
   
 

January 9, 2017 

The Honorable Lamar Alexander    The Honorable Patty Murray 
Chairman       Ranking Member 
Senate HELP Committee     Senate HELP Committee 
428 Dirksen Senate Office Building    428 Dirksen Senate Office Building 
Washington, D.C. 20510     Washington, D.C. 20510 
 

Dear Chairman Alexander and Ranking Member Murray: 

On behalf of the National Urban League and its 88 local affiliates in 36 states and the District of 
Columbia, we write to express our concerns regarding the nomination of Betsy DeVos for Secretary 
of the U.S. Department of Education.  As the Secretary of Education, Devos would be charged with 
leading the federal agency that, for more than 50 years, has been responsible for enforcing civil 
rights in our nation’s public schools and ensuring equal access to educational opportunities for all 
students. We are concerned that DeVos has demonstrated no previous commitment to this 
important mission. As such, during the course of the confirmation hearing, we ask that you seek 
clarity about her ability to effectively safeguard and strengthen our nation’s civil rights in education 
laws, and her plans to advocate for equity and excellence for all students.  

The National Urban League is the nation’s largest and oldest civil rights organization dedicated to 
economic empowerment in African American and other underserved communities. We believe that 
education is key to securing economic power and have advocated for policies that enable every 
child to graduate high school ready for college, work, and life regardless of their race or 
socioeconomic status. Our education programs and services range from STEM-focused extended 
learning to college and career mentorships. Through these collective efforts, our 88 affiliates have 
served more than 2.3 million children in the last decade.  

Today, the majority of students attending our nation’s public schools are either of color or low 
income. Yet, opportunity and achievement gaps demonstrate longstanding bias against these and 
other marginalized students. The next Secretary of Education will be responsible for enforcing the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which creates a clear federal mandate for states, districts and 
schools to protect our most vulnerable children and move our nation towards a more equitable 
education system. Most notably, ESSA requires that states act when low-performing schools or 
categories of students within those schools are struggling. And they must guarantee that resources 
and investments are equitably distributed according to greatest need.  

 

 

 

 



 
 
Our concerns regarding the nomination of Ms. DeVos stem from her statements and support for 
policies that undermine our public schools and would harm our most vulnerable students, including: 

 

 SCHOOL PRIVATIZATION. We are deeply troubled by Betsy DeVos’ history of support for 
private school vouchers and policies that would drain limited taxpayer resources from our 
public schools and funnel those funds to unaccountable private and for-profit education 
operators. Multiple studiesi have demonstrated that private school vouchers do not improve 
student achievement or provide greater opportunities for the low-income students they 
purport to serve. In addition, they lack accountability to taxpayers deprive students of the civil 
rights protections provided to public school students and it threatens religious liberty.  
 

 ACCOUNTABILITY. We are concerned by reports that Ms. DeVos has opposed efforts to 
strengthen charter school accountability and has instead supported laws which allow less 
accountability and create fewer quality options for children. ii The National Urban League 
believes that accountability to taxpayers, along with students and families, is essential to 
maintaining civil rights. We believe all schools must be held to the same measure of high 
standards and ensuring equal access to education opportunities for all students.  
 

 FEDERAL ENFORCEMENT OF CIVIL RIGHTS. We are also dismayed by reports that Ms. 
DeVos has intentions of “reining in” the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) at the Department of 
Education.iii Any effort to gut the office or greatly diminish its enforcement role will inhibit the 
Department’s ability to prevent, identify, end, and remedy discrimination against America's 
students. In addition, OCR maintains the civil rights data collection portal that provides 
information on school disparities, including disparate disciplinary action and resource 
inequity in school personnel financing. If OCR is dismantled, our communities lose these 
critical civil rights protections and advocacy tools.  
 

 STANDARDS. While the federal government does not prescribe education standards, we 
remain concerned with reports regarding Ms. DeVos’ opposition to K-12 college and career-
ready standards.iv The Every Student Succeeds Act requires that states ensure all students 
are taught to high academic standards that will prepare them to succeed in college and 
careers. The National Urban League believes that this federal protection will advance equity 
in education by upholding the right of every child to a quality education regardless of race, 
income, zip code, disability, or background.  

 

 HIGHER EDUCATION. Research shows that by 2020, two out of every three jobs will 
require some postsecondary education and training. v  Yet, Black and Latino students 
continue to lag far behind whites in college completion rates. The U.S. Department of 
Education oversees our federal student aid program and trillion-dollar student loan portfolio. 
While Ms. DeVos has a very clear record on K-12 education, her positions on higher 
education remain unknown. We agree with President-elect Trump that student loan debt 
should not be "an albatross around [the necks of students] for the rest of their lives," and that 
the government should not be making a profit off the backs of hardworking students.vi In 
addition, we believe the Department of Education has a responsibility to promote equity in 
college access, affordability and completion. It is imperative that the next Secretary of 
Education share these values and have a strategic plan to promote these equity priorities.  

 
 
 
 



 
 
In addition, we have questions about Ms. DeVos and her families’ business interests, venture capital 
investments, along with her record of philanthropy that are potential conflicts of interest should she 
serve as Secretary. For example, Ms. DeVos is associated with the higher education online-lending 
company Social Finance Inc. (SoFi),vii whose business dealings she would oversee if confirmed as 
Secretary, and would ultimately further enrich and benefit her and many of her family members.  
 
When compared with Secretaries of Education through the history of the department, DeVos’ lack of 
experience stands out.viii  She has never been an educator or worked directly with children and 
families in public schools. She has never led a school, district or state agency tasked with educating 
students. And, she has never been a public school parent or a public school student. This lack of 
experience makes her uniquely unfamiliar with the challenges and opportunities facing our students 
and families, particularly those in underserved communities.  
 
Accordingly, we urge the Committee to thoroughly question Ms. DeVos regarding her position on 
these issues and her readiness to serve as the primary enforcer of civil rights in education laws. 
America’s taxpayers, students and families deserve a Secretary of Education that is committed to 
promoting equity and excellence for all children throughout the education pipeline, from cradle to 
career.  
 

Sincerely, 

 

Marc H. Morial 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
National Urban League 
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