cano is one of those parents. She could have sent her daughter to a glistening new Wheatley 

High School just down the road, but it didn’t feel safe. Instead, she drives 10 minutes out of her way to 
Furr.

“I’ve never seen another principal like her,” Cano says of Simmons. “There’s nothing that she has not 
done to help the kids.”

No points for heart
There was once a time when our definition of a great educator included something beyond numbers. 

It included heart.
Simmons isn’t perfect, but she’s got heart and hope and dedication in reserve.
She plucked a throwaway school out of the trash bin and gave its students a fighting chance.
But our test-obsessed culture doesn’t give points for that. We’ve reduced leadership to a bubble sheet. 

We’ve reduced a miracle-worker to a growth plan.
Bertie Simmons didn’t ask to be here. But if the superintendent knows what’s best for Furr, he’ll do 

all he can to make sure she stays.

lisa.falkenberg@chron.com




