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Ideological Biases in the Harry S. 
Truman Scholarship Program
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Both the rhetoric and the structure of 
the Truman Scholarship Program exhibit 
ideological biases favoring “social change” 
progressives.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

The program’s selection criteria should be 
aligned with the Secretary of Education’s 
determination of the national need in 
graduate education.

Reforming the program by removing 
its biases would also provide much-
needed balance to better honor President 
Truman’s legacy.

The Harry S. Truman Scholarship Program 
provides up to $30,000 each for college stu-
dents who plan to attend graduate school and 

then engage in public service. The program, which is 
publicly funded and is operated within the executive 
branch by the Harry S. Truman Scholarship Founda-
tion, generally selects one student from each state and 
territory per year.

The foundation’s board is about equally balanced 
between Republicans and Democrats by law. Two Sen-
ators (one from each political party), two Members of 
the House of Representatives (one from each party), 
and eight presidential appointees (no more than four 
from one political party) join the Secretary of Educa-
tion on the board.

Yet both the rhetoric and the structure of the pro-
gram exhibit ideological biases favoring “social change” 
progressives. Recent critics have noted that very few 
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conservative students apply successfully.1 This is likely due to the biases in the 
program. This Backgrounder describes these biases and offers a solution: align 
the program’s selection criteria with the Secretary of Education’s periodic, 
consultative determination of the national need in graduate education.

The Truman Program Steers Applications to the Left

The Truman Foundation’s definition of public service and its “change 
agent” rhetoric steer applicants to the ideological left. The clearest evidence 
of this rhetoric occurs on the program’s website, which is the primary locus 
of communication among the program, potential applicants, and the insti-
tutions of higher education that nominate applicants.2

Sample Application Responses. The program’s website provides many sample 
responses to application questions along with a brief analysis of the strengths or 
weaknesses of each response. This is where applicants are most clearly steered 
to the left. While some of the examples appear ideologically neutral, no example 
of a successful response is right-coded, while many are clearly left-coded.

Here are examples of left-coded responses:

	l “I introduced students…to my studies in environmental racism.”

	l “The Sustainable Society…involved weekly lectures on the social, politi-
cal, and economic factors of our food system.”

	l “The world currently faces the most unacceptable health disparities of 
the century.”

	l “A decline in the value of the minimum wage, a weaker and smaller 
unionized workforce, and fewer high-paying manufacturing jobs; and 
growth in low-wage, service sector, temporary and part-time work all 
contribute to widening income inequality in the U.S.”

	l “I would pursue a sociology minor, focusing on courses in metropolitan 
growth and development, urban ecology, social inequality, collective behav-
ior and movements, and studies of organizational and political structures.”

	l “I have met several activists who found that they were unable to have the 
kind of impact on issues that affect the homeless and marginally housed.… 
I have been inspired to pursue a degree in law so that I will have the 
experience to organize homeless people and low-income tenants.”
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	l “Classes like ‘Social stratification and education,’ ‘Gender and inequal-
ity: The role of the school,’ and ‘School improvement in the inner city: 
A sociological view’ would provide a vast sociological understanding of 
education.”3

Meanwhile, several of the examples of substandard responses are 
right-coded:

	l “Any such opportunity to gain experience in areas of public policy that 
interest me, such as improving government efficiency and streamlin-
ing the bureaucratic structure, will no doubt prove invaluable…. I am 
currently pursuing a Bachelor of Science in both Military History and 
Systems Engineering.”

	l “Going on active duty in the Marines is something I look forward to.… 
My Father is a pastor who has instilled in me Christian principles, 
these guide my life and decisions. From him I learned that a rela-
tionship with Christ is something that happens on the days between 
church services.”

	l “I am learning in my travels to love my country more. As my mother 
remarked, ‘I never realized how much I like living in the United States 
until I wasn’t living there anymore.’ Generations ago, my ancestors 
immigrated to America.… I will not forget my Home.”4

Privileging “Change Agents.” The Truman program website directs 
applicant advisors to focus on “change agents,”5 which is a term used com-
monly on the progressive left due to its aim of radically changing American 
institutions. Similarly, the program privileges those who plan to engage 
in “advocacy” over other kinds of public service. Serving the public as, for 
example, a teacher or researcher is not enough—the applicant must be able 
to affect “policy or advocacy”:

Applicants should also take care to distinguish between those occupations 

which are eligible (direct service occupations such as teachers, doctors and 

attorneys) and those which are competitive (policy, advocacy or leadership 

roles such as administrators, public health officials and lead advocates). Those 

students proposing careers in research should also take care to explain how 

they plan to translate their research into policy or advocacy.6
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But the term change agents is seldom used on the right. Conservatives 
speak more of reform that restores core American traditions and values. 
Right-leaning applicants who seek positive change often speak of such 
efforts and principles as deregulation, unleashing market forces, spending 
cuts, patriotism, and supporting families. Right-leaning students tend to 
recognize that conservatives (or classical liberals or libertarians) often work 
to preserve and support what is good in the current order against efforts 
to change it for the worse—that positive change often comes from getting 
government out of the way of entrepreneurs, who are generally the nation’s 
most effective agents of change and prosperity.

Advancing such principles in policy or advocacy does not easily fit the 
Truman program’s focus on “change agents.” As a result, few of America’s future 
right-leaning professionals can see themselves as successful applicants to the 
Truman program. It is likely that many such students simply choose not to apply.

Left-Coded Definition of Public Service. Truman applicants should 
not be evaluated through a definition of public service that stresses “policy 
and advocacy” work. But the program’s regulatory definition of public ser-
vice—which is not in the statute7—is also somewhat left-coded:

Public service means employment in: government at any level, the uniformed 

services, public interest organizations, non-governmental research and/or ed-

ucational organizations, public and private schools, and public service oriented 

non-profit organizations such as those whose primary purposes are to help 

needy or disadvantaged persons or to protect the environment.8

The examples in this definition are left-coded. The term disadvantaged 
suggests that “disadvantaged” persons are victims of oppressors or an 
oppressive system—a category separate from those who merely are needy. 
While this language is just part of the examples, it reveals the program’s 
ideological bias.9 Additionally, this definition calls for protection of the envi-
ronment (left-coded) but not, for example, unborn children (right-coded).

If the program instead gave examples of constitutionalists, champions of merit 
and equal treatment under the law, promoters of strong families and federalism, 
or patriots serving the country’s national needs, conservative students and their 
advisors might see hope for successful applications to the Truman program.

Excluding MBAs and Corporate Work. More broadly, the program 
website explicitly states that pursuing a master of business administration 
(MBA) degree is not merely unwelcome but excluded. Under “Eligibility,” 
the program states, “Candidates can be…interested in any graduate degree 
other than the MBA.”10 Only elsewhere on the website—if they get that 
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far—do potential candidates learn that this exclusion is not absolute and 
that the Truman Foundation requires additional justification from candi-
dates who plan to pursue MBAs:

We rarely support MBAs as these degrees are usually not likely to lead to 

careers in public service.…11

Scholars who are proposing study in an MBA program must include the follow-

ing information in order to be considered for the full amount of their graduate 

stipend: Whether their program has a formal track specifically targeted toward 

employment in government or the non-profit sector.12

The program’s structural bias against for-profit employment all but 
excludes potential applicants who plan to serve the public outside of policy 
work and direct advocacy—excluding them simply because of the incorpo-
ration status of their future employers. In addition to the overwhelmingly 
positive public effects of for-profit corporations in America’s market economy, 
many for-profit corporations today devote substantial resources to efforts 
that should be recognized as public service. Such efforts include scholarships, 
donations, sponsorships, community programs, international development, 
and even policy advocacy. But no successful Truman applicant may plan 
to pursue employment at such corporations, and no Truman Scholar may 
receive public service credit for the years worked at such corporations.13

Neither the applicable statute nor the applicable regulations exclude particular 
graduate degrees from eligibility. The MBA is the only degree singled out for 
this negative treatment and additional requirements, although in one place 
the doctor of medicine degree is also deprioritized on the program’s website.14

The program’s structural, regulatory, and rhetorical biases, taken 
together, strongly encourage left-leaning liberal and progressive applicants 
and strongly discourage classical liberals and conservatives. Conserva-
tive-leaning institutions of higher education likely see little use in sending 
any applicants into the scholarship process. Pepperdine University, Liberty 
University, and Grand Canyon University have had zero Truman Scholars 
across the history of the program. Hillsdale College has had just one.15

The Truman Program’s Applicant Pool Skews Deeply Left

Understanding why conservative students are so poorly represented in the 
Truman program goes beyond the program’s particular biases. In addition, uni-
versities and non-STEM departments are themselves biased left in America today.
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First, successful applicants are more likely to come from elite col-
leges. Applicants from elite colleges are more likely to be strong Truman 
applicants because of the institutions’ academic reputations. But these 
institutions commonly prioritize qualities beyond academic achievement 
in their admissions policies and select undergraduates deemed good fits 
with the institutions and their values and cultures. Such institutions, whose 
cultures and values are widely known as ideologically running from the 
center-left to the extreme left, reproduce their ideologies in their student 
bodies.16 As a result, conservative students constitute a much smaller pool 
of potentially successful Truman applicants.

Second, undergraduate and graduate programs outside the hard sciences 
also skew deeply left. Brooklyn College professor Mitchell Langbert found 
extremely lopsided Democrat-to-Republican ratios by discipline among 
elite liberal arts colleges. Science, technology, engineering, and mathemat-
ics (STEM) fields had the lowest such ratios—but still very unbalanced ones. 
The facts get much starker in the humanities and social sciences, with a 
ratio of 56 Democrats to zero Republicans in the field of communications.17

While the Truman program discourages or excludes MBA-seeking appli-
cants, it privileges MPA/MPP (public policy), JD (law), MEd (education), 
MIA (international affairs), MSW (social work), and MPH (public health) 
degrees by name.18 Such programs tend to be ideologically quite biased and 
hostile to conservative views. For example, accredited social work programs 
must meet the Council on Social Work Education’s Competency 2 and Com-
petency 3 standards excerpted here:

Competency 2: Advance Human Rights and Social, Racial, Economic, and Envi-

ronmental Justice

Social workers…are knowledgeable about the global intersecting and ongoing 

injustices throughout history that result in oppression and racism, including so-

cial work’s role and response. Social workers critically evaluate the distribution 

of power and privilege in society in order to promote social, racial, economic, 

and environmental justice.

Competency 3: Engage Anti-Racism, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (ADEI) in 

Practice

Social workers understand how racism and oppression shape human experi-

ences and how these two constructs influence practice at the individual, family, 

group, organizational, and community levels and in policy and research. Social 



﻿ December 18, 2025 | 7BACKGROUNDER | No. 3945
heritage.org

workers understand the pervasive impact of White supremacy and privilege 

and use their knowledge, awareness, and skills to engage in anti-racist practice. 

Social workers understand how diversity and intersectionality shape human 

experiences and identity development and affect equity and inclusion.19

Overall, when faculty members nominate students, they likely reproduce 
the biases and ideologies in their disciplines as they determine which appli-
cants are the kind of “change agents” who can win Truman Scholarships.

Policy Recommendations

The factors above show how the Truman program is structured and 
advertised to steer applicants to the left and to select scholarship winners 
accordingly. One solution is to end the program altogether. Or, to remedy 
these biases:

	l The Truman Foundation should scrub the program’s regulations 
and website of their explicit and implicit biases.

This work includes revisiting the foundation’s definition of public service 
and its hostility to public service accomplished through for-profit enter-
prises. It also includes removing biases across the program website, namely 
its advice for advisors and applicants, its “change agent” rhetoric, and the 
biases in its sample responses.

	l Congress should harmonize the Harry S. Truman Scholarship 
Program with the U.S. Department of Education’s Graduate 
Assistance in Areas of National Need (GAANN) program.

Each GAANN program grant cycle, the Secretary of Education deter-
mines and announces the areas of national need with respect to graduate 
programs. Making this determination includes consultation with other 
federal agencies including the National Science Foundation, Department 
of War, Department of Homeland Security, National Academy of Sciences, 
and Bureau of Labor Statistics as well as “appropriate Federal and nonprofit 
agencies and organizations.”20 The Secretary designates areas of national 
need on the basis of the following:

1.	 the extent to which the interest in the area is compelling;
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2.	 the extent to which other Federal programs support postbaccalaureate 
study in the area concerned;

3.	 an assessment of how the program may achieve the most significant 
impact with available resources; and

4.	 an assessment of current (as of the time of the designation) and future 
professional workforce needs of the United States.21

When performed well, this process results in priorities for graduate 
study that genuinely serve the nation. A definition of public service based 
on serving the public’s needs is far better than the Truman program’s cur-
rent wide-ranging, undifferentiated, left-coded, anti-MBA definition, which 
includes all possible “public service oriented non-profit organizations” and 
much else, as quoted above.

Therefore, the most recent list of GAANN program disciplines should 
become the maximum range of disciplines from which the Truman program 
selects applicants from year to year. The Truman legislation, or at least 
its pertinent regulations, should redefine public service accordingly—in 
terms of the studies that would, after careful consultation, be determined 
to actually serve the public.

Harmonizing the Truman and GAANN programs would enable national 
needs to be better met from both an academic perspective and a public 
service perspective. Furthermore, because the greatest national needs tend 
to exist in STEM fields, which are less ideologically biased, the Truman 
program would probably become more ideologically balanced.22

For example, under a Democratic Administration in 2024, the Secretary 
of Education identified the following disciplines (including various subdis-
ciplines) as national needs under the GAANN program:

	l Computer and Information Sciences,

	l Education,

	l Engineering,

	l Biological Sciences/Life Sciences,

	l Mathematics,
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	l Physical Sciences, and

	l Psychology.23

Similarly, under a Republican Administration in January 2021, the 
GAANN program identified the following disciplines deserving national 
support in furtherance of national needs:

	l Cybersecurity,

	l Secure Computer Programming,

	l Artificial Intelligence,

	l Engineering,

	l Biological Sciences/Life Sciences,

	l Psychology, and

	l Nursing.24

Conclusion

All public service is not the same. The Truman program should pro-
duce subject-matter experts who are able to provide public service in 
well-defined areas of America’s needs as those needs change over time. 
Defining America’s priorities in public service and reforming the program 
by removing its biases would also provide much-needed balance to better 
honor President Truman’s legacy.

Adam Kissel is a Visiting Fellow in the Center for Education Policy at The Heritage 

Foundation.
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