
From the President 

I am proud to introduce the first newsletter of the APSA Education Politics and Policy Section. The section was                                     
proposed in 2019 and approved in 2020. I am honored to have been elected as the inaugural President for the                                       
period September 2020-21. My hope is that the creation of a formal space within APSA that brings together                                   
political scientists interested in education will foster the production of knowledge about the political causes                             
and consequences of education systems. If until now the study of education systems has not occupied a central                                   
place in political science—in contrast to economics or sociology— the creation of the Education Politics and                               
Policy Section and the rapid and continued growth in section membership give me hope that the times are                                   
changing. So does the list of recent articles and books on education politics and policy published in 2020,                                   
which you can find at the end of this newsletter. 

It does not escape me that the section’s creation, itself cause for celebration, came in the midst of the terrible                                       
events of 2020, including staggering levels of death and unemployment and an unparalleled education crisis.                             
Learning losses caused by school closures have occurred across the board, and educational inequalities                           
between the privileged and the rest have become even wider than before. Whether and how we can revert                                   
this, and what the future of education will look like, are as much political questions as they are pedagogic,                                     
economic, or technical ones. 

In addition to the public health, economic, and education crises, events in 2020 fueled political divisions and                                 
exposed political inequalities. In the United States, police brutality against Black Americans led to anti-racist                             
protests, which in turn were met with extensive repression. Political scientists have raised questions and                             
proposed hypotheses about what the electoral victory of Joe Biden and Kamala Harris—and the defeat of                               
Donald Trump—mean for the future of American democracy, political polarization, institutionalized racism,                       
and the relationship between the United States and other countries. There are questions, too, about what the                                 
transition to a Democratic administration will imply for the ability of the U.S. to reopen schools, for the future                                     
of public education in the U.S., and for international aid to education systems in developing countries. These                                 
timely questions are the subject of two thought-provoking articles included in this issue. While Paul Manna                               
considers how the Biden-Harris administration could alter federal education policy, Shelby Carvalho discusses                         
the potential repercussions of the new administration for education systems around the world. 

Some reminders about important dates and deadlines: 
-          Apply for the APSA 2021 Annual Conference: deadline January 28 
-          Apply for the Education Politics and Policy Online Conference: deadline January 31 
-          Nominations for Section Awards (best paper, best dissertation, and best book in education politics or 
education policy): deadline March 31 
-          Education Politics and Policy Online Conference: March 4-5 from 9am to 12pm Pacific Time 
-          APSA Conference: September 30-October 3 

I hope you will enjoy the first issue of the newsletter! If you have suggestions for future issues, please reach out 
to our Communications Officer Emmerich Davies (emmerich_davies_escobar@gse.harvard.edu), to whom I 
am grateful for putting together this wonderful newsletter. 

Agustina S. Paglayan 
Assistant Professor, University of California San Diego 
President and Chair, APSA Education Politics and Policy Section 
www.agustinapaglayan.com    
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The Biden Presidency and K-12 Education: Some Initial Thoughts 
 Paul Manna 
Isabelle and Jerome E. Hyman Distinguished University Professor of Government 
William & Mary  

Joe Biden became president with a to-do list stretching far past the horizon.  In light of the horrific events that 
unfolded on January 6, after President Donald Trump inspired an angry mob to storm the U.S. Capitol to block 
legislators from affirming Biden’s victory, the new administration’s most immediate concern will be to help 
bring the perpetrators to justice and secure the country from future attacks.  Still, even as presidents attend to 
crises, they must continue governing across multiple policy areas.  One could ask, then: What might the 
administration of Joe Biden and Kamala Harris mean for elementary and secondary education?  In answering 
that question I’ll first consider several contextual factors likely to shape the environment leading up to the 
2022 midterm elections.  Then I’ll suggest where K-12 education policy could be headed given those factors. 

Four contextual factors appear most salient.  

The first, which dominated the Biden transition and is sure to become a priority of the new administration, is 
the need to control the COVID-19 pandemic.  The presidential transition regularly briefed the press and the 
public about the virus, and Biden has noted it will be impossible to return life to “normal”—for schools and 
society more generally—until the nation defeats COVID-19. 

The second is the unprecedented obstruction that Biden has encountered from Republicans during his 
transition, culminating in the seditious attack on the U.S. Capitol that President Trump and his enablers 
encouraged.  That resistance has hindered the pace of the transition across multiple policy areas.  

The third factor is the detailed education agenda that Biden and his team offered during the 2020 campaign, 
which focused on five broad topics: supporting the nation’s educators; investing resources in schools; 
eradicating educational inequalities driven by income, race, or disability status; creating student paths to 
successful careers; and investing in children starting from the day they are born.  

The fourth factor is the set of formal and informal limits on the national government’s ability to shape 
American education, especially on the ground where policy meets the classroom.  American federalism 
provides opportunities but also constrains federal policymakers who have grand ambitions to influence the 
nation’s schools.  

Given that overall context, the potential for the Biden administration to affect K-12 education exists in several 
areas.  

One initial push will certainly focus on linking efforts to control COVID-19 with related work required to 
re-open the nation’s schools.  Biden has made it clear that he favors getting students back to in-person 
learning, setting a goal of having a majority of the nation’s schools open within the first hundred days of his 
administration.  Still, he has recognized that doing so safely on a large scale will require federal funds to 
bolster subnational efforts on the ground.  With Democrats in control of the US House and now the US Senate, 
given their historic wins in the Georgia runoff elections, a unified party effort could make that aid possible.  
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Biden’s proposed appointments also provide a window into where education policy might be headed.  His 
nominee for education secretary, Miguel Cardona, the current Connecticut Commissioner of Education, brings 
personal experience and priorities consistent with the incoming president’s goals to re-open schools and 
advance civil rights.  Additional potential to expand educational opportunity exists with Biden’s appointment 
of Deb Haaland to lead the Department of the Interior.  Haaland has served as a member of Congress from 
New Mexico, and she is a member of the Pueblo of Laguna, one of the nation’s federally recognized tribes. 
Part of her portfolio at Interior will include overseeing the Bureau of Indian Education, which has struggled 
mightily to meet the needs of the nation’s Native American students.  

The appointments of Cardona and Haaland are important because even if the new president is unable to 
secure congressional support in the legislative process, Biden and his team can use the president’s 
administrative authority to accomplish other goals.  A clear priority will be to reverse Trump administration 
efforts, led by education secretary Betsy DeVos, that rewrote regulations and scaled back enforcement of 
federal civil rights laws in education.  

Cardona also will need to swiftly decide whether to require states to administer testing and accountability 
procedures for the 2020-21 school year, consistent with the requirements of the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA), the latest reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  As a state leader, 
Cardona favored administering scheduled state tests this year but not using the results to generate state 
accountability indices or ratings.  Given the federal government’s history of walking back or watering down 
education requirements amidst state resistance, a good bet would be that some options for waivers—either 
on testing or accountability or both—will be forthcoming for 2020-21.  

An interesting wild card to monitor during the next two years will be the impending need to revise ESSA, 
which is supposed to occur after the 2020-21 school year.  The presence of asymmetric polarization in the US 
Congress coupled with other major priorities that will compete for Biden’s attention suggest that this latest 
ESEA reauthorization likely will be delayed.  However, this need will create an opportunity for policy advocates 
to advance reform ideas, especially for those who support preventing the nation’s schools from snapping back 
to their pre-pandemic practices that had created deep educational inequities for the nation’s Black and 
Hispanic students.  

Even if other matters, including the 2022 election cycle, preempt the ESEA reauthorization, Biden could still 
headline the inequity and persistent racism that limits educational opportunity by directing Cardona to create 
a presidential commission, akin to an Operation Warp Speed for schooling, to combat the racially disparate 
outcomes that COVID-19 has magnified.  Cardona could constitute the commission quickly and instruct it to 
gather evidence and report out recommendations by the start of summer 2021.  The results could help support 
local communities meet the academic and mental health needs of their students, teachers, principals, and 
school staff members, with those efforts continuing into and perhaps even beyond the 2021-22 school year. 
Given the success of previous high-profile national commissions or presidential uses of the bully pulpit, such a 
strategy could leverage the strengths of the presidency while empowering state and local leaders to act 
aggressively to advance equal opportunity for all students. 

Paul Manna 
Isabelle and Jerome E. Hyman Distinguished University Professor of Government 
William & Mary 
https://pmanna.people.wm.edu/ 
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The Biden Presidency and the Politics of International Aid for Education 
Shelby Carvalho 
Ph.D. Candidate 
Harvard Graduate School of Education 
 
Prior to the pandemic, we were already facing a global ‘learning crisis’ which is sure to be exacerbated by 
prolonged school closures impacting more than 1 billion children around the world. The economic shock 
following Covid-19 is likely to constrain aid budgets across donor countries which may negatively impact 
education financing particularly in the poorest countries. This has led to urgent calls for more and better 
financing for education globally, with a particular focus on maintaining resources from international donors.  
 
As one of the top donors to the education sector and as the second largest donor to the Global Partnership for 
Education, the US has an important role to play in shaping global priorities and helping to ensure that 
adequate resources are available to finance progress in education. While many broad changes in US domestic 
public spending and policy will follow from the new administration, for those of us focused on international 
education and development, questions about the future of US support for the global education sector top the 
list of priorities. 
 
So what will a Biden administration and Democratically controlled Congress mean for US foreign aid to 
education? Based on previous trends, the answer may be ‘not much’.  
 
Across donor countries, international aid is likely to be constrained this year due to the economic shock 
induced by the pandemic as well as mounting needs for resources at home. However, it’s possible that US aid 
for education may be spared from disproportionate cuts. The reason for my optimism is three-fold: 1) Evidence 
suggests that public support for aid to education may be more favorable than it is for aid to other sectors; 2) 
Education may fall at a bipartisan intersection between economic and geopolitical aid; and relatedly, 3) Recent 
trends show little change in the share of aid allocated to education based on party control.  
 
Public opinion about international aid to education 
 
While foreign aid generally is considered relatively unpopular among voters, aid for specific purposes 
including humanitarian response and educating children often receive higher levels of approval. While 
recessions have negatively impacted domestic support for foreign aid in 24 donor countries between 1977 and 
2010, funds for humanitarian and social sectors - including education - are more likely to be protected than aid 
for other sectors. This suggests that at a minimum there is unlikely to be partisan lobbying efforts aiming 
specifically to reduce funds for education even if overall levels of aid and absolute funds available for education 
decrease following the economic shock.  
 
Bipartisan support for aid to education? 
 
US presidential influence is often limited over distributional foreign policy decisions, including those related 
to foreign aid allocations. Congressional responses and polarization related to foreign aid are likely to be 
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moderated by distributional politics, ideological divisions, and lobbying efforts. Helen Milner & Dustin Tingley 
find that on average, liberals are more likely to support economic foreign aid while conservatives are more 
likely to support geopolitical aid. Based on this, we might expect to see development aid expand under 
Democractic control and contract under Republican control.  
 
Foreign aid for education may be more likely to be spared from partisan lobbying in Congress - and any related 
fluctuations in resource allocations - due to the dual, or perhaps ambiguous nature, of aid to education. 
Education undoubtedly plays an economic function and is critical to human capital development, yet can also 
play an important geopolitical function in US foreign policy.  Investing in education has been used as a 
diplomatic strategy to support nation building efforts to win the hearts and minds of citizen coalitions abroad 
for decades and education aid became even more closely linked to geopolitical interests following the war on 
terror in the early 2000s.  
 
The dual economic and geopolitical purposes of aid to education are prominently illustrated in the 
introduction of USAID’s current education strategy, published in 2018. Education is framed as, “a foundational 
driver of development and self-reliance… Countries with an educated and skilled workforce are stronger trade 
partners for the United States, and the fastest-growing export markets for U.S. goods are in developing 
countries”. This is directly followed by security purposes stating that “Better education supports US national 
security and foreign policy priorities” (p. 6). While the earlier education strategy (2011-2017) is framed more in 
terms of benefits to economic development and strengthening democracy than in security terms, the specific 
priorities and activities remain relatively consistent and US interests remain at the heart of the rationales 
presented to Congress justifying support to the sector.  
 
Recent trends in US aid to education 
 
Between 2002 and 2018, majority control of the U.S. Congress flipped three times. Despite these changes in 
congressional power, using data from the OECD’s Creditor Reporting System, we see a consistent upward 
trend in the share of aid allocated to education even when other large donors, like the UK, experienced 
fluctuations (Figure 1). US allocations to education are still below the globally recommended level of 15 percent 
of total official development assistance (ODA), but these decisions do not appear to be overtly partisan.  
 
Further illustrating this, the Figure 2 shows trends in overall international aid in absolute terms as well as the 
share of the total allocated to education. The ‘R’ and ‘D’ labels indicate which party controlled Congress at the 
time (there is a one year lag as congressional budgets are set one year prior). Based on this figure, we again 
observe no clear partisan pattern in the share of aid allocated to education.  
 
Current priorities and looking forward 
 
The education priorities outlined in the FY21 Congressional Budget Justification for foreign operations include 
activities aimed at improving education quality, strengthening foundational skills, and on skills preparing 
young people for employment. The strategy places emphasis on those facing the greatest adversity including  
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Figure 1: Education’s Share of Total Aid 

 
 
those in crisis- and conflict-affected contexts, particularly displaced girls. These priorities align with those we 
observe as part of global agendas and in other countries. 
 
Education may sit in a somewhat unique place within the US aid space in its ability to maintain the support of 
both liberal and conservative members of Congress. As the examples above show, the overall framing of 
investments in education may shift, but specific priorities and funding allocations seem unlikely to change 
based on shifts in party control of the government. 
 
 

Figure 2: US Foreign Aid Over Time 

 
 
Shelby Carvalho 
Ph.D. Candidate 
Harvard Graduate School of Education 
https://scholar.harvard.edu/carvalho/bio 
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Stay in touch! 

- Follow us on twitter @APSAEdPolitics 
- If you are interested in contributing a piece for a future newsletter, or for any questions or concerns, 

contact our Communications Officer, Emmerich Davies, at 
emmerich_davies_escobar@gse.harvard.edu  

Upcoming Deadlines 
-  Apply for the APSA 2021 Annual Conference: deadline January 28 
-  Apply for the Education Politics and Policy Online Conference: deadline January 31 
- Nominations for Section Awards (best paper, best dissertation, and best book in education politics or 

education policy): deadline March 31 
- Education Politics and Policy Online Conference: March 4-5 from 9am to 12pm Pacific Time 
- APSA Conference: September 30-October 3 
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