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Several members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints have 
served in various governmental roles in the United States, both as elected 
and appointed officials. Only six have served as cabinet officers, officials 
who directly advise the president on important issues of the day. T. H. Bell, 
a devout Latter-day Saint, served as secretary of education during the first 
four years (1981–85) of the Reagan administration. His appointment to 
serve came at a critical time in the early history of the Department of Ed-
ucation. This brief narrative account provides a case in contrast between 
Bell, a lifelong educator and administrator who focused on improving ed-
ucation, and the president and his advisers, who wanted to eliminate the 
department. It also illustrates how politics both helped and hindered Bell’s 
efforts. 

Roads to Washington
Terrel Howard Bell was born 11 November 1921 in Lava Hot Springs, 
Idaho, the eighth of twelve children born to Willard D. and Alta Martin 
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Bell.1 His father passed away shortly after Bell’s eighth birthday. As a re-
sult, he grew up in very humble circumstances during the Great Depres-
sion and saw education as his passport to the future.2 After completing 
high school in his hometown, Bell attended Albion State Normal School, 
a small teachers college in Albion, Idaho.3 World War II interrupted his 
education as he spent three and a half years serving in the Marine Corps, 
but he returned to Albion and completed a BA degree in 1946. He later re-
ceived an MA (1954) from the University of Idaho and a PhD (1961) from 
the University of Utah.4 He married Josephine Saunders in 1950. Their 
son, Jon, died in infancy, and they divorced in 1956. He later married Betty 
Ruth Fitzgerald on 1 August 1957. Together they had four sons.5 

During his career as an educator, Bell worked as a coach, teacher, and 
professor at the secondary and postsecondary levels in Idaho, Wyoming, 
and Utah. He also served in various administrative positions at the dis-
trict, state, and national levels; he was the commissioner of higher educa-
tion for the state of Utah at the time of his appointment as U.S. secretary 
of education.6 Bell noted that the basic tenets of his faith he had learned 
in his youth—hard work and self-sufficiency—influenced all aspects of his 
life, both personally and professionally.7

Ecclesiastically, Bell served much of his adult life teaching and work-
ing to improve teaching at the ward, stake, and general Church levels, 
serving on the Sunday School general board from 1972 to 1974. He was 
the Gospel Doctrine teacher of the Falls Church Ward while serving as 
secretary of education. Upon returning to Utah after his service in Wash-
ington, he served as a high councilor, stake president, and regional repre-
sentative of the Twelve.8 

Before his appointment as secretary of education, Bell had served in 
Washington on two previous occasions: first as associate commissioner 
(1970–71) in the Office of Education—a division of the Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW)—under Richard Nixon and later 
as the commissioner (1974–76) under Gerald Ford. While serving as com-
missioner, Bell reported to Caspar Weinberger, secretary of HEW at that 
time. These two men got along well and respected one another.9 Weinberger 
spent more than three decades in various political roles, including chair of 
the California Republican Party from 1962 to 1968. He was well-known 
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by Reagan and served as secretary of defense during most of the Reagan 
administration.10 Bell believed that it was Weinberger who recommended 
him to Reagan for consideration as secretary of education.11 

During his early years in Washington, members of Congress and oth-
ers within the administration recognized Bell for the keen administrative 
abilities and tact he exhibited when he addressed many challenging educa-
tional issues.12 In his role as commissioner of education, he testified before 
Congress in support of creating a cabinet-level department for education.13 
Congress passed the act creating the U.S. Department of Education during 
the Carter administration, and it officially began operation in November 
1979.14 The department was the thirteenth cabinet office created and, as 
Bell noted, since the number thirteen is a notoriously unlucky number, its 
concerns and issues would indeed be last on the list for the Reagan admin-
istration’s consideration.15

Ronald Reagan emerged as a political leader in the state of California. 
He was elected president of the United States on 4 November 1980 after 
serving as governor of that state from 1967 to 1975. His tenure as governor 
shaped his views on educational institutions and their leaders based, in 
part, on the turbulent circumstances of the times. Through the 1960s and 
extending into the early 1970s, negative reactions to U.S. involvement in 
the Vietnam War exploded across a number of university campuses.16 The 
seedbed of discontent in California germinated at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley.17 By the mid-1960s, however, the attitude of the public 
had not yet coalesced with that of the students. Many citizens were ap-
palled at what was taking place in Berkeley (and later, on other campuses) 
and wanted leaders to put an end to the protests.18

One of Reagan’s political strengths was his ability to assess popular 
sentiment, and he tapped into the anti-protest attitude in order to criticize 
educational institutions, administrators, faculty, and students for allowing 
the protests to occur.19 His political mantra became, “It is time to clean 
up the mess at Berkeley.”20 Many believe he launched his political career 
based on his harsh criticism of higher education and, in particular, edu-
cational leaders.21 He campaigned for governor on the platform of fiscal 
responsibility, limited government, welfare reform, and cracking down on 
student protests.22 When Reagan won the nomination for the presidency, 
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prominent planks in the Republican Party platform included similar 
themes: reduce taxes, limit government with corresponding reductions in 
federal spending, and eliminate the Department of Education.23

The stage was set for a political clash between the president-elect and 
his eventual nominee for secretary of education. Bell was officially nom-
inated to become the U.S. secretary of education on 20 January 1981 by 
President Reagan and confirmed two days later by the U.S. Senate’s vote 
of 90–2.24

Rough Roads Ahead
During the vetting process for his nomination as secretary of education, 
Bell met with members of the transition team, including Edwin Meese and 

Reagan’s first official cabinet photo in the Oval Office, 1981. Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library.
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his longtime friend Pendleton James. Meese served with Reagan during his 
years as governor of California (1967–75) and throughout his presidency, 
first as special counselor (1981–85) and then as attorney general (1985–
88).25 Meese knew well the president-elect’s disdain for big government 
and educational institutions, including their leaders. He also was a leader 
of the “movement conservatives,” a group that felt empowered to imple-
ment the president’s agenda. James, president of an executive search firm, 
ultimately became director of the White House Personnel Office, which 
oversees hiring within departments of the administration, including the 
Department of Education. Both of these men proved to be antagonists in 
Bell’s later efforts regarding the future of the department.26 

The initial meeting focused on Bell’s willingness to work toward elim-
inating the department. Pendleton James noted that, if appointed, Bell 
would have the distinction one day of walking into the Oval Office and 
stating, “Well, we’ve shut the abominable thing down. Here’s one useless 
government agency out of the way.”27 The comment clearly expressed the 
environment and, presumably, the position Bell would assume if he ac-
cepted the nomination. Still, he felt he could make a difference in the na-
tional discourse around education and expressed his willingness to serve.28

Recruiting people to assume leadership positions in the department, 
however, became an arduous task due to the administration’s stated ob-
jective. The most qualified and likely candidates declined being consid-
ered. Bell initially had to appoint temporary leaders into crucial positions 
from among the ranks of career civil service employees.29 Key senior in-
dividuals in the administration—particularly Ed Meese, Pendleton James, 
and David Stockman, director of the Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB)—became central in all discussions Secretary Bell had regarding 
the administration of the department. Any actions having an impact on 
budgets or hiring of personnel had to be coordinated with these men, all of 
whom were movement conservatives and were firmly committed to abol-
ishing the department.30

Fortunately, the president had assured his cabinet that they did not 
need to employ people in senior staff positions that they were not comfort-
able working with, which essentially gave each cabinet officer veto power 
over political appointees.31 Bell used this delegated authority effectively, 
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but it repeatedly created an impasse with White House staff in obtaining 
approval for his proposed candidates. For example, White House Person-
nel initially proposed that Bell consider Loralee Kinder to be the under
secretary of education. She had chaired a national educational task force 
and had high regard among the movement conservatives. Bell disagreed 
with many of the proposals of the task force and additionally felt that 
Kinder lacked the academic credentials to command the necessary re-
spect within the academic community. Bell proposed Christopher Cross, 
a Republican educator, who was also a respected scholar. White House 
Personnel quickly rejected this recommendation, still angered over Bell’s 
veto of Ms. Kinder.32

After extended (and at times contentious) negotiations, Bell secured a 
leadership team he could work with.33 He noted, “It had been a rocky start, 
but I finally proved to my White House adversaries that I would not be 
intimidated or dominated. . . . I didn’t win, but most importantly, I didn’t 
lose either. . . . I had succeeded in assembling a staff that was a balance be-
tween moderates and ideologues, making it possible for me to have credi-
bility in the education community as well as to do my job.”34

At the Crossroads
Bell developed a level of credibility with educators, legislators, and the 
media while he navigated appointees through the approval process and 
some initial administrative actions he had taken regarding bilingual edu-
cation and merit pay for teachers. In July 1981, U.S. News & World Report 
published an appraisal of the effectiveness of the Reagan cabinet based 
on a survey of 131 “Washington insiders”—White House administrators, 
Senators, members of Congress, key lobbyists, and others. Bell ranked fifth 
out of the thirteen cabinet secretaries. The article noted, “The ultimate sur-
prise would be if Bell’s Education Department, which has been slated for 
eventual elimination in Reagan’s drive to trim the bureaucracy, escapes the 
ax—something that now seems a distinct possibility.” He hoped to lever-
age his newfound standing to develop a measured proposal about the de-
partment’s future.
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Although he was determined to keep his commitment to the pres-
ident, he also saw a need to maintain some role for the federal govern-
ment in education, especially regarding “vital college-student-aid funding 
from loans, work-study opportunities, and grants to financially needy stu-
dents.”35 In addition, he had regulatory obligations for other substantial 
programs, such as Title I funding for schools with large concentrations 
of low-income and educationally disadvantaged students, and enforce-
ment of civil rights required by the education acts passed in the 1960s 
and 1970s. These matters weighed heavily on Secretary Bell, and he knew 
disrupting existing systems could be problematic if he didn’t consider the 
long-term impact of any proposed changes. He needed time to assess the 
areas of greatest need in education across the country and how the depart-
ment could best meet those needs.

Bell understood the impact of a timely message, one that could cap-
ture the attention of organizations and policy makers, as evidenced by the 
1910 Flexner Report addressing the poor quality of medical education at 
that time in the United States and Canada.36 He sensed the time was right 
for a landmark statement on the overall state of education in the United 
States, which could then inform long-term policy decisions (including 
recommendations on the department’s future) and help define the role of 
the federal government in education.37

Bell discussed the idea of a presidential commission to study educa-
tion with senior White House staff. His proposal met resistance from Ed 
Meese and other movement conservatives.38 He therefore decided to move 
forward on his own and appointed a blue-ribbon commission to under-
take a national study. He and his staff found qualified individuals to serve 
as members of the commission who would represent a broad spectrum of 
educational interests.39

The National Commission on Excellence in Education was formally 
organized by a charter Secretary Bell signed on 5 August 1981.40 The char-
ter included multiple responsibilities: (1) evaluating and synthesizing data 
and scholarly literature on the quality of teaching and learning across the 
country for all levels of education and types of educational institutions; 
(2) analyzing curriculum, academic standards, college admissions require-
ments, and student performance; (3) identifying educational programs 
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that consistently attained higher than average results; (4) comparing ac-
ademic requirements and outcomes for schools in the United States with 
those of other economically advanced countries; and (5) assessing major 
changes that had significantly affected educational achievement over the 
previous twenty-five-year period.41 The commission also was to hold hear-
ings to gather insights from experts and the public on perceived issues or 
concerns at all levels of education. It was then to provide a report defin-
ing issues and providing practical recommendations to help those serving 
in a capacity to influence change including parents, educators, governing 
boards, and local, state, and federal officials.42

Bell held a public orientation meeting to initiate the study and outline 
its objectives. Members of the media attended the session, which helped 
it garner national attention. He assured the commission that the depart-
ment’s support and resources would be available to it so that the tasks 
could be completed without interference. Bell also committed to holding a 
series of conferences across the country following receipt of the report in 
order to disseminate its findings, and he indicated that he would do all he 
could to get the president involved in those public meetings. In addition, 
Bell emphasized the importance of having the work of the commission be 
of the highest quality and insisted that any proposed recommendations be 
unanimous.43

The commission held a total of seventeen public meetings, panel dis-
cussions, hearings, and symposia in varying locations across the country. 
In addition, the commission solicited written papers on topics of concern 
from individuals who were experts in their respective fields.44 Bell met 
with the commission on several occasions during the process in order to 
respond to questions and to offer encouragement.45 As the deadline for 
submitting the report approached, Bell became concerned when the chair, 
David Gardner, called and requested an extension. Bell regarded Gardner 
highly and had previously worked closely with him when Gardner served 
as president of the University of Utah; he also knew they had a narrow 
window in which to get the report to the president if they hoped to have 
his involvement in any of the public meetings prior to the 1984 election 
season. Bell pressed hard, but Gardner was firm about needing the addi-
tional time to achieve full consensus of all eighteen members on all the 
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recommendations. Bell relented and received the final report from the 
commission in April 1983.46

The report, entitled A Nation at Risk: An Imperative for Educational 
Reform, was direct, impassioned, and relatively short (only thirty-six 
pages long, not counting the appendices). The opening paragraph sum-
marized the commission’s concerns. It states, “Our Nation is at risk. Our 
once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, science, and 
technology innovation is being overtaken by competitors throughout 
the world. . . . The educational foundations of our society are presently 
being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very fu-
ture as a Nation and as a people.”47 Additionally, the report presented 
the study’s process, findings, recommendations, and its call to action. 
The summary comments were similarly poignant. The report con-
cluded, “Reform of our educational system will take time and unwav-
ering commitment. It will require equally widespread, energetic, and 
dedicated action . . . from groups with interest in and responsibility for 
educational reform.”48

Secretary Bell was both pleased with and apprehensive about the com-
mission’s report. The day after receiving it, he transmitted a copy to the 
president, and it circulated among the White House staff. Within hours, 
Bell received calls from many who had read the report, and they com-
mended the work. He was told that the president had also read the entire 
report and was pleased with it.49

Bell arranged to make the report public at a White House media event 
on 26 April 1983, where the president would receive an official copy.50 The 
day before the meeting, Bell received an urgent call from a White House 
staffer who had seen a draft of the president’s planned remarks and ex-
pressed concern about the tenor of his message. It said little about the 
work of the commission or of its report; the focus was on some key issues 
championed by the movement conservatives regarding education—tui-
tion tax credits and school prayer. Bell immediately called the president’s 
chief of staff, James Baker, to see if anything could be done to tailor the 
message appropriately. Baker assured Secretary Bell that the extraneous 
or irrelevant comments would be removed from the president’s prepared 
notes.
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On the morning of the press conference, emotions ran high. Every-
thing was proceeding as planned, and the White House briefing room was 
packed—the back of the room was crowded with television cameras, in-
vited guests occupied every available chair, and members of the commis-
sion sat up front. Bell welcomed everyone, gave a brief overview of the 
purpose of the work of the commission and invited the chair, David Gard-
ner, to explain more about the process. Gardner delivered his comments 
and turned the microphone back to Bell. The president did not arrive as 
scheduled, so Bell continued making additional comments to fill the void. 
He tried to be positive, but it became apparent to everyone in the crowd 
that he was just buying time.51

When President Reagan finally entered the room, Bell turned over the 
podium to him. The president apologized for being late, pulled his note 

Reagan’s remarks on receiving the final report of the National Commission on 
Excellence in Education, 26 April 1983. T. H. Bell, David P. Gardner (chair of 
the commission), and President Reagan. Ronald Reagan Presidential Library.
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cards from his pocket, and started his remarks as prepared by his staff. 
Reagan waxed eloquent about aspects of the report, noting, “You have 
found that our educational system is in the grip of a crisis caused by low 
standards, lack of purpose, ineffective use of resources, and a failure to 
challenge students to push performance to the boundaries of individual 
ability.” He continued, “We’re entering a new era, and education holds 
the key. Rather than fear our future, let us embrace it and make it work 
for us by improving instruction.” He then moved on to address the im-
portance of school prayer as a fundamental freedom, the importance of 
competition and choice in education, and the value of tuition tax credits 
in accomplishing these aims. He also emphasized the need to abolish the 
department.52 

Bell was stunned. These latter themes were the points he had hoped to 
excise from the president’s comments. Although Bell did not take excep-
tion to most of these concepts in principle, this was not the proper setting 
for expressing these issues. As the president spoke, Bell looked down the 
corridor where Reagan had entered and saw Ed Meese and others of the 
movement conservatives smiling and giving congratulatory gestures to 
one another.53 

Bell worried about how the press would treat the meeting and the re-
port of the commission. Despite his worst fears, the president’s peripheral 
comments fell flat with journalists covering the event; because everyone 
in the audience had received a copy of A Nation at Risk in advance, most 
news reports covered the content of the report, not the press conference 
related to its release.54

The importance of educational reform was now in the national spot-
light. Nearly every broadcast media outlet and every newspaper across the 
country reported on the findings presented in A Nation at Risk. Secretary 
Bell became a popular interviewee on all the national news shows, and 
on the Sunday morning programs of Meet the Press and Face the Nation. 
Requests for copies of A Nation at Risk caused the U.S. Government Print-
ing Office to run out of stock, and there were requests on backorder for 
months. Follow-up reports in the media kept the recommendations from 
the commission’s report before the public for many days after its initial 
release.55



294

The issues raised in A Nation at Risk struck a national nerve. It became 
clear that addressing educational reform was high on the public agenda. 
This visibility given to the department also became a turning point on 
how it was perceived, for a time, within the administration. In a subse-
quent cabinet meeting to address budget proposals for the following fiscal 
year, David Stockman, director of OMB, emphasized the importance of 
reducing expenditures in each department with one notable concession: 
“The sensitive issue of education is an exception, of course. We will want 
to keep in front on this.”56 As a result, the department did not experience 
large budget cuts that year.

Bell had committed to organizing public dissemination meetings 
following the release of the commission’s report. He coordinated twelve 
conferences in strategic areas around the country. Most members of 
the commission participated in these meetings, as did Secretary Bell. 
President Reagan also committed to help disseminate the findings of the 
report, and based on the national mood, it provided opportunities to 
address topics of importance during the pre-election season.57 Reagan’s 
involvement also gave greater visibility to the events and assured con-
tinuing media coverage.

Cabinet meeting, 23 February 1984. T. H. Bell, President Reagan, John A. Svahn 
(director, White House Office of Policy Development). Associated Press.
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In these public meetings, President Reagan assured the people that 
he was working on plans to resolve the educational crisis. He was also 
involved in some of the question-and-answer sessions. However, in one 
question directed specifically to Reagan, “What was your rationale for 
wanting to abolish the Department of Education?” he was a bit awkward in 
his reply. He spoke of his keen interest in and support of education; how-
ever, he feared the federal government would take a stronger role in con-
trolling education across the country if not carefully kept in check. Later, 
Reagan asked Secretary Bell, “Did I handle the question on the future of 
the Department of Education okay?” Given Reagan’s prior commitment 
to abolish the department and the current public interest in improving 
education, Bell concluded, “The question of abolishing the Department 
of Education was an exercise in futility. He and I both knew that it would 
never happen.”58 

Moving Down the Road
Aligning with public sentiment, the tone of the Reagan administration 
toward education changed dramatically. In stark contrast to the wording 
of the 1980 Republican Party platform, the 1984 platform extolled Presi-
dent Reagan’s leadership in shaping the national agenda on education. In 
part it read, “The Reagan Administration turned the nation’s attention to 
the quality of education. . . . Ronald Reagan’s significant and innovative 
leadership has encouraged and sustained the reform movement. He cat-
apulted education to the forefront of the national agenda.”59 After much 
positive public attention, the president sent a personal note to Secretary 
Bell, praising him for his leadership in shaping the future of education in 
the country.60

Although pleased with what seemed to be a strong endorsement 
from the president, that support was short-lived. Bell soon realized 
the president’s real interests were not in educational reform at all. It 
became apparent that the president was using the present enthusiasm 
for change in education to his political advantage.61 He and many of 
his advisers leveraged the focus brought by the attention on educa-
tion to advance other policy issues within their own political agendas. 
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After winning a landslide election in 1984, Reagan quickly moved on 
to other pressing issues. All of the traction gained around education 
quickly dissipated, and education reform again became a low priority. 
Those who had pushed for abolishing the department once again had 
the president’s ear. 

Confidential proposals Bell sent to the White House to address edu-
cational reform were leaked to the press and received unfavorable com-
mentary in several conservative publications. Bell learned that Ed Meese 
and others among the movement conservatives had requested advanced 
copies of his proposals and were likely the source of these leaks. In a sub-
sequent meeting to address budget requests, Bell confronted Meese and 
David Stockman directly. Both denied any knowledge of how the infor-
mation became public. Although Bell continued to push his agenda on 
educational reform, senior White House staff repeatedly rebuffed his ef-
forts; moving proposals on educational issues through the internal politi-
cal process regularly stalled. Bell realized his effectiveness as secretary was 
compromised. As a result, he chose to resign from office to return to Utah, 
where he hoped to have an impact in formulating improvements in educa-
tion at the state and local levels.62

Back in Utah, Bell received a professorship in the College of Education 
at the University of Utah and began teaching again.63 According to a busi-
ness associate, Bell loathed the idea of retiring, so in 1991 he also founded 
an educational consulting firm—T. H. Bell and Associates—and contin-
ued his advocacy for improving education across the nation.64 During this 
time, Bell also served as a regional representative of the Twelve for two 
years (1990–92). He was released from that role in March 1992 to chair 
a special coalition against a proposed ballot initiative in Utah to legalize 
pari-mutuel betting.65 T. H. Bell died on 22 June 1996 of pulmonary fibro-
sis at the age of seventy-four.66 

At the End of the Road
As noted in A Nation at Risk, educational reform takes time and unwav-
ering commitment. Without a consistent long-term policy, many issues 
raised in 1983 regarding education in America have persisted. Reflecting 
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on his career, Bell lamented, “We would have changed the course of his-
tory in American education had the president stayed with us through the 
implementation of the school reform effort.”67 Although Bell was not suc-
cessful in achieving the objectives he had hoped to realize, the immediate 
impact of his blue-ribbon report was extensive, and some positive steps 
were initiated. He helped set the tone for a national conversation, and he 
demonstrated the need for partnered efforts to raise the quality of educa-
tion for every student.

Although T. H. Bell was tasked with abolishing the department, 
his background, vision, and role at a critical time allowed him to high-
light national concerns about education and to elevate the image of the 
department in the eyes of many, especially in the eyes of the public. 
His leadership effectively saved the department from elimination. At 
that critical moment in history, he stood at the crossroads and helped 
influence the future direction that the U.S. Department of Education 
would take.

I chose to research the role of T. H. Bell because of a personal relationship 
I had with him. Bell served as secretary of education from 1981 to 1985 
in the first Reagan administration. Shortly after returning to Utah from 
Washington, he was called as a regional representative of the Twelve. In 
1990, while I was serving as a young counselor in a stake presidency, 
Elder Bell was assigned to work with the stakes in our area. During the 
time he met with our stake presidency, he started every meeting by shar-
ing a political anecdote (generally humorous) about his experiences while 
serving in Washington. I also grew up in Northern California, near the 
University of California, Berkley, during the years Reagan served as gov-
ernor of that state.
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