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Abstract 

 

Current U.S. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos has experienced overwhelming opposition to 

her plans for education reform. The question this paper searches to answer is whether her 

proposal for education reform via school choice should be considered the much-anticipated 

investment many educators have hoped for, or a fault-ridden outline to be avoided. This paper 

briefly introduces DeVos and her plans; then, through historical, experimental, and cultural 

arguments, explores both the harms and benefits to her plans. Conclusions suggest that her 

planned reforms would be overwhelmingly detrimental to low-income public school students in 

public spaces. Oversights in her plans include little consideration for catching-up struggling 

students before releasing them into a privatized, free-market education environment. Her 

supposed motives also often appear to conflict with the political and educational changes she has 

been known to support, making her an unviable education secretary in an era of trying times for 

public educators. 

 

 

 



Betsy DeVos: A Summary 

 

Betsy DeVos currently serves as the United States Secretary of Education, initially sworn 

into office February 2017, and has often been deemed a controversial figure in both politics and 

education. This national label has pursued her since nomination, and re-enforced itself during her 

Confirmation vote in the US Senate, where she faced a tied 50-50 vote broken by Vice President 

Mike Pence in favor of her confirmation. 

Despite serving as the US Secretary of Education, DeVos does not possess a background 

as an educator. This fact has not gone unnoticed; in fact, it served as one of the most prominent 

points of contention regarding her nomination, as well as her credibility once confirmed. 

Instead, DeVos’ background finds itself in politics in her home state of Michigan - most 

notably, her 32-year service to the Michigan Republican Party - where she voiced a strong 

advocacy for school choice through her affiliation with organizations such as the Alliance for 

School Choice, Children First America, and the American Education Reform Council. DeVos 

also boasts a sizeable business career, mostly through affiliations with investment groups and 

family ties to other businesses. 

 

DeVos’ School Choice Advocacy & Its Current State 

 

At the forefront of DeVos’ goals for improving education quality is her three-piece vision 

of school choice: the first part involves making available the choice for students to attend 

“superior” charter and private institutions outside their designated public school districts, and 

improving their overall academic performance by doing so. This plan relies on the presence of 



these better-performing competitors to encourage traditional public schools to improve, and 

ultimately raise the standard of education within US public schools in the process. 

The second piece of her vision promotes the expansion of charter schools to serve as 

available alternatives to traditional public schools, fostering the competitive relationship that 

DeVos hopes to propel both to a higher standard. As public institutions in themselves, charter 

schools charge no tuition and have no choice when it comes to which students they accept, thus 

eliminating entry barriers and affording students from all backgrounds the ability to have more 

choice in their education. This notion of access plays a key role in DeVos’ promotion of charter 

schools, which she believes will enable lower-income students to obtain better education options. 

In addition, charter schools do not rely on a restrictive district-assignment process; instead, they 

encourage students from all regions to attend, so long as space permits. The DeVos 

administration also sees this as a benefit: charter schools are open to all students, as opposed to 

high-achieving public school districts allowing only local students to attend their institutions. 

Most important to note, however, is the administrative differences: while charter schools are 

publicly funded, they are run privately (Sanchez, 2017). As a result, they are neither bounded nor 

overseen by a centralized system - a quality that DeVos believes works in favor of charter 

schools. Due to their flexibility in instructional material and curricula, they are more easily able 

to adapt to their students’ learning needs. 

The third piece of her plan addresses access. In addition to promoting charter school 

expansion, DeVos also advocates for providing low-income student the option to attend private 

schools. To offset the tuition barrier for these students, DeVos has called for a voucher program 

that re-allocates student funds towards the private institutions that admit them, and subtracts 

some funding from the public school that would have received them otherwise (Plesset, 2018).  



 Despite DeVos’ strong advocacy for her school choice agenda, she has experienced 

limited success during tenure on realizing her vision. Among the primary reasons for her lack of 

progress is that her limited credibility stifles her lobbying and drives away potential supporters. 

Many of her statements have returned backlash and concerns of her competency from the public, 

as well as from opposing political members. For instance, during DeVos’ confirmation hearing, 

she responded to a question on whether guns belong in schools with the following statement:  

 

“I will refer back to Senator Enzi and the school he was talking about in Wyoming. I 

think probably there, I would imagine that there is probably a gun in the schools to 

protect from potential grizzlies.” (DeVos, 2017)  

 

The irrelevance of her statement to current gun law discourse raised significant concern 

over her job qualifications, and earned her a public image associated with ridicule, amusement, 

and cluelessness. Additional points of controversy surrounding DeVos include her references of 

historically black institutions as “pioneers of school choice”, despite their formation being 

largely due to lack of choice, and the discovery that a DeVos family yacht was registered under 

the Cayman Islands to avoid paying US taxes (DeVos, 2017). This negative attention directed at 

DeVos has, in turn, discouraged both Democratic and Republican supporters of school choice 

from endorsing DeVos, in fear of being associated with DeVos’ suffering public image, resulting 

in a deficit of support required to provide traction for her school choice agenda. 

 An additional roadblock inhibiting DeVos’ progress is rural representatives’ concern that 

the funding channeled into her school choice propositions will not be seen in their respective 

region because rural regions offer so few alternatives to traditional public schools. Particularly 



for DeVos, the support of rural representatives is imperative: their monumental voting 

contribution enabled Donald Trump to take office, and they constitute a large support base for 

his administration, which includes Betsy DeVos. For them, accepting DeVos’ plans would mean 

accepting a $250 million federal initiative (U.S. Department of Education, 2018) providing 

already-overdue funding into education to occur without their region yielding any of the 

promised funds into education. Concerns more pertinent to rural districts include financing 

already-existing schools and ensuring they continue running at a high quality. Since rural 

communities tend to have a consistently small student population, they require fewer schools to 

educate these students; however, more emphasis is placed on these schools to successfully 

educate their students via adequate funding and high quality of teaching. As a result, neither 

charter nor private schools fit inside the framework of rural institutions, making DeVos’ 

proposed school choice agenda irrelevant to their performance.  

  

Detrimental Impacts on Student Education 

 

 The most prominent arguments concerning DeVos’ school choice agenda denounce her 

proposal as misguided and harmful to the education of low-income students attending traditional 

public schools. One of the most vocal and data-backed arguments against her proposal asserts 

that the option of school choice does not encourage students to perform better than they would 

have at traditional public schools. A three-year study conducted in New Orleans by the 

University of Arkansas and other collaborators provided school vouchers through a scholarship 

program, enabling selected students to attend private institutions. Results collected over three 

years of student attendance found that students attending traditional public schools in New 



Orleans performed comparatively to their peers afforded the option to attend private institutions 

(Mills et al., 2017). These findings suggests that DeVos’ efforts towards improved education 

quality may be misplaced: with school choice availability yielding few results, her agenda 

appears ineffective and unworthy of $250 million in funding. 

 The critical takeaway extracted is that, while private institutions remain renown as 

standards of elite education, low-income student enrollment in private institutions does not yield 

better academic performance. A separate study expands on this highlight, studying the 

correlation between attending a private institution and individual outcomes (on the bases 

academic, social, and psychological development) at age 15. Among the findings of the research 

article was the conclusion that private school enrollment benefits neither low-income nor urban 

students: 

 

“Put another way, the apparent “advantages” of private school education discussed 

previously in the simple bivariate comparisons that were not adjusted for confounds were 

almost entirely due to the socioeconomic advantages that selected families into these 

types of schools and were not attributed to private education itself.” (Pianta et al., 2018) 

 

 The study indicates that socio-economic advantages are a prevalent factor, more so than 

the type of education received, in determining academic success. In conjunction with the 

previous study, they strengthen the claim that DeVos’ promotion of school choice reform may be 

misguided, and arrive at a third criticism of DeVos’ agenda that her advocacy of school choice is 

a fallacy: an end-all, be-all resolution, as opposed to a means for advancing equity and closing 

achievement gaps between students. Her reform advocacy appears to be a broadly-scoped 



backing of access, one which neglects the unthought-of negative consequences felt by the 

students these very propositions aim to support. 

 These additional impacts to consider are less visibly seen through a political lens, and 

instead better understood through cultural analysis. For instance, the contrasting culture between 

private and traditional public institutions is not to be understated, particularly when the motive of 

DeVos’ administration is to transplant these students from one environment to the other. 

Personal stories like those of writer Tara Kenny underline the financial, social, and aesthetic 

divisions often encountered by low-income students enrolled in private schools. She explains 

that while traditional public schools enroll a student body with a larger range of backgrounds, 

private schools attract a homogeneously elite audience, relegating low-income students to the 

status of “token scholarship kid”, with mannerisms and customs far removed from that of their 

affluent peers (Kenny, 2017). The cultural belonging of low-income students at private schools, 

and their combined social and academic success at these schools is hardly mutually exclusive; 

with problems undergirding their stay at private schools, low-income students can hardly be 

expected to perform at the same academic standard as their peers. This is a called flaw that has 

remained largely unanswered by proponents of DeVos’ school choice reform. 

 A second cultural impact of DeVos’ propositions also appears in low-income students’ 

communities: as private and charter schools are promoted and expanded, their communities 

become vulnerable to unwanted changes through the influx of unfamiliar populations. Author 

Eve Ewing, in her book Ghosts in the Schoolyard, describes a real-life community’s experience 

in rallying against the shutdown of their underperforming local high school, to be replaced by 

charter and non-public school options. In defense of their rally around a “failing” school, Ewing 

writes: 



 

“We see that this community’s choice to resist a school’s being characterized as 

“failing” is in fact about much more than the school itself: it is about citizenship and 

participation, about justice and injustice, and about resisting people in power who want 

to transform a community at the expense of the people who live there.” (Ewing, 2018) 

 

Per their nature, private and charter schools do not place geographic restrictions on 

student attendance. As a result, they enable students of specific academic and socioeconomic 

backgrounds to attend schools in a community that may not reflect these backgrounds, and forces 

the students who live in these communities to enroll elsewhere. This practice causes community 

division, and its reformation into a space consistent with the values of the newly created schools. 

This change is a highly possible consequence of DeVos’ own school choice advocacy, as its 

proposition offers no intervention on behalf of low-income communities to prevent division. 

A final, and likely the most big-picture, argument that challenges DeVos’ school choice 

reform addresses the disservice that privatization of social services (like education) brings to 

education in the US. Commonly referred to as “neo-liberalism”, proponents of this ideology 

favor the shifting of social services and goods into the free market, as opposed to being federally 

controlled. Research has demonstrated that, through the lens of NCLB (No Child Left Behind), 

neo-liberalist policies have not worked: they have historically encouraged student drop-outs, 

neglected to educate both extremely high and low-achieving students, produced incompetent 

standardized exams, and fostered test-driven curricula (Hursh, 2007). Other research has also 

indicated that for-profit charter schools often have low financial accountability: recent 

investigations in Michigan revealed $520,000 in tax dollars were used for an administrator’s 



severance package, and millions of dollars were given away to a school founder’s family (Dixon, 

2017). The lack of a centralized system to check financial expenditure in charter schools results 

in the risk of misusing public money. In addition, with the motive of converting education into a 

market, neo-liberalism operates under a similar principle as Betsy DeVos’ current reform 

attempts: by equalizing the education system to operate objectively among student backgrounds, 

both marginalized and non-marginalized, academic inequalities will ultimately decline, and all 

student performance will be measured fairly. Ultimately, however, it would appear that DeVos’ 

policies are projected to fail: through historical, cultural and experimental lenses, they remain 

flawed to the extent that they are incomplete, and fail to address the most in-need of students.  

 

Positive Impact on Student Education 

 

Despite the negative stigmatization that privatized education receives, there remain 

undisputed benefits to be said about the availability of school choice. While research like the 

New Orleans student voucher study found little evidence supporting public school students 

attending private institutions, other sources yielded different conclusions. A more comprehensive 

study of charter schools conducted across 41 heavily-populated urban regions cited that, on 

average, urban charter schools provide greater growth in students’ math and reading abilities 

than traditional public schools provide for theirs. In addition, student compositions that included 

both students of color and those in poverty were found to perform better academically: 

 

“Attempts to identify correlates of performance points to...the focus on students of color 

and poverty; where regions had [charter] schools that enrolled larger shares of these 



students, the regional results were stronger. This suggests a focused model with 

continuing success in providing students who are often disenfranchised in local schools 

better opportunities to grow academically.” (Stanford University, 2015) 

 

 This type of success is not altogether uncommon of charter schools; in fact, a significant 

amount are designed to serve these marginalized student populations. The liberty of the 

curriculum in these schools better enables them to attend to the needs of their students, without 

the need to simultaneously follow the restrictive guidelines of an education system. However, 

with the negative public image of Betsy DeVos being projected onto some of these prosperous 

charter schools, the task of maintaining their success becomes increasingly difficult. Educators 

and education experts working at even the most progressive and social justice-oriented charter 

schools for marginalized students have experienced public scrutiny, quoting that Donald Trump 

and Betsy DeVos are “so disliked by liberals that some will automatically reject what they 

endorse”, including progressive charter schools that fight for the same empowering classrooms 

as their critics (Williams, 2018). Despite their success and student achievement, these schools 

must continue to defend and separate themselves from the unpopularity of Betsy DeVos.  

 So long as charter schools can overcome their current public image, those who actively 

serve disenfranchised students have significant advantages over their traditional public 

counterparts when it comes to meeting needs. As mentioned earlier, their autonomy grants them 

flexible curricula that ensure students’ needs are met, whereas traditional public school systems 

operate under an opposing ‘one-size-fits-all’ ideology across all the school branches they 

oversee; the fact quickly becomes evident that students are better nurtured at charter schools. 

This advantageous element of charter schools is one that traditional public school teachers have 



long-wished to exhibit in their classrooms. Teachers have expressed their continued frustration at 

their public school system for inhibiting independent thought, over-projecting examinations, and 

promoting learning tools without the classroom experience to justify them (Vilson, 2014). It 

would appear that charter schools promoting inclusive learning in the classroom are a model 

system for how many traditional public school teachers would like their classrooms to operate; 

however, as long as their central system remains constrictive, they have little choice or mobility. 

Interestingly enough, most charter schools are not living up to this model, either, despite DeVos’ 

significant devotion to their success and advancement. Though school choice in itself has proven 

successes in schools, it is perhaps her vision of school choice that the US education system 

currently does not require. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Betsy DeVos has undoubtedly left her mark on the United States education system, 

though likely not in the form most educators would have preferred. Often at the center of 

controversy, she has consequently been unable to enact her school choice reform agenda. After 

an analysis of its potential detriments, as well as the benefits it may reap, it can be concluded that 

the effects of her proposed reform would be overwhelmingly harmful, not only to the country’s 

low-income students attending traditional public schools, but to their communities, and even to 

charter schools themselves. In her capacity as US Secretary of Education, she has demonstrated 

an ineptitude to empathizing with marginalized students - a fault reflected in her proposed 

policy. Though she proclaims to champion access and equality, her actions speak the contrary: in 

recent times, she has rescinded rights from transgender students (Pocan, 2018), deliberately 



delayed efforts to better identify students of color qualified for special education (Sargrad, 2018), 

and proposed a change to sexual misconduct laws that would reduce the rights of sexual assault 

accusers (Green, 2018). Overall, she has demonstrated, through the framing of her policies, 

failure to acknowledge and understand the concept of restitution, particularly for students of 

dispossessed backgrounds: despite the creation of equalized education arenas through her school 

choice reforms, equity for marginalized students largely remains to be seen. 
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