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 As the debate over school choice 
and school vouchers stirs the na-
tion, North Dakota’s alternative 
education options are gaining trac-
tion.

Proponents of school choice and 
charter schools include Betsy De-
Vos, the U.S. Secretary of Educa-
tion, and President Donald Trump, 
who recently gave an address to a 
joint session of Congress, describ-
ing education as “the civil rights is-
sue of our time” and calling on law-
makers to pass a school choice bill.

Trump’s 2018 budget proposal 
also allocates $1.4 billion to school 
choice programs.

So, what will this push for school 
choice mean for North Dakota stu-
dents?

North Dakota Superintendent of 
Public Instruction Kirsten Baesler 
said she’s optimistic that DeVos will 
allow states control over a school 
choice program, including finding 
what school options are the best fit 
for them.

This year, the North Dakota Leg-
islature considered launching a 
study on the feasibility of a more 
formalized school choice program. 
Republican state legislators intro-
duced a proposal to establish edu-
cation saving accounts, an idea that 
received strong pushback from the 
state teachers’ union that said it 
would hurt public education.

No charter schools operate in 
North Dakota, and there are few vir-
tual schools. However, recent state 
data shows more parents are opt-
ing for private schools and home-
schooling, signaling, perhaps, that 
more parents are already choosing 

an alternative edu-
cation for their kids.

Catholic 
education 

In the 2016-17 
school year, there 
were 7,293 students 
enrolled in 53 private 
schools across the state, compared 
to 6,442 in 2012, according to data 
from the Department of Public In-
struction.

Burleigh County has a large 
percentage of those enrolled in 
non-public schools, with a total of 
1,926 private school students en-
rolled this school year.

The head of a Catholic school 
system in Bismarck said he thinks 
more parents are choosing private 
schools, because they better align 
with their own philosophies, as well 
as religion.

“North Dakota has good schools, 
I’m not afraid to admit that,” said 
Gerald Vetter, president of Light of 
Christ Catholic Schools. “What we 
offer is an alternative, it’s a differen-
tiator, and having options is a good 
thing.”

Light of Christ schools have 
grown 25 percent in the past five 
years, Vetter said. The school is 
also in the middle of a fundraising 
campaign to build a multimillion 
dollar high school to accommodate 
the growth.

Vetter said he thinks school 
choice is different in each region 
of the country. In North Dakota, 
school choice should include addi-
tional support from the state in the 
form of a tax credit or tax deduction, 
he said. This would allow private 

school families who 
pay property and 
income taxes to re-
invest some of those 
dollars.

“Every student 
who goes to school 
in North Dakota is 
a North Dakota stu-
dent,” he said. “And 

I think that our state needs to em-
brace that.”

Rep. Rick Becker, R-Bismarck, in-
troduced a bill that would create ed-
ucation savings accounts, or debit 
accounts, for parents. The “follow 
the money” program would allow 
public school funds to be used for 
private school, home school, online 
school or any combination.

The bill was amended and turned 
into a study to explore a school 
choice program in North Dakota 
over the next two years. The bill 
passed in the House, but was later 
turned down on a 12-32 vote in the 
Senate.

Although the bill did not pass 
this session, Vetter said he supports 
studying the idea.

“Whenever you can use quality 
data to make good decisions to af-
fect education, that’s a good thing,” 
Vetter said.

‘It just wasn’t right for us’ 
Kristy Rose lives in a densely 

wooded area in south Bismarck, just 
a mile or so away from the Univer-
sity of Mary campus.

She, her husband and their two 
children, Adam, 12, and Gracey, 8, 
have lived in their home since 2011. 
For the past five years, she’s been 
homeschooling her two children.

“There’s nothing wrong with the 

school system,” said Rose, indicat-
ing it wasn’t the right choice for her 
family.

Adam started at a Montessori 
school and then went to a public 
school for kindergarten. Rose said 
things quickly did not work out at 
the school due to bullying and an 
issue with a teacher. So, Adam was 
moved to a private Christian school 
until second grade.

Rose said she was surprised when 
she found they still encountered 
problems at the private school. 
During the drive home on the day 
she pulled him from the school, she 
contemplated home education. By 
the time she got home, she was al-
ready talking about the curriculum 
she wanted to use.

“It was like it finally just clicked,” 
said Rose, adding that she supports 
school choice and thinks all parents 
should have the right to choose 
what’s best for their children. “Ev-
ery child is different, every family is 
different. Our needs our different. 
You can’t put kids in boxes. We per-
sonalize everything in our society, 
so why shouldn’t education be per-
sonalized?” 

Rose is also the coordinator of 
Bismarck-Mandan Area Home Edu-
cators, which has a total of 168 fam-
ilies and nearly 500 children. Since 
2014, the association has doubled in 
membership, Rose said.

Of the 178 public school districts 
in the state, in 2016, 119 public 
school districts reported having 
home-school children — a total of 
2,345 students, according to data 
from the Department of Public In-
struction. That’s nearly double the 
number of home-school children 
in 2012. 

A typical school day at the Rose 
household starts with math: algebra 
for Adam and third-grade math for 
Gracey. Then, they do English-lan-
guage arts, take a break for lunch, 
and after, depending on the day, 
they’ll do science or history, or 
some days both.

On Tuesdays and Thursday, they 
finish the day with physical edu-
cation classes with other home-
schooled kids in town.

Adam, who loves science, spends 
most of his free time inventing 
things in his room. He plans to par-
ticipate in the state Science Olym-
piad this year.

Adam said he likes home school-
ing more than public or private 
school. He said he has quite a few 
friends, one of which is a public 
school student, whom he met in a 
youth group.

“I enjoy it a lot. You get to sleep in 
a little bit more,” Adam said. “Sure, 
school is a little harder, but it’s fun.”

Rose said she supports the idea 
of more options and resources for 
home-school families like hers. She 
still has reservations about the idea 
of an education savings account 
and would like to hear more details 
about it.

“Now, with homeschooling and 
private schools and these new sav-
ings accounts, my concern is that 
anything that the government pays 
for, the government controls. So 
what stipulations are going to come 
with that?” she said. “And then, I 
don’t know. That might not be a 
good fit.”
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Kristy rose, center, has been homeschooling her children, Gracey, 8, left, and adam, 12, since 2012. The roses live in south Bismarck and are members of the Bismarck-Mandan area home Educators. 
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 North Dakota offers an abundance 
of options when it comes to educat-
ing children, according to State Su-
perintendent Kirsten Baesler. 

In speaking with her colleagues 
across the nation, Baesler said she 
now realizes North Dakota offers 
school choices that are not available 
in other states.

For example, the state offers open 
enrollment, meaning parents can 
choose which school they want their 
child to attend. The option exists in 
most school districts, with just a few 
larger districts that have closed open 

enrollment through a school board 
policy.

“That’s a significant opportunity 
for school choice in the state that 
isn’t really talked about that much,” 
said Baesler, who has served as su-
perintendent for the past four years.

In addition, private schools and 
home schooling are options. North 
Dakota has “some of the most le-
nient home education laws in the 
nation,” Baesler said.

To home school in North Da-
kota, parents must file their intent 
with the local school district. Par-
ents must meet the minimum re-
quirement of having a high school 

diploma. Also, home-school stu-
dents must take a standardized test 
— either the state test or any stan-
dardized test of their choosing — in 
fourth grade and eighth grade.

Baesler said she supports school 
choice but hopes U.S. Secretary of 
Education Betsy DeVos will allow the 
states to decide.

“When Secretary DeVos says that 
states need to decide what school 
choice means for them, I think it will 
be up to us in the states and com-
munities deciding through the leg-
islative process: What does school 
choice mean to us and what will best 
serve our students in North Dakota 

as a whole?” Baesler said.
DeVos is from Michigan, where 

charter schools exist. Baesler said 
charter schools arise from the pub-
lic dissatisfaction with public ed-
ucation, a notion she has not seen 
in North Dakota. She pointed to 
a March 2016 Gallup poll that 89 
percent of North Dakota residents 
surveyed rated their public schools 
as either good or excellent.

“I’m not seeing the demand and 
outcry to have an alternative solu-
tion from our public schools,” she 
said.

Another option that ties into 
school is an education innovation 

bill that the Legislature is exploring. 
This legislation would allow school 
districts to be more flexible and in-
novative in order to meet their stu-
dents’ personalized learning needs, 
Baesler said.

In the absence of charter schools, 
the bill would allow school districts 
to adopt alternative learning meth-
ods, she said.

The bipartisan bill was approved 
unanimously in the Senate but still 
needs approval in the House.
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