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      One

      Introduction: The Controversy over Controversial Issues

      In 1947, the California State Senate considered a measure that would have barred the teaching of controversial issues in public schools. “No publication of a sectarian, partisan or denominational character . . . shall be used or distributed in any school library,” the measure declared, “nor shall any sectarian or denominational doctrine or politically controversial subject be taught in any school.” The proposal generated an amusing satire by San Francisco Chronicle columnist Royce Brier, who imagined a future class called “Skipping Around American History.” Its teacher began by asking the class about George Washington; in reply, young “Johnny” noted that Washington was “the richest man in America, or almost.” That earned a rebuke from the teacher, who warned Johnny—and his friend “Mary”—to steer away from potentially divisive subjects:

      
        TEACHER: Johnny. We don’t use the word “rich” here. We certainly don’t discuss the social status of heroes like George Washington, for that would be controversial.

        MARY: He won the Revolution.

        TEACHER: That’s right. . . . But be careful of that word. Let’s call it the War of Independence. Independence is something everybody wants, and not controversial.

        JOHNNY: I think slavery was race prejudice, don’t you?

        TEACHER: Around here, it’s a ticklish subject, and I would advise you not to think about it.

        MARY: Woodrow Wilson sure stopped the Bolsheviks.

        JOHNNY: If he did, what’s Harry Truman doing still trying to stop them?

        TEACHER: Children, this is a wholly improper discussion of modern history. If you continue thinking along these controversial lines you will never grow up to be intelligent American citizens.1

      

      The joke, of course, was on proponents of the measure, which threatened to inhibit the true skills of intelligent citizenship: debate, deliberation, and discussion. It also came on the cusp of the Cold War, which placed severe restrictions on expression and dissent across the American polity. Today, our society—and our schools—would appear much more open to debate about controversial questions. Cable-news channels and Internet chat rooms blare with discussions of every conceivable public issue, from same-sex marriage and human-made climate change to gun control and police brutality. Meanwhile, many school districts and state education agencies have official policies that seek to promote—not to prevent—classroom instruction about controversial issues. Indeed, controversy has become a central hallmark of modern America. We live in a roiling, rough-and-tumble political culture marked by endless debate and discussion. And we ostensibly prepare future citizens for that dialogue in our schools, where there is a strong consensus in support of teaching about the questions that divide us.

      But a closer look clouds this sunny picture. Too many of the “debates” on our airwaves devolve into screaming matches in which combatants exchange insults rather than ideas. In our school classrooms, meanwhile, controversial issues arise far less frequently than our official policies and prescriptions would suggest. Part of the problem lies in the lowly status of American teachers, who often lack the professional training—and, in some cases, the legal protection—to engage in discussions of hotly contested public questions. Nor do they have much time for these discussions in their daily routines, which are increasingly dominated by test preparation and the other demands of federal and state accountability laws. Despite our overall consensus on teaching controversial issues, moreover, we have little agreement on which issues are legitimate topics for school classrooms. Should we debate recent “religious freedom” initiatives that would give citizens the right to discriminate against gay couples—even though some students might have gay parents, or might be gay themselves? Should we ask whether human activity alters the earth’s climate, when nearly every known expert on the subject confirms that it does?

      This book frames a case for teaching controversial issues in schools, and for excluding those issues that are not truly controversial. To merit discussion in the classroom, we argue, an issue must be the subject of conflict among knowledgeable persons, and it must matter, deeply, to members of the general public. As public opinion changes, so do appropriate topics for instruction. In 1947, when California considered barring controversial issues from its schools, the question of state-sponsored racial segregation was hugely controversial; today, it is not. No reasonable teacher would engage students in a discussion about the moral legitimacy of segregation, and no decent community would countenance it. But we do have a widespread debate over same-sex marriage, especially the question of whether laws that recognize gay marriage might inhibit the religious liberty of objectors. Recently, states have passed or considered measures to allow florists and other businesses to deny services to gay couples on religious grounds. Public perceptions of same-sex marriage are changing rapidly, and we might soon reach the point that Americans view discrimination against gay couples as the moral equivalent of discriminating against racial minorities. But we have not reached that point yet, as recent legislative debates confirm. So religious objection to gay marriage needs to be discussed in our schools, which are charged with preparing “intelligent American citizens”—as Royce Brier called them—who can arrive at their own reasoned opinions about contested public questions.

      To qualify for the classroom, however, a question must also be contested by its most informed scholars. By that standard, the existence of human-made climate change would not be a legitimate topic for discussion in our schools. We would support—indeed, we would demand—debates about the social and political implications of climate change: how human beings might reduce it; which kinds of national and international reforms would best serve that goal; who should pay for the resulting costs, and so on. But we strongly reject the idea that schools should ask whether human beings have changed the earth’s climate, which is simply not subject to reasonable debate. Writing in 1951, 4 years after the California controversy-over-controversy, Minnesota senator Hubert Humphrey—a former teacher as well as a future vice president—insisted that schools should address public issues to prepare young people for “mature and intelligent citizenship.” But he also cautioned that schools should limit themselves to “arguable” questions about which reasonable and knowledgeable people disagreed. “I know from my own teaching experience how much heat is expended in classrooms when the debate rages over a fact as if its existence were a matter of opinion,” Humphrey wrote. Besides teaching students how to debate real issues, he concluded, schools should also teach them to “utilize the expert” to set aside issues that are not real.2

      That means promoting a cautious respect for expert authority, which has become ever more tenuous in our own times. On the Internet, especially, conspiracy theories spread like computer viruses. Vaccines cause autism; AIDS does not exist; climate change is a hoax. Each of these canards is backed up by its own “experts,” of course, or so the conspiracists claim. Surely we have a duty to instruct young people about areas in which true scientific consensus exists so they do not mistake a fake controversy for an actual one. Indeed, they cannot meaningfully engage in necessary political debates about the facts—How can we fight AIDS? What shall we do about climate change?—unless they learn to accept the facts themselves.3 Now that so much knowledge is available online, deference to expert authority can seem quaint or even antidemocratic: should citizens not determine their own truths instead of blindly following truths that are established by others? As New York senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan famously quipped several decades ago, each of us is entitled to our own opinions—but not to our own facts. That is especially true in our so-called information age, when disinformation can gain millions of adherents from a few strategic clicks of a mouse. Agreement on a set of verified facts is actually the sine qua non of democracy, providing the shared assumptions for reasoned discussion. So our teachers have a duty to share these facts with their students instead of pretending that the facts themselves are subject to debate.

      Most of all, teachers must model a style of “debate” different from what their students experience in other parts of our coarse and polarized political culture. On television and the Internet, talking heads and trolls shout over each other in a 24-hour cycle of snark and invective. And in our communities, Americans are less likely than ever before to encounter people of a different political perspective. Just as the Internet creates echo chambers of the like-minded, so do our neighborhoods segregate us into “lifestyle enclaves” where residents think and act in similar ways. In 1976, 27 percent of Americans made their homes in so-called “landslide counties” that voted either Democrat or Republican by a majority of 20 percent or more; by 2008, 48 percent of us lived in such environments. In the presidential election that same year, 89 percent of Americans who lived in a county with a Whole Foods grocery store voted for Barack Obama, while 62 percent of citizens living in a county with a Cracker Barrel restaurant cast their ballots for John McCain. Compared to citizens in other democracies, Americans are more likely to publicly express their political opinions. But they are less likely to discuss these views with someone of a different opinion; instead, they retreat into their own political cocoons. Most alarmingly, perhaps, this polarization increases with our level of schooling. The more educated you are, the less often you discuss politics with somebody across the political aisle.4

      Our schools teach many things. For the most part, though, they have not taught us how to engage in reasoned, informed debates across our myriad differences. Simply put, our rhetorical commitment to “teaching controversial issues” in American schools has not been reflected in our day-to-day classroom practices. Thanks to poor preparation, some of our teachers have not acquired the background knowledge or the pedagogical skills—or both—to lead in-depth discussions of hot-button political questions. Most of all, though, teachers have often lacked the professional autonomy and freedom to do so. That is particularly the case during wartime, when schools have sharply curtailed discussions of America’s military conduct. But throughout our history—and into the present—teachers have faced formal and informal restrictions on political discussions of every kind. Rising education levels have probably increased this pressure, emboldening citizen challengers who formerly might have deferred to teachers’ superior knowledge and credentials. “The high school teacher has in fact lost relative status in recent years as more and more parents are themselves high school graduates,” the eminent sociologist David Riesman observed in 1958. “And while the kindergarten teacher gains admiration because she can control several dozen preliterates whose mothers cannot always manage even one, the high school social studies teacher has a harder time being one-up on American-born parents who can claim to know as much as she does.”5

      That is even truer today, as more and more parents have obtained college and graduate degrees. But secondary school teachers—and, in particular, those who instruct social studies—still face uniquely sharp constraints, for reasons that Riesman spelled out over half a century ago. “High school teachers can become labeled by their students as ‘controversial’ as soon as any discussion . . . gets all heated or comes close to home,” Riesman wrote. And the threat was greatest in social studies, which “both draws on what is in the papers and risks getting into them.” In many communities, that was simply too big a risk for social studies teachers to take. So most of them taught what Riesman called “social slops”—a litany of clichés and pieties—and avoided anything controversial that could only get them in trouble with one part of the public or another. “They fear that to utilize ‘controversial issues’ in education exposes them to criticism,” wrote Hubert Humphrey, a few years earlier. “This has produced a nagging insecurity which in turn has forced many teachers to abandon valid educational techniques.”6

      To be sure, many other school subjects—not just social studies—involve potentially controversial issues. Teachers across the curriculum have struggled to balance their duty to address these issues with the inevitable pressures to eschew them. In the 1920s and 1930s, for example, American high-school science teachers emphasized physics and chemistry but downplayed biology. The reason was obvious: unlike the other major sciences, one observer wrote, biology threatened to “acquaint high-school boys and girls with the theory of evolution.”7 Citizen complaints have also restricted the forays of English teachers into controversial questions. Sometimes, teachers have been barred from assigning Catcher in the Rye, Huck Finn, or the other so-called “banned books” that raise hackles at school board meetings across the country. Even when such works have been allowed, however, teachers often experienced sharp limits on discussing delicate themes in the texts—especially those surrounding sex. Finally, school-mandated sex education has also been a constant target of community objections. It has typically devolved to health or physical education teachers, who have often stripped their lessons of anything too explicit—or too controversial—for fear of alienating one parental constituency or another.

      In the pages that follow, we examine how laws, school officials, and community opinion have all conspired to prevent or discourage American teachers from discussing controversial issues in their classrooms. But we do not want to leave the impression that teachers have always avoided such issues; most of all, we do not want to dissuade them from engaging controversies in the future. In 1953, at the height of the Cold War, a survey of social studies teachers in Ohio revealed that they were leading classroom discussions about whether President Harry Truman should have seized steel mills, whether Truman should have fired General Douglas MacArthur, and whether—as MacArthur wished—the United States should have used an atomic bomb in the Korean War. That same year, in another survey, New York City teachers reported holding debates on whether “Red” China should have a seat in the United Nations, whether Communists should be allowed to teach in public schools, whether Julius and Ethel Rosenberg should have received the death penalty for passing atomic secrets to the Soviet Union, and whether Senator Joseph McCarthy was “a menace to or savior of American democracy.” Especially after several teachers were dismissed for their own Communist affiliations, some teachers also admitted that they were afraid to discuss anything controversial in their classes. But the survey seemed to show that their concerns were misplaced, or at least exaggerated. “Let the teachers who do have these fears take heart,” the survey’s author wrote. “The very subjects which they say they are afraid to teach are being taught by many of their colleagues in adjoining classrooms and neighboring schools. Such teachers are imposing an unnecessary censorship on themselves.”8

      Into the present, some evidence indeed suggests that teachers overestimate the constraints on addressing controversial issues in their classrooms. Novice teachers, especially, express surprise when they hear about veteran instructors who openly discuss divisive public questions with their students. “You let them talk about what?!” teachers in a recent study asked a colleague when they heard about her lessons. “You let them express what opinion?” In many ways, these remarks speak to the new teachers’ weak preparation for one of their central civic roles: to explore controversial issues with future citizens. They also remind us that this kind of instruction continues to occur, despite the paucity of professional training for the task and—particularly in recent years—the shrinking legal protections for it. When the United States attacked Iraq in 1991, students at a Pittsburgh high school walked out to protest their school’s refusal to address the issue. But 12 years later, when America invaded Iraq again, a high school in suburban New York sponsored a full-day discussion of it. At an all-student assembly in the gymnasium, five students and two social studies teachers presented arguments for and against the war; then the students dispersed to their respective classrooms to continue the conversation.9 We hope our book will clarify when—and why—such discussion should occur. And, not incidentally, we also hope the book sparks some discussion of its own.

    

  
    
      Two

      Historical Reflections: Teacher Freedom and Controversial Issues

      In 1926, a former high school teacher looked back dejectedly on his brief career in a West Virginia classroom. Over 6 years, David Pierce recalled, he had touched on a wide range of matters with his students. But he avoided subjects that really mattered, which were simply too hot to touch. “I was asked to refrain from discussing the coal strike, the Negro problem, the controversy between chiropractors and allopaths, the government control of the railroads, the Ku Klux Klan, evolution, dancing (in a small village), and card playing,” Pierce wrote. “In brief, everything that goes to make up the conversation of an educated man . . . was classed as ‘controversial’ and hence taboo.” Part of the problem lay in the conservatism of his rural community, which blocked any mention of these unmentionable subjects. But blame also rested with his fellow teachers, who lacked both the knowledge and the backbone to tackle controversial topics. Hired to teach sociology, one of his colleagues had to look it up in a dictionary to find out what it was; another teacher, trained in domestic science, was assigned to arithmetic. No wonder they caved at the first hint of criticism, Pierce wrote. “My objection to the teacher is that she is a cowed individual, despite her fine clothes and her charming personality,” he charged, “that she teaches subjects she does not know and doesn’t have time to master.” So Pierce had moved on, preserving the last shards of his manly dignity. “I am glad to be out of teaching because I have regained my self-respect,” he concluded. “I am away from the delightful species of femininity which is certain that anybody discussing the cost of living is a subject for federal surveillance.”1

      Pierce’s barbs at women teachers reflected widespread worries about the “feminization” of the profession, and of American culture writ large.2 But Pierce himself was hardly immune from the strains and anxieties of teaching; indeed, he confessed, these same pressures had driven him out. Nor was he unique. From the birth of America into the present, teachers have engaged controversial public issues at their peril. During the Revolutionary War, teachers suspected of “Loyalist” sentiment were hounded out of “Patriot” towns, and vice versa; in the mid-nineteenth century, Southerners barred schoolteachers from discussing slavery; after America entered World War I, teachers who raised questions about the conflict were fired; Cold War classrooms prohibited any real discussion of socialism and communism, except to condemn them; in the 1960s and 1970s, teachers were demoted or dismissed for exploring the war in Vietnam or civil rights at home; and as recently as 2007, a court upheld the firing of a teacher who told her students that she had honked her horn while driving by a rally to protest America’s invasion of Iraq.3 As these examples illustrate, teachers were particularly constrained during times of war: enjoined to support the national cause, they could not subject it to critical analysis without risking their livelihoods. Most of all, though, teachers had to tailor their instruction to the local districts that hired them. “If it touches the community deeply, they won’t let you present both sides,” one urban teacher from the South told an interviewer in the mid-1940s. A second teacher was even more direct: “In some cases, it is a case of shut up or get out . . . You’ve got to eat.”4

      Such voices rarely appear in our accounts of teaching controversial issues in the United States, which typically emphasize the democratic virtues of discussion in the classroom and provide useful guidelines for promoting it.5 This narrative instead describes the long-standing effort to suppress controversial questions in schools, focusing on the communities that governed the schools—and, especially, on the teachers who toiled inside of them. As the midcentury Southern teacher correctly perceived, most Americans simply did not want their schools to “present both sides” of contested public issues. Even when communities gave rhetorical assent to this type of discussion, meanwhile, their real goal was to reinforce local norms—not to question them. “In matters controversial/ My perception is quite fine,” an Iowa teacher quipped in 1940, quoting an oft-repeated verse. “I always see both points of view/ The one that’s wrong, and mine.” Writing 3 years earlier, in the second of their classic “Middletown” studies, sociologists Robert and Helen Lynd found that citizens in Muncie, Indiana, wanted schools to protect “community solidarity” above all. That was still the favored purpose of schools in 1970, a Muncie teacher noted, even at the height of the Vietnam struggle. “Their attitude is that the school belongs to the community and it’s a mirror of the community, and that we’re supposed to pass on the values untouched to the students,” the teacher noted, observing local opinion. “This is still Middle America, and it hasn’t changed a single bit since the Lynds wrote ‘Middletown.’”6

      Of course, she was exaggerating for effect. A great deal had changed in schools, even in “Middle America,” as the society around them transformed. The Muncie teacher was interviewed for a project by the civil libertarian Nat Hentoff, whose writings reflected a growing concern about rights and freedoms in American schools. And the teacher herself embodied a newly emboldened spirit among classroom instructors, who slowly started to explore issues that prior generations eschewed—especially race, sex, and war. What hadn’t changed, however, was the steady pressure upon teachers to steer clear of such topics, in deference to community harmony and cohesion. Across time and space, teachers have responded to these constraints in different ways. But most of them have downplayed or ignored contested public questions, for reasons spelled out in a frank article by a Washington, DC, teacher in 1941. “A dilemma faces the teacher dealing with controversial issues,” Charles C. Guilford wrote:

      
        To avoid them gives an air of unreality and makes the teacher party to a conspiracy to keep pupils in ignorance. To consider them is likely to displease somebody and lay the teacher open to the charge of being a propagandist. To play safe and conform to the wishes of those in control may be positively immoral; to challenge the powers that be may be professional suicide.7

      

      Writing on the eve of America’s entry into World War II, Guilford concluded with a ringing call for teachers to embrace controversy in their classrooms. “If we forbid our pupils to form and express their own opinions . . . our crucial questions will be decided in blood and carnage rather than by free and intelligent discussion,” he affirmed. “Our pupils must discuss controversial issues, for there is no other program by which the education of a free people can be maintained.” But Guilford’s own article spoke to the difficulties of doing so. Some districts were simply too “backward and intolerant” to allow discussion of “any important question,” he admitted. Even where communities did permit it, meanwhile, teachers faced the agonizing question of whether to disclose their own opinions: keeping coy made them seem fake and superficial, but revealing their views risked indoctrinating young minds with the same. Finally, still other teachers remained blissfully ignorant of controversial issues—so the issues never arose. “Many do not know they are not free,” Guilford observed, “and will be happier never to discover it.”8 Most communities continue to place sharp restrictions on controversial issues in schools, saddling teachers with an intractable dilemma. This chapter examines how the restrictions arose, how teachers have wrestled with them, and why it still matters.

      The Common School Movement: Controversy Denied

      America’s public schools were born in controversy, but they did not aim to teach it. To the contrary, the founders of state-sponsored schools in the antebellum United States insisted that any political disagreements inside the school’s walls would doom its tenuous status outside of them. Later, with the dawn of the Progressive Era at the turn of the twentieth century, educational leaders would propose new techniques and rationales for teaching controversial issues. But common-school advocates like Horace Mann rejected them outright, lest their own nascent experiment come to naught. “If the day ever arrives when the school room shall become a cauldron for the fermentation of all the hot and virulent opinions, in politics and religion, that now agitate our community, that day the fate of our glorious public school system will be sealed, and speedy ruin will overwhelm it,” Mann warned in 1844. He repeated the admonition in his twelfth and final report to the Massachusetts Board of Education in 1848, concluding more than a decade as its secretary. Just as schools should teach a mutual religious faith and eschew doctrinal differences, Mann wrote, so should they emphasize common political principles that are “accepted by all”—and disputed by none. “If parents find that their children are indoctrinated into what they call political heresies, will they not withdraw them from the school,” Mann worried, “and, if they withdraw them from the school, will they not resist all appropriations to support a school from which they derive no benefit?”9

      Mann had good reason to fret. Over the prior two centuries, Americans had developed a wide range of educational institutions: charity schools, pay schools, dame schools (taught by a woman in her home), and more. The only thing they shared was their indelibly local character. Now Mann and other common-school reformers sought to stitch them together into state systems, with shared regulations regarding curriculum, age-grading of students, teacher preparation and pay, and so on. As Mann recognized, communities would balk at any such centralization if they sensed that their own traditions and values were being flouted. A Unitarian, Mann tried to reassure Catholics and more orthodox Protestants that the common schools would transmit a lowest-common-denominator brand of Christianity: boiling it down to a small set of shared principles, teachers would instruct these doctrines by reading select passages from the Bible “without comment.” In a similar spirit, Mann wrote, teachers should emphasize “the common basis of our political faith”—and refrain from discussion if doctrinal differences arose. “When the teacher . . . arrives at a controverted text, he is either to read it without comment or remark,” Mann suggested, “or, at most, he is only to say that the passage is the subject of disputation, and that the schoolroom is neither the tribunal to adjudicate it, nor the forum to discuss it.”10

      As best we can tell, America’s burgeoning young teaching force abided by these restrictions; indeed, most teachers probably did not sense any restriction at all. The typical antebellum teacher was a single young woman in her teens or early twenties, who taught briefly before getting married; the rest were young bachelors, who did short stints as “schoolmasters” until they moved on to other occupations and opportunities. In general, teachers had barely more formal education than the children in their charge. The teachers’ own charge was clear: to teach basic literacy and numeracy—the so-called 3 R’s—and to maintain discipline. That was easier said than done. Despite the haze of nostalgia that still surrounds the nineteenth-century schoolhouse, its classrooms were cauldrons of disorder and violence: teachers whipped disobedient “bad boys,” who struck back with pranks and—occasionally—with fists. Memorialized by Mark Twain and other authors, these battles reflected conflicts over authority but not over “politics,” as the term was understood. For young teachers trying to instruct the 3 R’s to 60 or 70 unruly children, the issues of the day were probably the last of their concerns. Any political instruction they did provide reflected the standard patriotic triad of God/country/family, as captured in the McGuffey Reader and other popular textbooks. As educator Jacob Abbott wrote in 1856, without a trace of irony, teachers “could lead students only to accept, not to question, the existing order.” They were hired to echo “the will of [their] employer,” Abbott added, so they had “no right to wander away from that purpose.”11

      The handful of instances where teachers did deviate from community opinion demonstrated its overwhelming power. Despite the efforts of centralizers like Horace Mann, school governance remained an irreducibly local affair. Village and town boards set tax rates, built schools, and—most of all—hired staff; so they could also fire any teacher with the temerity to challenge received political attitudes. In the South, especially, boards dismissed teachers suspected of harboring or transmitting antislavery ideas. “Why should we wish that the rising generation should be . . . taught doctrines which are in direct conflict with what we now believe?” asked DeBow’s Review, the leading tribune of antebellum Southern orthodoxy. A Virginia newspaper went one step further, demanding the assassination—not just the dismissal—of antislavery teachers. “So full of abolitionism and concealed incendiarism are many of this class; so full of guile, fraud, and deceit, the deliberate shooting of one of them, in the act of poisoning the minds of our slaves or our children, we think, if regarded as homicide at all, should always be deemed perfectly justifiable,” the paper blared. Suspected abolitionist teachers faced threats in the North, too. So most teachers simply avoided the issue, as did school officials. Even Horace Mann, himself an impassioned foe of slavery, urged his fellow reformers to ignore it in their quest for common schools. “I have further plans for obtaining more aid [for schools], but the moment it is known or supposed that the cause is to be perverted to, or connected with, any of the exciting party questions of the day, I shall never get another cent,” Mann predicted.12

      From Progressivism to World War I: Controversy Muzzled

      But the common schools did get more money, of course, fueled by America’s massive industrial boom. Secondary education witnessed the sharpest rate of growth, as the labor market spawned new white-collar jobs—many requiring a high school degree—and more families could afford to withhold adolescents from work. Between 1890 and 1918—the Progressive Era in American history—an average of one new high school opened every day. At the start of the era, just 5.6 percent of Americans aged 14 to 17 enrolled in a high school, and only 3.5 percent had graduated from one; by the end, 31.2 percent of the age group were enrolled and 16.8 percent had graduated. Many of the new students were first- or second-generation immigrants, who sparked waves of anxiety among America’s white Protestant educational leaders. To teach newcomers and native-born alike how to live in a new industrial society, schools placed a special emphasis upon social studies. A hodgepodge of history and various other disciplines, especially sociology and political science, social studies enrolled more high school students than any subject except English. Its watchword was “civics,” which stressed students’ duties to the commonweal over their rights as individuals. It also advised them to follow newly minted experts in government and the universities, who were the best guides to complex public controversies; if students engaged these disputes on their own, the argument went, they would further divide an already fractured polity.13

      But controversy seeped into social studies, anyway, which simply lacked the scholarly consensus of other disciplines. In subjects like mathematics and science, a leading Progressive Era journalist observed, “there is a great body of knowledge . . . that is believed to be the truth.” Not so for social studies, he added, “the great, changing field of human relations . . . It is here that controversial questions abound.” The most common source of controversy in American classrooms was probably the “current events” lesson, which dated to an 1890 essay contest sponsored by the magazine Public Opinion. Concerned about the low level of adolescent newspaper reading, even as secondary school attendance rose, the magazine offered a prize for the best composition on “the study of current topics as a feature of school, academic, and college education.” The contest itself sparked controversy on the nation’s front pages. Eager to expand their circulation, most papers rallied to the cause; but others worried that it would introduce the “menace of propaganda” into high schools, just as Mann had warned. The same concern surfaced in local school boards, which frequently blocked current-events instruction. “Such a thing was not done in an enlightened school,” wrote two New Jersey social studies teachers, describing opposition to their 1908 proposal for current-events lessons. “Were current topics to be discussed in the classroom, students would quarrel over different viewpoints; politics would dominate the history classes; and parents would raise a storm of protest.” Horace Mann could not have put it better himself.14

      Nevertheless, the teaching of current events—and, by extension, of controversial issues—grew steadily during the first two decades of the twentieth century. Among intellectuals, especially, the rise of “progressive education” provided both a new impetus and a fresh rationale for discussion and deliberation in schools. Associated most strongly with John Dewey, progressive education held that learning should be active, not passive; grounded in experience, not just in books; and focused on the community, not only on traditional school subjects. So it should also engage children in the central public questions of their time, which would prepare them for citizenship as adults. “The classroom is distinctly a workshop, a social science laboratory, a democratization factory,” the two New Jersey teachers wrote, in their defense of current-events instruction, “and not the old-fashioned recitation room where students come to say over again . . . what textbook authors have said more or less well.” The teachers were themselves a new breed, drawn increasingly from the white-collar classes. Most cities began to require some postsecondary education for teachers in high schools, the main site of current-events instruction; by 1921, 14 states mandated a high school diploma for teachers at all levels. So they were probably better prepared to lead current-events lessons, which required historical as well as contemporary knowledge. By 1920, nearly 90 percent of school districts reported a procedure for teaching current events. High school history teachers devoted as much as one class period per week to current events, asking students to bring in newspaper articles and “to discuss their clippings, not to read them,” as New York teacher Benjamin Glassberg explained.15

      But Glassberg’s own case highlights the sharp limits upon classroom discussions after 1917, when the United States entered World War I. During a current-events class about the Bolshevik Revolution, school officials charged, Glassberg told his students that the U.S. government was “suppressing true reports” about the Bolsheviks, who were “not so bad as most people think.” He also allegedly told the class that “being a public school teacher he was not allowed to tell the truth to his pupils,” officials said. Glassberg denied making the second remark, which was itself not far from the truth. In response to an in-class question, students testified, Glassberg simply said that the Bolshevik regime was more popular among Russians than the government it replaced; in reply to a second query, he said he was “inclined” to believe reports that information about the Bolsheviks was being censored. The entire discussion lasted no more than five or ten minutes. But that was too long for the New York Board of Education, which suspended and then dismissed Benjamin Glassberg. “In discussing current events,” associate superintendent John L. Tildsley argued, “the teacher is to correct, if possible, notions held by students in opposition to fundamental American ideas.” Glassberg’s attorney replied that “honest and free discussion of public measures” was “the fundamental American idea”—and that Tildsley, not Glassberg, had violated it. The claim fell on deaf ears, as did Glassberg’s subsequent appeal.16

      A similar fate awaited other teachers in New York—and across the country—who dared to raise questions about American involvement in the world war. In 1917 and 1918, the federal government passed several measures criminalizing dissent; it also established the American Protective League, a vigilante citizens’ group that spied on suspected socialists, communists, and pacifists. Teachers came under special scrutiny. At a single high school in New York, three teachers were suspended and eventually fired for alleged “disloyalty.” One teacher told school officials that he would not allow a uniformed military officer to address his class, unless there was also a pacifist speaker to “present the opposite side”; a second teacher said he would “remain neutral” if students opposed the sale of Liberty Bonds to finance the war; and a third instructor was suspended for having his class write a “frank letter” to President Woodrow Wilson, “commenting on his conduct of the war against the government of Germany.” Most of the students wrote praiseful essays that echoed Wilson’s rationale for entering the war: to make the world safe for democracy. But one boy took a very different tack. “You are ready to slaughter us all,” Hyman Herman wrote, in his letter to Wilson. “I do not sympathize with the autocratic Germany . . . But how is it that the United States, a country far from democratic, and England, the imperial and selfish, undertake to slam democracy upon a nation whether it likes it or not?”17

      Hyman’s letter caught the attention of the chair of the English department, who alerted her principal to it. It eventually made its way to the redoubtable John L. Tildsley, New York’s chief enforcer of schoolhouse loyalty; Tildsley then confronted Hyman’s teacher, Samuel Schmalhausen. Told to “correct” the paper, Schmalhausen wrote dozens of highly critical remarks in its margins: choice examples included “Is there any sanity in this assertion?,” “Do you take these remarks seriously?,” and “Sorry to find this unintelligent comment in your work.” But they were not critical enough for Tildsley, who insisted that Schmalhausen should have impugned the boy’s patriotism along with his prose. “The teacher should simply have written . . . that this letter shows an absolutely wrong attitude on the part of the boy, that it is essentially seditious and immoral,” Tildsley argued. Pressed by Schmalhausen’s lawyer, Tildsley went on to claim that the exercise itself—not simply Hyman Herman’s execution of it—was inappropriate and potentially treasonous. “There are some assignments in the world that are not proper for a classroom in a public school, and this is one of them,” Tildsley said. Under cross-examination, he added that he would also disallow essays on the questions of conscription and war bond sales, at least while both were in effect. Triumphantly, Schmalhausen’s attorney then announced that both subjects had appeared on the most recent examinations at DeWitt Clinton High School. But Tildsley was unmoved. Such essays “give an opportunity for unpatriotic statements,” he insisted, so teachers should not have given them to their classes.18

      Few teachers did, especially after 1917. The world war remained the biggest taboo, but any controversial topic could get a teacher suspended, fined, or fired. In Washington, DC, one teacher was suspended for leading a discussion about Bolshevism; the following year, the city school board barred teachers from mentioning “communism.” (Shortly after that, a teacher was suspended for answering a student’s question about Russia.) San Francisco fired a teacher for telling his class about anarchism, which the school board called a “contravention” of “true Americanism”; another teacher was dismissed in Chicago, after her students reported that she used a picture of the Kaiser in her conversational German lessons. Los Angeles forbade in-class debates about the League of Nations, even after the United States declined to enter it; Portland, Oregon barred teachers from assigning “socialism” as a topic for essays or discussion. (The city also dropped economics and sociology from the curriculum, claiming that both subjects “introduced too many unconventional ideas.”) As if these local regulations were not enough, finally, World War I also unleashed a slew of state-level restrictions on teachers’ speech and behavior. New York led the way, with a 1917 law declaring that teachers would be fired for “the utterance of any treasonable or seditious word.” By 1935, 22 states and the District of Columbia had passed some type of loyalty requirement for teachers.19

      Between the Wars: Controversy Enhanced

      Despite these measures, the late 1920s and especially the 1930s would witness a new tolerance—and, sometimes, a new enthusiasm—for the teaching of controversial issues in schools. In 1934, looking back on World War I and its aftermath, a contrite John L. Tildsley privately conceded that he had overreached in firing the three allegedly “disloyal” teachers at DeWitt Clinton High School. “In other than war times the men would not have been brought to trial,” Tildsley admitted, referring to the teachers’ dismissal hearing, “but would have been interviewed and advised not to do the things of which complaint was made.” He was probably right. Prodded by Depression-era protest movements at the grass roots as well as new radical winds in the universities, schools permitted more discussion than they had before or during the Great War. Yet such activity was mostly limited to large urban high schools; and even there, Tildsley observed, teachers’ wider latitude often reflected their relative anonymity rather than any explicit policy. In New York, “no one is constantly observing the teachers’ conduct and utterances,” he wrote. “The freedom of the teacher is accidental rather than planned.” In smaller cities and towns, where teachers faced more scrutiny, schools remained largely devoid of controversy; the handful of teachers who dared to introduce it faced ostracism and demotion, if not dismissal. Even Tildsley’s ex post facto apology spoke to the ongoing pressures on teachers, wherever they worked: although those raising controversial questions might not be fired outright, they would almost certainly be “advised” to cease and desist. And, knowing full well where their bread was buttered, the vast majority probably complied.20

      The interwar era began with a bout of new restrictions on teachers, betraying no hints of the slightly wider freedom to follow. School districts issued fresh warnings to teachers to avoid “partisan” questions in class; some districts even barred specific topics from discussion, including tariffs and the League of Nations. Meanwhile, in the wake of the war, dozens of states required teacher candidates to swear oaths of allegiance as a condition of employment. “The same degree of loyalty is asked of a teacher as of a soldier,” declared New York’s education commissioner in 1921, defending the state’s new oath law. “If a teacher cannot give that unquestioning support to the country . . . his place is not in the school.” Two years later, California’s supreme court upheld the dismissal of a teacher who had advocated in class for a political candidate: such behavior would “stir up strife among the students,” the court said, and also “introduces into the school questions wholly foreign to its purposes.” Meanwhile, a growing cadre of right-wing citizens’ organizations monitored doctrinal orthodoxy in the classroom. “We want no teachers who say there are two sides to every question,” declared the president-general of the Daughters of the American Revolution, which reviewed textbooks and sent “visitors” into schools. “There are no two sides to loyalty to this country and flag.” Students, teachers, and principals all seem to have received the message. In a survey of 1,100 junior high and secondary students, only five said that schools should help them “see both sides” of controversial questions. “There is something almost menacing in the word controversial,” one school observer surmised in 1925. “One can well imagine a teacher seized not only with doubt but with terror at the prospect.”21

      Teachers received more leeway with the stock market crash of 1929 and the ensuing Great Depression, which unleashed a fury of public protest as well as fresh critiques of American economics, politics, and culture. Inevitably, some of these perspectives found their way into American schools. The most common vehicles of transmission were the textbooks of Harold Rugg, a central figure among the so-called frontier thinkers who clustered at Columbia University’s Teachers College. Like his colleagues George Counts and William Kilpatrick, Rugg argued that schools should forsake their supposed neutrality and support new federal solutions to ameliorate the harsh effects of the Depression. These scholars stood firmly behind Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, echoing the president’s demand for new economic regulations as well as his attacks on the “economic royalists”—that is, big businessmen—who resisted them. Such views were manifest throughout Rugg’s 14-volume “Man and His Changing Society” series, which sold four million textbooks, workbooks, and teacher guides in the 1930s. Drawing on economics and sociology as well as history, Rugg’s books fit snugly with the multidisciplinary “Problems of Democracy” social studies course that spread across school districts during these years. Most of all, though, the Rugg texts captured the mood of a nervous nation at its most dire economic moment. One book flatly decried the “harrowing spectacle” of starvation in America; another condemned “poverty in the midst of plenty.” Nor did Rugg waver in his own favored remedy for these ills: “new controls” on the economy, just as the New Deal envisioned.22

      Last, and somewhat paradoxically, Rugg and other left-leaning educators also kept up a steady drumbeat for the discussion of controversial issues in the classroom. Echoing John Dewey’s Progressive-era formulation, they called upon schools to teach the skills and habits of democracy—especially inquiry, debate, and tolerance for a wide range of views. But they rarely doubted that their views would win out, if they received a fair hearing. “The contenders on all sides do verbal service to the ideal of ‘all sides fairly,’” admitted Bruce Raup, himself a founding member of the “frontier” group at Teachers College. “Usually, it is a way of insisting that one’s own side be heard.” It could also be a way to lead students to one’s own conclusion, all in the guise of promoting deliberation and critical thinking. “Some persons who shout loudly for academic freedom do not mean intellectual freedom at all,” observed an education-school dean in 1935. “What they mean is the substitution of one authoritative pattern of thinking for a prevailing pattern that they do not accept. They mistake freedom to teach as the liberty to propagandize.” The distinction lay at the heart of an influential 1938 essay in Harper’s by civil libertarian Alexander Meiklejohn, the era’s best-known proponent of freedom in the schools. Teachers must engage students in public controversies and take a position on these questions, Meiklejohn insisted; indeed, he argued, they could not properly do one without the other. But they should also take pains not to impose their own beliefs on young minds, who must remain free to make up their own. “The teacher-advocate wants thinking done as the only proper way of arriving at conclusions,” Meiklejohn wrote. “The propagandist wants believing done, no matter what the road by which the belief is reached.”23

      It is impossible to know, in retrospect, how much of each practice occurred in interwar schools. But it seems fair to presume that there was a decent dose of both. One New York principal proudly declared that “all relevant topics”—including socialism, communism, and fascism—were open for debate at his school. “The teacher should honestly try to have all points of view presented,” he added. “The teacher must be the question mark, and, like Socrates, leave the student questioning himself.” Some teachers did exactly that, often spurred by students. “I am facing a new problem nowadays: My pupils insist on raising questions,” one Muncie, Indiana, teacher told Robert and Helen Lynd. “The things they say continually keep me on pins and needles for fear some of them will go home and tell their parents. I have an uneasy furtive sense about it all.” The larger the school system, a Seattle teacher added, the less worried teachers had reason to be: as long as they maintained classroom discipline and stayed out of the newspapers, she said, they could do as they liked. Recalling his own high school, one teacher praised an economics instructor who began the course with a list of true/false statements, including “any man who wanted a job could get one.” Most of the class agreed with the claim, which provoked a “verbal trouncing” from their teacher. “The blast at my corner grocery store axioms stung me bitter,” the former student remembered. “It was a masterful stroke of good pedagogy for the teacher to blast me out of my all too convenient belief.”24

      Whether the teacher aimed to change his belief—rather than simply to challenge it—was another question altogether. Surely, some teachers intentionally sought to implant their own point of view; others probably did so without knowing it, as one California teacher told an interviewer. Ironically, educators most often betrayed this impulse in their critiques of indoctrination by others. Writing to an officer in the National Congress of Parents and Teachers, one pacifist educator praised the PTA’s stated goal: to “train students to analyze problems” and “to examine critically their own attitudes.” That was “the only alternative to the blind indoctrination and acceptance of traditional attitudes,” the pacifist continued. But he concluded with a call for teaching “peace playlets” to children in support of worldwide disarmament, suggesting that a truly critical approach could only yield one attitude: his own. A similar tension permeated a demonstration lesson about Andrew Jackson sponsored by the staunchly left-wing Teachers Union of New York at its annual conference in 1939. Bringing in a group of his own students to serve as his class for the lesson, the teacher told them that he aimed to “encourage critical mindedness” and “the ability to spot truth and unmask prejudice posing as truth.” But he proceeded to praise Jackson over his challengers—especially Daniel Webster—and to link Jackson to Franklin D. Roosevelt, since both were tribunes of “the common man.”25

      At least one teacher in the audience objected to the lesson, claiming that it was biased in favor of both Jackson and Roosevelt. But that wasn’t a problem, a second teacher retorted, provided that students came to this opinion on their own. “We want students to reach a certain point of view,” he emphasized. “If you give democratic processes their proper value and are free to give comparisons, then the students themselves can be trusted to reach that point of view.” In other words, any free and fair discussion would yield precisely the conclusion that the teacher intended. A third teacher was even more emphatic, insisting that students needed to be told in no uncertain terms which party served the common man and which one did not. The first teacher’s objections reminded him of the Gilbert and Sullivan operatic line, “You are right, and I am right, and all is right as right can be.” But reality was a different story, and teachers should not shy away from telling it. Too many schools still tried “to give the devil his due,” the third teacher grumbled: even a Republican in Albany, aiming to slash the school budget, was supposed to receive a fair and judicious classroom hearing. But if we had “spotted the devil” and “have him by the tail,” the teacher asked, why let him go? Still a fourth teacher brought the debate down to earth, noting that Depression-era school crowding prevented teachers from leading such discussions even if they were so inclined. In schools with classes of 40 or 50 students—and with double sessions, in the mornings and afternoons—teachers had little choice but to adopt an “authoritarian attitude” toward their work. Critique, debate, and discussion would have to wait for another time.26

      Elsewhere, too, teachers found that school conditions and the day-to-day demands of their job put a limit on instruction about controversial issues. As a Washington, DC, teacher wryly noted, the problem was not that teachers were closet leftists; instead, their in-school obligations prevented them from asserting any point of view, or from discussing it in class. “Most teachers are overworked, worn out specimens who are not interested in propaganda for socialism, atheism, communism, or the dangerous isms,” the teacher stated. “They are too overworked to care about intellectual strife, and the high school student is too interested in football to care or even understand political or intellectual questions.” Besides tending to their large classes of listless teenagers, a South Carolina instructor added, teachers often had to sponsor plays, instruct Sunday School, raise money and perform countless other tasks. “They are so completely ‘swamped’ . . . that little time is available for reflection,” she explained. Finally, teachers also faced a barrage of new state-level curricular laws that added to their instructional load—and reduced the opportunity for sustained discussion and deliberation. Some of these measures required the observance of special celebrations, like Arbor Day or Temperance Day; others mandated flag exercises, lessons on the Constitution, or—in twelve states—instruction in patriotism. Maryland mandated that “love of liberty and democracy” be “instilled in the hearts and minds of the youth”; Oklahoma and Arkansas specified that such instruction “shall avoid, as far as possible, being a mere recital of dates and events.”27

      Unfortunately, teachers often knew little else. If changing “hearts and minds” required more than mere factual recall, teaching children to question the received wisdom would require more still. But in the social studies, especially, many teachers were simply not up to the task. “Many a teacher stays just a little ahead of this class in a textbook upon which he depends heavily,” wrote historian Howard K. Beale, in his encyclopedic 1936 study of freedom in American schools. “Because teachers are themselves products of this kind of school, it has never occurred to them to approach their subjects critically.” Indeed, Beale maintained, “the worst restrictions on freedom . . . arise out of the teacher’s own inadequacies.” Most American teachers had received some kind of formal training by the 1930s, usually in normal schools or colleges of education. Combining faddish instruction in “methods” with derisory subject-matter courses, however, this preparation did not fit them to engage controversial questions in the classroom. By 1940, nearly 150,000 high school teachers were instructing subjects that they had not studied themselves; and a good fraction of them taught social studies, which was a common dumping ground for athletic coaches and other staffers who needed something to do during the school day. Even an education-school dean admitted that only a “small percentage” of social studies teachers were “sufficiently trained” to lead discussions about complex public issues. “The liberty to teach shall be founded upon the competence of the teacher to deal with the subject matter,” he added. No wonder so many teachers still found themselves in chains.28

      But the most significant restriction on public school teachers was the oldest one of all: the public itself. At the simplest level, most citizens neither wanted nor trusted teachers to handle controversial questions. A survey of Californians in the late 1930s found that one-third approved teaching such questions at the junior high school level and two-thirds at the secondary level. But over half said they would exclude lessons that “might cause pupils to doubt the justice of our social order and government”; two-thirds said teachers should be fired for “giving arguments in favor of Communism,” even if the teacher only offered them “for the sake of argument.” Others condemned schools for contradicting or challenging their own point of view. “The basic question is whether educators are to be our servants or our masters,” one respondent explained. “I am not at all ready to turn over to the educators the training of my children along political, religious, and social lines . . . It is rather distasteful to find the school working at cross purposes with the parent.” A 1939 National Education Association poll confirmed the same trend: whereas citizens supported classroom discussion in the abstract, they often balked when confronted with specific instances that defied their opinions. For example, half of the respondents said teachers should not be allowed to “criticize democracy” or to compare it unfavorably to “other political systems,” a code word for communism. “While few teachers are dismissed, demoted, or otherwise disciplined for exercising academic freedom,” the NEA survey concluded, “a majority of them deal carefully with controversial subjects because of fear of punishment.”29

      They had good reason to be afraid. Even in the supposed heyday of controversial issues in the American classroom, teachers were penalized for engaging them. A California social studies teacher was reassigned to a math class—at a 20 percent lower salary—for telling his class that “big business men could make a lot of money” from war; a Massachusetts teacher was suspended for assigning an essay about Bolshevism in defiance of his school board, which instructed him “never again to touch any controversial question”; a New York teacher was denied a license for criticizing the Hearst chain of newspapers, thereby exposing what officials condemned as his “zeal for social reform in the classroom”; and an Evanston, Illinois, teacher who had been a conscientious objector during World War I was fired on those grounds alone, not because of anything he had done at school. “Any person whose employment as a teacher will be a matter for controversy in the community, is undesirable for that reason,” his school board flatly declared. The most poignant case occurred elsewhere in Illinois, in rural Belvedere, where students staged a walkout to protest the dismissal of a popular social studies teacher. Hugh A. Bone had organized student debates during the 1932 presidential campaign; he also sent students into government offices to “study civics problems first hand.” But his lessons annoyed conservatives, who complained to his school board. After he was fired, Bone went to the University of Wisconsin—a hotbed of interwar liberalism—to write a master’s thesis about civic education. “The professors here compliment me upon being fired,” Bone wrote privately, “saying that most teachers are not virile enough to teach a dynamic outlook.”30

      The cowed teacher became a stock image of the 1930s, especially among left-leaning educators and social critics. On the one hand, they condemned conservative communities for squelching controversy; on the other, they blasted craven teachers for capitulating to such pressures. “Upon the teachers, the entire effect of keeping ‘controversial social issues’ out of the curriculum is to divorce their living from their labors, their character as human beings and as citizens from their functions as pedagogues,” wrote philosopher Horace M. Kallen, in a typical jeremiad. “So job-holding doth make cowards of them all.” Critics also called upon teachers to take sides in the classroom, which was the only way to model reasoned deliberation and argument for their students. “No one can teach an art which he is forbidden to practice,” Alexander Meiklejohn famously wrote. “Slaves cannot teach freedom.” But teachers too often acted like slaves, a Michigan instructor admitted. “Slaves to the administrator and the community,” he blared. “They are afraid to think out loud for fear of giving offense. How can they expect to teach students to think fearlessly if they are beset by fears?” The teacher’s own example belied his jaundiced assertion: he took his classes to political rallies and even to organizing campaigns for the United Auto Workers, where students learned that “there are two sides to all controversial issues.” A handful of other teachers took a similarly bold tack, publicly embracing controversy—and blasting colleagues who steered away from it. “Teachers of controversial issues need not be sissies,” an Iowa teacher underlined in 1940. A teacher “commands more respect if he stands for something,” the Iowan added, “and the thing he stands for must be something more than impartiality.”31

      As a second world war enveloped Europe and Asia, however, such forthright behavior declined. It fell still further with America’s entry into the conflict in 1941, when a new set of restrictions descended on teachers and schools. One casualty was Harold Rugg’s textbook series: attacked by the American Legion and other veterans’ groups, the books plummeted 90 percent in sales between 1938 and 1944. “If times were normal and the world had continued at peace, the Rugg textbooks might never have been mentioned,” a New Jersey newspaper observed. But during war, it added, “school authorities like to avoid controversial subjects.” So did teachers, if they knew what was good for them. In the South, where the fight against fascism abroad spawned protest against prejudice at home, teachers especially eschewed any discussion of civil rights. “The most dangerous subject right here is the colored race,” a white teacher told an interviewer. “Negroes have been encroaching on the territory.” But a black teacher in a segregated school admitted that he often skirted the topic, too, even in lessons about the Declaration of Independence and the post–Civil War amendments guaranteeing equality under the law. “The average child knows that it is not carried out,” the black teacher noted, which created “a very peculiar situation.” Telling his students “this is not a perfect country,” he also emphasized that they were “better off than under other governments.” In that way, the teacher added, “we gloss over situations.”32

      The Cold War: Controversy Condemned

      The remark about “other governments” referred to communism, of course, which had been a delicate or prohibited subject for many years in public schools. Throughout the 1930s, when Communist and other radical parties registered sharp increases in popularity, Americans debated whether it should be debated at all. “Let’s not beat around the bush,” the national commander of the American Legion declared, in a 1937 article for an education journal. “We all know that in this discussion when we speak of teaching ‘controversial questions’ we refer specifically to Communism.” The commander went on to urge that schools sponsor “classroom discussion” about communism, which would show that it was repugnant to “the American point of view.” His proposal provoked several spirited rejoinders from liberal educators. “There may be, technically, an American Legion point of view,” wrote an Illinois high school teacher, “but what is ‘the American point of view’”? A professor of education at New York University went a step further, asking where the commander’s suggested in-class exercise might lead. “Suppose that in this classroom discussion of Communism, it is found to have some features that are decidedly superior to Democracy,” the professor asked. “What then?” All the more reason, other conservatives insisted, to eschew “discussion” about communism altogether; indeed, they warned, the entire strategy could be a Red plot. “We want NOTHING ON THE OPPOSITE SIDE of any of those questions,” thundered longtime right-wing activist Amos Fries in 1941. “The Communists, and other isms foreign to American ideals, insist that ALL sides of every question should be discussed . . . It is criminal to so confuse the child that it does not know anything for certain.” Better to teach the truth about the enemy than to risk any American mistaking it for a friend.33

      By the late 1940s, as America’s cold war against the Soviet Union heated up, Fries’s attitude became ubiquitous in American schools. In the interwar era, a few bold teachers led freewheeling discussions about socialism and communism around the world. But any honest scrutiny proved virtually impossible after World War II, when the rising threat of the USSR—and, Americans said, of “global communism”—put the subject beyond the pale: teachers could “discuss” it only to condemn it, not to critique it. Even more, almost any other controversial issue could itself conjure the communist specter. From civil rights and labor relations to the United Nations and the Korean War, teachers had to tread gingerly lest their lessons suggest “Red” leanings. In a 1954 poll of 250 Los Angeles teachers, for example, more than 50 reported that even the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights were too “dangerous” to discuss in class; about 100 said they also avoided topics like public housing and the New Deal. “Imagine the Bill of Rights, the keystone of our American freedoms, being considered controversial in an American classroom!” one outraged citizen told the city school board. During “Bill of Rights Week,” an absent elementary school teacher left instructions with his substitute to discuss the historic document. But the substitute thought better of it, instead reading Aladdin and His Wonderful Lamp to the class. Anything he said about the Bill of Rights could be misconstrued as “controversial,” casting shadows on his own loyalty. “It is now almost as bad to be ‘controversial’ as it is to be a spy or a traitor,” observed former University of Chicago president Robert Hutchins.34

      But many teachers were indeed suspected of being spies and traitors, as Hutchins—a staunch defender of schoolhouse freedom—knew all too well. In the Los Angeles survey, astonishingly, 8 of 10 teachers said they feared that loyalty investigators were spying on them. Following the hiatus of World War II, when the Soviet Union briefly became America’s ally, 15 states quickly passed new loyalty oath laws for teachers. Typically, the measures required teachers to swear that they were not members of any group advocating the overthrow of the United States government. Six laws mentioned the Communist Party by name, while 13 measures made teachers disclaim membership in a litany of so-called subversive or fellow traveler organizations. Georgia’s law enumerated over 200 tabooed organizations, from the Abraham Lincoln Brigade to the Yugoslav Seamen’s Club; the list also included the Southern Conference Educational Fund, one of the leading voices for black civil rights. Michigan required each teacher’s college or normal school to certify that the candidate demonstrated “correct understanding of the principles underlying the American tradition”; in Vermont, meanwhile, teachers had to forswear any “instruction, propaganda, or activity . . . contrary to or subversive to the constitution and laws of the United States.” As one Vermont teacher observed, with considerable understatement, the oath was “difficult of interpretation.” Would it prevent a teacher from criticizing the Taft-Hartley labor law, the teacher wondered, or the repeal of national prohibition? Nobody could know for sure.35

      So the safest move was simply to keep quiet. “School teachers are like the Sphinx,” a Washington Post columnist observed in 1950. “They seldom express their own views.” In a NEA poll of 1,300 teachers, in fact, one-third said it was “unethical” for them to “discuss controversial issues” in their classrooms; another third said it was ethical, while the remainder said it “depends on the situation.” When in doubt, however, the great majority of teachers chose to avoid anything that could raise it. “Every teacher knows that controversial issues are almost taboo in our schools today,” declared Rose Russell, the lawyer for three fired teachers in New York. “Teachers will tell you, with not a happy smile, ‘I just do not discuss anything more controversial than the weather any more.’” Their dilemma was captured in a macabre joke about the communist-hunting senator Joseph McCarthy, told at the NEA’s 1953 convention. One rabbit says to another one, “I’m scared that McCarthy’s going to investigate antelopes.” The second rabbit responds, “What are you afraid of? You’re not an antelope!” True, the first rabbit says, “but how can I prove it?” The audience giggled nervously, but it was no laughing matter. “Teachers have become scared rabbits,” one NEA leader declared, invoking the same animal metaphor in a more somber idiom. “There are just too many things that we do not dare talk about.”36

      At the top of the list, of course, was communism itself. In Los Angeles, future Ronald Reagan aide Lyn Nofziger—then a young graduate of Canoga Park High School—sparked an attack on two of his former teachers for leading debates about communism; at a board hearing, Nofziger’s sister testified that she saw a copy of the Daily Worker in their classroom. Material related to the Soviet Union was taboo, too. As one school official admitted, teachers were “afraid to discuss current issues which might even lead to the bare mention of Russia in the classroom.” Across the country, textbooks and teachers referred to the American Revolution as the “War of Independence,” lest it conjure the Bolshevik revolt; parents in California condemned a music textbook featuring the song “Swing the shining sickle,” even though it was an old American harvest tune that predated the Soviet Union; and one teacher was reprimanded for telling her class that the USSR was larger in area than the United States, a factually correct statement that could nevertheless sway students to the wrong side. Meanwhile, the handful of teachers who tried to lead real discussions about Russia faced almost certain reprimand. In New York, for example, Louis Jaffe was transferred for teaching an allegedly “slanted” lesson in 1948 about the Soviet and American proposals for atomic energy control. Jaffe presented both plans and asked students to compare them, which in turn triggered a spirited debate about the USSR’s veto power in the United Nations. But that was too much for his principal, who insisted that Jaffe should simply have condemned the Soviets’ use of the veto. He should also have described America’s proposal as “the only constructive plan” and the Soviet alternative as patently “obstructive.”37

      Beneath this debate lay a basic question, going back to the interwar period: was communism a matter of controversy, and therefore worthy of discussion? Writing in 1952, a New York high school social studies chairman gave the Cold War’s standard answer: no. “Communist propaganda is non-controversial,” Jack C. Estrin wrote, “and the standard methods of teaching controversial issues—a pro-and-con column, a non-committal teacher, students free to select and to defend either side—are not only inappropriate but dangerously absurd.” As an example, Estrin cited Poland’s recent proposal in the UN to reduce global armed forces by one-third and to prohibit nuclear weapons. This gambit did not deserve serious analysis or consideration; indeed, Estrin wrote, to teach it as a matter “about which honest men have basic differences of opinion”—that is, as a controversial issue—was “to become the willing tool of the Communist propagandist.” Estrin’s article provoked a brave dissent from another New York teacher, who pointed out that Estrin was attempting to “slant” his lessons in exactly that same manner as “subversive” teachers supposedly did. Here Estrin pleaded guilty as charged; the only difference was that he was right, and the communists were wrong. “Let us define what is and what is not a controversial issue,” he declared. “Let us quarantine Communist propaganda and put our collective brains together to evolve devices for exposing this propaganda.” Indeed, Estrin concluded, the chief need of the moment was for clear lesson plans and course materials about the communist threat.38

      For at least a decade after World War II, however, school districts and teachers balked at any prescribed curriculum on the subject. Although the National Education Association did pass a tepid 1951 resolution calling for instruction about communism, schools mostly ignored it. As an NEA official ruefully admitted 3 years later, communism remained a “touch-me-not-subject” in American classrooms; indeed, a pollster added, “communism has nearly joined sex in the area of repressed, untalked-about topics.” In a 1955 article, an Oregon junior high school principal urged teachers to break this code of silence. But he also cautioned that any lesson about communism should be folded into other units of study, so it can be “controlled, introduced, and dropped without undue attention”; he also warned teachers against spending too much time on the topic, which “might place you in an adverse light—even a ‘Red’ light.” Reflecting the 1950s’ growing emphasis upon psychological fitness and ego strength, finally, the principal admonished teachers with poor “mental health” to avoid the subject altogether. No wonder so many schools did. In a 1954 poll, over half of surveyed New Jersey teachers said they would never compare the American and Soviet systems in class—for fear that students would favor the latter. Formal instruction about communism was “too much like asking students to attend lectures on advanced methods of picking combination locks,” as the American Bar Association resolved.39

      By the late 1950s, however, the ABA would reverse course and join a growing consensus on behalf of teaching about communism in the schools. Under the chairmanship of future Supreme Court justice Lewis F. Powell Jr., an ABA committee prepared and distributed a pamphlet, “Instruction on Communism and its Contrast with Liberty Under Law”; it would also join hands with the NEA and the American Legion to publish a book-length teacher handbook on the subject. With the launching of the Soviet “Sputnik” satellite in 1957, the argument went, it became even more imperative for students to learn the virtues of the United States—and the vices of its enemy. Drawing on a popular health idiom, advocates now rejected the idea that contact with the host would necessarily result in illness; instead, they said, patients needed a “vaccination” against it. “If the public health was threatened by an epidemic, would not the school children be instructed in the proper methods of combating the disease?” one educator asked. “We inoculate our children against typhoid and polio; do we dare not equip them in the face of an epidemic that will cripple their minds as well as enslave their bodies?” Finally, the ABA and other enthusiasts also pressed schools to establish separate units or courses about communism. If the topic was folded into other classes, as earlier educators had suggested, it could too easily get “lost.” But of 278 districts replying to an ABA survey in 1961, nearly three-fourths reported no distinct or special instruction about communism. Lessons remained “sporadic and incidental,” the ABA found, scattered across several courses with “little coordination or concentration.”40

      By the following year, 34 state education departments had made some kind of curricular provision for teaching about communism; meanwhile, six states passed new laws requiring special attention to it. Louisiana’s law mandated instruction about “the evils of socialism” and “the strategy and tactics used by communists in their efforts to achieve their ultimate goal of world domination”; Florida required that every student receive 30 hours of teaching about “the dangers of communism, the ways to fight communism, the evils of communism, the fallacies of communism, and the false doctrines of communism.” The measure also specified that schools describe the “free-enterprise-competitive economy of the United States” as the one producing “higher standards of living” and “greater personal freedom and liberty” than “any other system of economics on earth.” Inevitably, as an NEA official observed in 1963, these courses opened schools to accusations of indoctrination and even of communist-style “brainwashing.” “Americanism” was superior to “Communism,” because citizens here had freedom of thought; but schools also taught every citizen what to think, just as the “Reds” did, presenting “selected facts” in support of “predetermined conclusions.” Yet, some critics complained that courses about communism left too much open to discussion and interpretation. To one DAR official in Florida, for example, the state’s course “did not make a strong enough case for the American way of life” as compared to the Soviet one. “Of all possible subjects, this is probably the most difficult to teach,” she admitted.41

      So teachers continued to avoid it, even in the face of new mandates to address it. Part of the reason was their own weak preparation in the subject: as products of schools that either neglected communism or condemned it out of hand, they often knew little more about it than their students did. But they also feared that anything they did say on the subject could come back to haunt them. In Tennessee, teachers worried that instruction about communism, “however objective it may be,” would foster criticism from parents and “organized pressure groups”; even worse, Florida teachers fretted, their lessons on the topic “will be used as a yardstick of their own orthodoxy.” Aiming to alleviate such concerns, several states offered summer “Institutes on Communism” for teachers. They also produced carefully scripted educational television shows that provided a “uniform instructional format,” as one Florida school official explained. Of 50,000 high school seniors in Florida who completed the course on communism by 1963, about 40,000 took it via television; local TV stations helped out, developing 30 “telelessons” that could “substitute for a textbook,” educators said. “Television removed controversy,” another Florida official boasted, “and eliminated pressure from local schools.” But teachers knew better. “Every question discussed will need to be slanted against communism or the teacher will be labeled a communist,” one Californian observed in 1962. No matter what school officials said, he added, there was simply no way to teach such a loaded subject in an “objective” way. Indeed, “the very reason for introducing such a course is to approach it negatively, not objectively.”42

      The students knew it, too. In the wake of the Cuban missile crisis of 1962, which sent shock waves across high schools as well as college campuses, students criticized their teachers for neglecting or distorting the crisis in class. They also cast a freshly skeptical eye on courses and units about communism. “We get an oversimplified view,” a Michigan senior told a reporter. “It’s all black and white—America is good and Russia is bad. It just isn’t that way.” Other students complained that schools continued to ignore the subject, at exactly the moment when it needed a more complete airing. “Too many teachers are actually afraid to express their knowledge and viewpoints,” a student in Washington State said, pleading for “open discussions” about communism. Watching this debate-about-debate unfold, a young philosophy professor named Richard Rorty declared that no school would dare to give an “honest account” of communism. “It is impossible for the public schools of a democratic country to educate youth in areas in which education would call into question beliefs which are central to the general tenor of public opinion,” wrote Rorty, who would later become one of the most widely read philosophers of his era. “This fact is one of the built-in disadvantages of democracy, part of the price paid for its advantages.” Over the next two decades, contrary to his dour prediction, teachers and schools would indeed cast a freshly critical light on their nation. But the moment was short-lived, and it was never as “radical” as either its tribunes or its enemies imagined.43

      The 1960s and 1970s: Controversy Rising

      A highly publicized 1963 battle in the evocatively named town of Paradise, California, signaled both the ongoing constraints and the new opportunities for teaching controversial issues in American schools. Veteran teacher Virginia Franklin had come under fire from the American Legion and other right-wing groups for taking her students to a “human rights conference” sponsored by the allegedly “communist-inspired” American Civil Liberties Union, where prior speakers had included William O. Douglas and Jackie Robinson. Critics also objected to a lesson Franklin taught about international arms control, which strongly resembled the class that had landed Louis Jaffe in trouble 15 years earlier. Franklin assigned an article from a scholastic magazine—calling for heavy U.S. armament—as well as one from the Nation magazine, which took a more “pacifist” approach. She did not notice that an advertisement for a book about “Premarital Intercourse and Interpersonal Relationships” appeared adjacent to the Nation article; her foes did note it, of course, charging her with spreading “salacious sex materials” at school. Most of all, though, they condemned Franklin for engaging the U.S.-Soviet controversy in the first place. “She tells the students, ‘Here’s democracy and here’s communism. Choose what is right,’” a local American Legion leader complained. “I don’t believe we should do that in this country. We have too many left-wingers and there’s too much chance for influencing the wrong way in the classroom.” A second right-wing critic was even more blunt. “She’s a dedicated teacher,” the critic said of Franklin, “but not dedicated to the things I’m dedicated to.”44

      But enough people backed Virginia Franklin that she kept her job, unlike Louis Jaffe before her. Part of the reason had to do with her fellow teachers, who rallied behind Franklin at public meetings and in local newspapers. Franklin herself fought back with a defamation lawsuit against the American Legion and five members of her school board, after they accused her of “brainwashing” her students and of recruiting them into “Communist activities.” But the biggest factor was the support she received from parents and other lay citizens, who praised Franklin for “trying to get students to think for themselves,” as the editor of the Paradise Post wrote. They were also outraged by the behavior of her right-wing foes, who sent a student into her classroom to surreptitiously record her with a tape-recorder hidden inside a hollowed-out textbook. The move backfired on conservatives, whose three handpicked candidates lost in the ensuing school board election; the slate backing Franklin won, as did a local bond issue that they supported. The dispute drew national attention and foretold a new public consensus behind the teaching of race relations, population control, and other controversial issues, as a hopeful New Jersey school official predicted. “Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus—to be found in the essential integrity and fair play demonstrated by the people,” he wrote, addressing Franklin by name. “And if this can happen in California, who can be afraid?”45

      He had good reason to be optimistic. Even in Southern California, the breeding ground for the grassroots Right, more and more schools seemed to embrace controversy in the classroom. In 1964 and again in 1966, school officials sponsored workshops for teachers on how to present controversial issues: topics included racial segregation, school prayer, and censorship. The state board of education passed a resolution urging schools to “freely discuss contemporary issues”; around the country, dozens of other state and city school systems made similar decrees. They also embraced freshly developed programs in the “New Social Studies,” a catchall term for a broad curricular reform movement in the 1960s. Emerging out of the work of Jerome Bruner and other cognitive psychologists, the New Social Studies reflected Bruner’s famous claim that any discipline could be taught to students of all ages in an intellectually respectable manner. Its best-known fruit was probably Bruner’s “Man: A Course of Study,” an elementary school curriculum that used the example of the Netsilik Eskimos to probe the most fundamental questions of existence: what are human beings, and how did they get that way? Bruner’s approach was too abstract for some New Social Studies thinkers, who endorsed his emphasis on inquiry but said it should be applied to specific contemporary social issues rather than to broad disciplinary or philosophical ones. Led by Donald Oliver, a professor at Harvard’s Graduate School of Education, they developed the Public Issues Series featuring 30 different pamphlets about religious freedom, racial integration, U.S. relations with “Red” China, and other controversial present-day questions.46

      Teachers could also draw upon materials produced for “values clarification,” an open-ended pedagogical approach that enjoyed a brief heyday in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Its founding text was a 1966 volume by three education professors, Values and Teaching, which called on teachers to help students determine their own philosophies of life. Like Bruner and Oliver, proponents of values clarification developed workbooks and other curricular resources for adoption in public school classrooms. But these materials focused less on social and political analysis than on personal goals and beliefs; in an exercise on the environment, for example, students were asked not to explain the economic and social roots of pollution but to deliberate what they might do—as individuals—to address it. In a time of rapidly shifting mores and practices, the argument went, young people needed to decide for themselves “what is good and what is right and what is worthy and what is desirable,” as Values in Teaching declared. Teachers could assist this process by gently pressing students to respond to a range of questions and scenarios, ideally presented in an easy-going and nonjudgmental atmosphere. “We all have different experiences and outlooks, and we should all select values that are individually suitable,” Values and Teaching declared. That included teachers, of course, who were encouraged to share their own views without imposing them on impressionable minds. As critics noted, the values-clarification movement never clarified how people of different values could or should settle their disagreements. It instead presumed that an honest expression of personal beliefs would yield a more just and tolerant society, which was precisely the kind of abstraction that values-clarification urged each individual to question.47

      Inspired by the antiwar and civil rights movements, meanwhile, students themselves were generating a much more political—and much more passionate—set of controversies. Despite the emphasis on “inquiry” in many new curricula, most actual instruction remained the same. The teacher stood at the blackboard, filling it with notes; the students sat in rows, with their textbooks open; and learning consisted of copying and repeating what was on the board, or in the books. In the 1960s and 1970s, however, students increasingly challenged this conception of teaching—and, especially, the content it transmitted. Noting the absence or caricature of blacks in history courses, African Americans organized student strikes and protests around the country to demand instruction about their own experience. The largest demonstration occurred in Philadelphia, where 3,500 students rallied for black history outside the Board of Education headquarters. Inside schools, meanwhile, racial tensions seethed. “When you study America they say, America—land of the free,” a black student in Illinois complained. “I see blacks asking for freedom, but they don’t get it . . . And the teachers refuse to admit this.” Across the country, in ways large and small, black students challenged their mostly white history instructors. One black senior objected when her teacher blamed urban riots on racial minorities, ignoring the racism and poverty they faced; another confronted her own instructor for calling Martin Luther King Jr. a communist.48

      Meanwhile, students of every color and background disputed teachers’ pronouncements about the war in Vietnam. In 1969, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of students in Des Moines, Iowa, who had petitioned for the right to wear black armbands to school in protest of the war. After Tinker v. Des Moines, armbands became the uniform of choice for young antiwar activists in American high schools. Armbands also became a lightning rod for conflict between the students and their more conservative teachers. “What are you, some kind of Bolshevik?” a Denver teacher asked armband-clad students. Schools also tried to block students from organizing demonstrations against the war. In Cleveland, a student was suspended for refusing to remove an antiwar button; in Indianapolis, a school principal stopped a student who was handing out antiwar leaflets, warning her that “school is a workhouse, not a playhouse.” He later turned her name over to the FBI, which placed the girl’s parents under surveillance. A Detroit student distributing antiwar literature was called to the principal’s office; since he could not be disciplined on the grounds of his antiwar activity, he was told, he would be suspended for using cigarettes on the grounds of the school—even though he was not a smoker. On and off campus, meanwhile, antiwar students formed underground newspapers and organized “teach-ins” to counter the silence or misinformation they encountered in class. They also forged chapters of the Student Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam, which helped them challenge “the repressive character of the high school set-up,” as one “Mobe” member explained.49

      As the last comment suggested, however, student campaigns to address controversial issues also highlighted the scarcity of such issues within the established curriculum. When discussion and debate did occur, students complained, it was in spite of school rather than because of it. Indeed, much of their day-to-day class work seemed designed to squelch individual creativity, contemplation, and dissent. “I learned that if I wanted to make a good grade in a particular class, I had to agree with the teacher,” one student recalled. “Different opinions—thinking—was not encouraged.” In New Haven, an English teacher flatly told an antiwar student that he would receive an “F” for every paper that he wrote “on any left subject”; an economics teacher in Seattle kicked a student out of his course—and gave him a failing grade—for suggesting that capitalism was “exploitative,” which the teacher deemed “irrelevant to the class”; and a third teacher tried to bring her own dissenting pupil into line with the gentler admonition, ‘I’m grading you, dear.’” Across the country, students routinely referred to their schools as factories, jails, or totalitarian societies—and their teachers as foremen, wardens, and robotic apologists for the regime. “Students do not want as teachers ‘plastic people’—colorless, less-than-real figures, who are unwilling to express their own opinions,” one scholar of student opinion explained. “Nor do they want automatons, cold dispensers of information who mouth pedantic platitudes.” Even in ostensibly “progressive” schools dedicated to “free inquiry,” one student wrote, class discussions were designed “to lead us to discover what the teacher had previously decided is the Truth”—inexorably, a “truth” that supported or reinforced the status quo.50

      Yet America’s teaching force was itself showing signs of a growing liberal or sometimes radical sensibility, belying student activists’ harsh assessment. “Relevance, particularly as related to current events—race, sex, drugs, war, pollution, and so on—is the mark of a ‘hip’ school,” one Los Angeles journalist wrote in 1970. It was also the mark of the “hip” teacher, who forsook “detachment” and “objectivity” in favor of an openly left-wing political stance. It alienated more traditional parents, who worried that avowedly “relevant” teachers were “using controversial issues just to teach protest or only to ‘knock’ the system.” Even as student radicals complained about staid teachers who simply mouthed the conventional wisdom, indeed, some students as well as parents charged newly radicalized instructors with imposing their dogmas in school. “Yeah, like there’s this German teacher . . . I’m a hawk and she’s a dove,” a right-leaning student wrote. “She always marks me down when I oppose her.” A 1970 survey of 56 young student-teachers found that 36 had participated in “strikes and protests” against the Vietnam War, while 15 had already conducted class discussions about the subject with their own students. Inevitably, they directed such “discussions” toward their own point of view, just as more conservative teachers did. Such tactics could easily “edge into bullying,” as one antiwar teacher ruefully admitted. “In my belligerence for the pacifist cause,” he recalled, “I had put aside my toleration of their opinions in order to savor my contempt for their unenlightened right-wing outlook on the world.”51

      Even in this era of intense political activity and polarization, however, teachers of every bent continued to eschew controversy in their classrooms. For many instructors, in fact, the heightened politics of the moment made it more imperative to avoid—not to address—contested contemporary issues. Surveys found that big-city, male, and self-described liberal teachers were more likely to engage controversial issues than small-town, female, and conservative ones. But the differences were minor, and they did not change the major point: for the vast majority of American teachers, whatever their beliefs or circumstances, “the closing of the classroom door means good-bye to the world of politics,” as one pollster summarized in 1967. Even after Tinker v. Des Moines, which famously declared that teachers and students do not “shed their constitutional rights to freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate,” teachers remained loath to allow real discussion or controversy inside of it. A study of 28 social studies classes totaling nearly 1,000 minutes in 1969—the same year that Tinker was decided—found that just 4 percent of class time was devoted to “normative questions and statements”; a 1971 survey reported that 10 percent of social studies teachers did devote as much as 25 percent of their classes to controversial issues, but over half of the teachers spent less than 10 percent of their time on such questions. “The percentage of teachers actually using inquiry in the classroom is discouragingly small, even after a decade of the ‘new’ social studies,” concluded one dejected researcher. Despite all the talk of change, it seemed, teachers’ day-to-day behavior had stayed very much the same.52

      And so had their reasons, which harkened back to World War I and before: at the end of the day, teaching controversial questions was simply too dangerous. Teachers who eschewed political issues “run the risk of being labeled ‘cop-outs’” by their students, noted one Maine teacher in 1973, at the height of the Watergate controversy. But teachers who engaged such issues—or, especially, who expressed an opinion about them—risked losing their jobs. In 1970, just a year after Tinker allowed students to wear antiwar armbands in school, five Indiana teachers who wore armbands in their own classrooms were charged by their school board with “misconduct and insubordination.” Subsequent investigation revealed that the teachers had led discussions on “whether capitalism was really better than socialism”—the ultimate classroom taboo, since the 1920s—and “whether there really was such a thing as an American creed or dream.” To one local banker and civic leader, a teacher who questioned such essential “community values” should be treated exactly like a teller who criticized his bank. “You say, ‘I’m sorry, we can’t use you any more,’” the banker said. “It’s as simple as that.” The five teachers resigned, after the school board indicated that they would not be hired back anyway. They also withdrew a lawsuit they had filed, after a local court ruled against them.53

      Elsewhere, too, courts made it clear that teachers who addressed controversial issues still did so at their peril. In the early 1970s, three Wyoming teachers were fired for playing soundtracks to Hair and Alice’s Restaurant as part of classroom discussions about Vietnam, “hippies,” and illegal drugs. “In a small community,” a court declared, upholding their dismissal, “the Board members and principal surely have a right to emphasize a more orthodox approach.” But courts also restricted teacher freedoms in cities like St. Louis, where a math teacher was fired for telling his algebra class that army recruiters should not be allowed in school; his remark was “completely irrelevant” to his duties and “diverted the time and attention of both students and teacher from the prescribed curriculum,” a court decreed. A court also upheld the dismissal of a Louisiana history teacher for discussing the topic of interracial sex, which was likewise deemed “irrelevant” to his job. But several dismissed teachers prevailed on appeal, signaling new freedoms for instructors who were bold enough to press for them. After his own in-class remarks about interracial marriage, Houston teacher Henry Sterzing was instructed by his school board to “avoid controversial subjects.” Ridiculing that order as both impossible and inappropriate for a social studies teacher, Sterzing later taught a lesson that quoted anthropologists on the pseudo-scientific basis of race. The board fired Sterzing, and a lower court refused to reinstate him. So he took the matter to federal court, where a panel of judges agreed in 1974 that a teacher “must have freedom to use the tools of his profession as he sees fit.”54

      In the much smaller Texas district of Kingsville, meanwhile, Janet Cooper likewise pursued and won a battle against her school board regarding her right to teach about race. A devotee of the historical simulations developed by the New Social Studies movement, Cooper had used one called “Division”—where students played roles in the buildup to the Civil War—and also “Mission,” about the conflict in Vietnam. Both exercises came off without incident. But in 1971, when she organized a simulation on the post-Reconstruction South, parents complained. Drawing slips of paper out of a hat, each student received an identity that included their neighborhood, occupation, and race; then they were asked to “solve racial conflicts” in their mythical city. After the simulation had concluded, school officials told Cooper that “nothing controversial should be discussed in the classroom”; that included “blacks in American history,” which was itself too controversial for Kingsville. A few months later, without any explanation, Cooper was informed that she would not be rehired. She obtained counsel and began a lengthy lawsuit, which revealed the real reason for her dismissal: she was “teaching racial attitudes contrary to those of the community,” as a school board member admitted in a deposition. But attitudes were changing. Students and colleagues testified on Cooper’s behalf, as her case wound its way through the courts. And in 1980, nearly a full decade after she was fired, a federal court reinstated her with back pay. She returned to the same school—where she was “greeted with warmth”—and continued to teach history there until her retirement.55

      But few teachers were as brave, determined, or skilled as Henry Sterzing or Janet Cooper. Teaching controversial issues required not just courage but also the knowledge and tools to probe them in a classroom setting. In a 1967 survey of over 600 teachers, however, a whopping 89 percent admitted they “lack the competence to discuss controversial issues with students.” The situation was little better 10 years later, when a pair of researchers found that most teachers were unequipped to lead serious intellectual inquiry; their classroom discussions typically devolved into students sharing “embarrassing stories about their parents and families,” with little connection to the academic enterprise. Writing in 1979, another team of scholars confirmed that teachers still evinced little interest in teaching controversial issues. Witness their lukewarm reaction or outright resistance to New Social Studies materials, which were used by only 10 to 25 percent of teachers. As the attack on Janet Cooper illustrated, part of the reason lay in the public’s reluctance to allow sensitive questions in schools; in the mid-1970s, to take another example, right-wing activists would blast Jerome Bruner’s MACOS project for promoting “open-ended discussions,” as one critic wrote. But teachers were no more eager than the general public to engage controversial issues in schools; by some measures, indeed, they were less so. Some teachers feared that real discussion would erode student discipline. Others saw it as a diversion from “real” teaching, echoing an ascendant popular campaign for traditional skill-based instruction. “At a time when ‘back to basics’ is on the minds of many educators and parents, discussion is seen as a frill,” wrote two observers in 1980.56

      The 1980s, and Beyond: Controversy Ignored

      The back-to-basics movement had begun several years earlier, amid reports of plummeting test scores and rising drug use in American schools. It picked up steam with the 1980 election of Ronald Reagan and especially with the 1983 release of A Nation at Risk, a federal report blaming American schools for the country’s declining economic fortunes. At the same time, conservative critics began to assail the schools for allegedly teaching a corrosive moral relativism. Two formerly obscure university professors—Allan Bloom and E. D. Hirsch—published best-selling books about the rotting core of American education: instead of teaching the Good and the True, the argument went, schools indulged their pampered charges with blind-leading-the-blind “inquiries” into goodness and truth. Further fuel came from the burgeoning Christian Right, a key political force in Reagan’s victory and in the overall conservative ascendance of the 1980s. In the battle over MACOS, for example, Texas activists Mel and Norma Gabler charged that Bruner’s emphasis on inquiry and discussion would undermine the bedrock principles that had made America great: God, family, and country. Operating an influential clearinghouse to inspect and challenge so-called “relativist” textbooks, the Gablers devoted most of their attention to history and social studies. But no subject was immune from the relativist virus, they warned. “When a student reads in a math book that there are no absolutes, suddenly every value he has been taught is destroyed,” Mel Gabler wrote, attacking an allegedly “subversive” arithmetic textbook. “And the next thing you know, the student turns to crime and drugs.”57

      Or they might turn to sex, the Gablers worried, particularly if schools transmitted mixed messages about it. Sex had traditionally been a “forbidden subject” in American classrooms, as Howard Beale observed in the 1930s; although a few so-called progressive schools taught “sex hygiene,” which used plant and animal models of sexual activity to warn young people against the human kind, most classrooms remained silent on the matter. That changed in the 1960s and 1970s, when students and family planning organizations won more direct and explicit instruction about sex in many schools. These reforms in turn sparked a reaction among conservatives, who insisted that families and churches—not schools—were the proper locus of sexual instruction. With the advent of the HIV/AIDS crisis in the 1980s, right-wing activists finally acknowledged the need for sex education in public school classrooms. But they developed their own version of it, “abstinence-only” education, which in many ways echoed the sex-hygiene messages of the early twentieth century. Aided by new federal appropriations, abstinence-only education provided more information (and sometimes, mis-information) about human sexual activity than sex hygiene did. But the goal remained the same: to discourage young people from engaging in any form of extramarital sex. Controversy over the subject flared at parent meetings and other public forums but rarely inside the schools themselves, where teachers hewed closely to school-sanctioned scripts or avoided the topic altogether. One Virginia teacher told the Washington Post that her district’s rules on sex education prevented her from addressing questions that her students had generated, including the location of the nearest venereal disease clinic. Nor could she engage the more normative issues they raised, such as the appropriate age for a young person to have sex or whether a student who became pregnant should tell her parents.58

      These developments all conspired to diminish the teaching of controversial issues in American schools in the 1980s, ending the small boost they had enjoyed during the previous two decades. Thirty-eight states passed laws requiring schools to administer minimum-competency examinations, which cut into teachers’ instructional time and reduced their opportunity to engage more complex questions. These measures also signaled a shift in public perceptions of teachers, who were more often seen as “uppity assembly line workers” than as true professionals, one educator wrote. “Parents often look upon teachers as employees whose purpose is to imbue their children with ideas generally approved by the homogenous neighborhood in which the school is located,” she noted. “The corollary of this philosophy is the exclusion of anything with which local taxpayers do not agree.” Sadly, another observer added, many teachers endorsed the same idea. “There is little open discussion of controversial issues,” she wrote, after watching history classes in an American town she called—with pointed irony—“Libertyville.” Teachers relied heavily on worksheets and especially on textbooks, drawing quizzes and tests directly from the books. “If you deal too much with the abstract, you can’t measure what they’ve learned,” a teacher explained. As his interviewer pointed out, “abstract” referred to “the ambiguous” and “the hypothetical”—which “do not lend themselves to concrete right or wrong answers.” But textbooks did. In a 1988 survey of Connecticut teachers, the great majority praised their textbooks as realistic, relevant, and fair.59

      Widely repeated and reported, such studies occasioned a new round of breast-beating among education professors and other leaders in the social studies field. Repeating a pattern that went back nearly a century, some of them blamed American conservatism, anti-intellectualism, and local control for hamstringing teachers; others blamed the teachers themselves, who lacked the courage, knowledge, and imagination to break free from these constraints. Filing a Freedom of Information request, professors were disappointed—but hardly surprised—that the FBI had not even opened a file on the National Council for the Social Studies, the field’s flagship organization. To Shirley H. Engle, a former NCSS president, the problem lay in the field’s embrace of Bruner’s “disciplinary inquiry” during the New Social Studies era. “It is not the province of the disciplines to inquire into questions of goodness in society or to inquire into the comparative rightness of possible futures,” Engle wrote. “Since the thrust of the social sciences is that of conservatism or the status quo, they have little to fear from the F.B.I.” Critics replied that Engle ignored the critical or even radical potential of the disciplines, exaggerated their influence in the schools, and neglected the fate of controversy-centered projects like Donald Oliver’s “Public Issues Series,” which never took root in schools. An embittered Oliver would eventually renounce issues-based curricula, concluding that human beings “simply aren’t that rational” and “do not really listen to each other.”60

      To be sure, some teachers continued to challenge their students by introducing new material and perspectives. As in the past, however, these instructors often engaged controversial issues in order to promote their perspectives. Amid the debate over a proposed nuclear freeze in the early 1980s, for example, one Wisconsin social studies teacher retitled his course “Four Minutes to Midnight,” after the so-called Doomsday Clock counting down to nuclear annihilation. Meanwhile, 67 teachers in 34 states reported using a nuclear war curriculum developed jointly by the NEA and the Union of Concerned Scientists. When conservatives recoiled, claiming that the curriculum was biased toward the freeze, its advocates pleaded guilty as charged. “What’s wrong with telling kids that nuclear war is wrong?” asked a teacher in upstate New York. But the curriculum did more than just oppose nuclear weapons, of course; it also recommended a distinct and highly controversial remedy for removing them. By pretending that the solution was not controversial, moreover, teachers missed a chance to engage students in a real discussion about it. “Since the time of Socrates, it has been the charge and the privilege of teachers [to] encourage their students to examine all sides of controversial issues,” a teachers’ association in Connecticut editorialized, warning against the antinuclear curriculum. “To do otherwise is to rob students of that freedom of choice which is central to our concept [of] a democratic society . . . It presumes that the teacher has an inside track on Truth.” At least one antinuclear activist agreed, warning against indoctrination in schools—even if it was for his own position. “Some of the most destructive people in history have been certain of their righteousness,” he admonished.61

      As these comments illustrated, many teachers remained deeply committed to the ideal of engaging controversial questions—not simply propagandizing about them—in schools. Whether they could actually do so was another question altogether. As states instituted more standardized testing and other curricular requirements, teachers had even less room to probe complex issues. In 1990, the chair of a teachers’ conference about the legacy of the Vietnam War—one of the most controversial issues in recent American history—quoted a plaintive RSVP letter from a colleague: “It’s real nice but what’s the point?,” the colleague wrote. “I have 15 minutes to teach it.” He was right, the chair added. “Teachers are terribly pressed for time,” he noted. “Fifteen minutes for the Renaissance; 15 minutes for the Vietnam War; 15 minutes for the Civil War; and then move on to the next thing.” Just as earlier generations foisted Arbor Day and Temperance Day upon harried schools, meanwhile, social studies teachers confronted a host of state-mandated “special” units and courses. “As in the past, social studies is a likely candidate to provide the means to scratch the itches of society,” education professor David Warren Saxe observed. “Global education, AIDS education, environmental studies, war or peace education, gender-neutral education have all made inroads.” But they had also made life miserable for teachers, who lacked both the time and the background to instruct them. “Those that are charged to dispense these curricular packages are left out,” Saxe added. “Much like the 300 Spartans, their task is not to question why, but to do.”62

      And that was precisely the problem. Going back to Alexander Meiklejohn, social critics had argued that teachers who did not engage in controversial issues themselves could not be expected to involve their students in the same. When the first Gulf War began in 1991, then, many teachers found themselves unprepared to lead serious discussions about it. In Pittsburgh, 150 students walked out of class—and were suspended for three days—to protest their school’s lack of attention to the war. The only student to receive a longer suspension was the campaign’s ringleader, whose brother was serving in the Gulf; when he had asked his teachers to talk about the war, they replied that “now was not the time.” The conflict had rendered many textbook accounts of the Middle East obsolete, teachers noted, which would require them to get information and teaching aids from newspapers, television, and other sources; some of them had the time and wish to do so, but others did not. Nor did they know how to handle student and parental complaints, which were sure to follow any in-class instruction on the subject. If they raised the issue of oil as a factor in the war, for example, some parents would surely object; but if they ignored that issue, still others would grouse. Elsewhere, meanwhile, schools faced criticism for devoting too much attention to the war. In New Mexico, for example, a parent kept her daughter home to protest allegedly excessive instruction. “Schools must walk a tightrope,” one journalist wrote, “separating those who would emphasize discussion of the situation and those who would minimize it.”63

      The tightrope became even more hazardous in the late 1990s and in the first decade of the ensuing century, when American courts severely restricted teachers’ speech rights. The 1980 Janet Cooper court decision—allowing Cooper to use a simulation exercise about race relations—represented the peak of academic freedom for American teachers, as an NEA lawyer reflected; since then, he wrote in 2010, “the law has evolved, or rather devolved, to the point where it is fair to say that K-12 teachers have no constitutional right to decide what to teach or how to teach it.” Upholding the dismissal of a St. Louis teacher for allowing her students to use profanity in their creative-writing essays, the courts said that the Constitution did not protect her “student-centered teaching method”; courts also upheld the denial of a new contract to a Texas history teacher, who had recommended outside reading (including works by Orwell and Hemingway) that was not on his district’s approved list; and in Colorado, judges allowed the firing of 25-year veteran teacher Al Wilder for showing an R-rated movie to his senior debate class. “It cannot be left to individual teachers to teach what they please,” the Colorado Supreme Court wrote in 1998. Wilder, it added, “has no First Amendment right to use non-approved controversial learning resources in his classroom.”64

      The key term was “controversial,” of course, which had long been a red flag in American education. “The word ‘controversial’ in recent years has been saddled with the connotation of evil, without rhyme and certainly without reason,” a Delaware newspaper editorialized in 1956, at the height of the Cold War. But American courts brought our fear of controversy in schools to new heights—or new lows—in 2007, when federal judges upheld the dismissal of Indiana teacher Deborah Mayer. During a discussion of an article from a student current-events magazine about the war in Iraq, Mayer’s pupils asked her if she supported the war; she replied that she did not. When parents got wind of the exchange and complained, her contract was not renewed. Upholding the school district’s decision, the court drew upon the 2006 Supreme Court case Garcetti v. Ceballos, which holds that public employees do not have free-speech rights at work; instead, their words belong to their employer. “The school system does not ‘regulate’ teachers’ speech as much as it hires that speech,” the U.S. 7th Circuit Court ruled, in an almost exact echo of Jacob Abbott’s dictum back in 1856. “Expression is a teacher’s stock in trade, the commodity she sells to her employer in exchange for a salary.”65

      But teachers are not simply clerks or paid ventriloquists for the state, as the court implied. Instead, their job is—or should be—to help make future citizens, who have the ability to understand and, yes, critique the people who govern them. That was the spirit of a stirring dissent in the Al Wilder case by Colorado Justice Gregory J. Hobbs, himself a former sixth-grade teacher. “When we strip teachers of their professional judgment, we forfeit the educational vitality we prize,” Hobbs wrote. “When we quell controversy for the sake of congeniality, we deprive democracy of its mentors.” His comments echoed a speech delivered four decades earlier by Virginia Franklin, who had the courage to teach controversial issues—and to stare down her local foes—in Paradise, California. “I felt that there was a total lack of respect for the teacher’s role as a member of a profession,” Franklin told the 1964 convention of the National Education Association. “I am convinced that the task before our group is to show the public that we are a profession.” The task remains.66

    

  
    
      Three

      Philosophical Reflections: Exploring the Ideal of Teaching Controversial Issues

      What makes an issue “controversial”? Should controversial issues be taught in public schools? If so, what stance should teachers take when teaching controversial issues? What is a viable public policy for teaching controversial issues?

      Introduction

      Public education is an area of social life that is rife with controversy. Some of the issues concern public policy questions: Should all public schools share a common core curriculum? How are educational systems best held accountable? What is an equitable scheme for financing schools? Should parents and students have schooling choices other than traditional public schools—charter schools, for example? Other controversial issues concern methods of teaching. When an instructor at Florida Atlantic University asked his students to write “Jesus” on a slip of paper, put it on the floor, and step on it, one student objected to the exercise and the professor was vilified as hostile to religion (although he himself was a Christian and the exercise had been taken from a teacher’s guide written by a professor at a Catholic university). The objective of the lesson was to teach students about the power of cultural symbols. The teacher assumed that many, if not all, students would refuse to act and that figuring out why would create a discussion (no one was forced to “step on Jesus”). Nevertheless, it is reasonable to ask whether the teacher’s exercise crossed an ethical line between education and mandated self-discovery.1 The content of the curriculum has also been an important source of controversy, as our historical review demonstrates. In 2010 the Arizona State legislature passed a law banning the Tucson School District’s Mexican Studies Program on the grounds that the content was inappropriate and fomented racial hatred. As a result of a federal court order, a revised program has been reinstated but the controversy continues.2

      While areas of controversy are often interrelated, this book is primarily about one specific controversy concerning education—should schools include controversial issues in their curricula or should they strive to avoid them? Social studies is an area where controversy may appear to come with the territory, but it is not the only subject that must be considered. Teaching evolutionary theory or about human contributions to global warming makes science curricula controversial from the perspective of some members of the public. Literature and art generate their own controversies about censorship when they challenge deeply held religious beliefs or depict “alternative life styles,” for example. Health classes deal with controversial subjects such as sex education or the safety of childhood vaccinations. What legitimate educational purposes, if any, might the teaching of controversial questions serve? Are there special restrictions on how such issues should be taught? What makes an issue controversial in the first place?

      When the question of teaching controversial issues in schools is posed to educators, a common response is that an issue is controversial when there is significant disagreement about it, that teaching controversial issues is an important element in developing the skills of democratic citizenship, and that it is appropriate to “teach the controversies” and let the students themselves decide what to believe. There’s much to be said for these positions. The fact of disagreement is a key factor in making an issue controversial. And since disagreement among citizens about public policy questions is a persistent fact of democratic life, learning how to fruitfully engage others in political deliberation is a democratic virtue. Whether teachers should be neutral toward the contending positions when teaching controversial issues is not immediately obvious. But the negative community responses teachers sometimes face in teaching controversial issues provides at least pragmatic reasons for not taking a stand on questions that divide the public. Despite the initial plausibility of these views, we hold that the issues are more complex: not every disagreement qualifies as a controversy; civic education is not the only reason to teach controversial issues—furthermore, there may be good reasons to not teach such issues; and neutrality is not automatically the right stance for teachers to take.

      What Makes an Issue Controversial?

      War, violence, race, ethnicity, oppression, religion, abortion, politics, sexuality—these are items that might be on a list of currently controversial issues. They’re topics one is often warned not to bring up at a dinner party. More properly, it’s not the topics but the answers to questions that are controversial: Should government have a say in our diets? Is racism largely a phenomenon of the past? Should doctors be allowed to assist in suicides for terminally ill people who desire to end their lives? Do animals have rights? People’s different views on these questions can be traced to many factors, including their having different empirical beliefs, alternative values, different interests, or different world views. Even people who have the same values and accept the same empirical data may disagree because they order their shared values differently. Attitudes toward government collection of personal data, for example, may depend on the relative weight people assign to privacy and security. Will government collection of information about citizens lead to a more intrusive government and ultimately to greater control and regulation? Or is it essential for public safety? And if both are true, how much privacy is one willing to give up for how much more security against what threats?

      Knowing when an issue is controversial may seem like a slam-dunk: if people disagree about the issue, it’s controversial, so why even raise the question? And this view appears to be confirmed by the ways issues are judged controversial in some of our current social practices:

      
        (1) In a 2011 Gallup Values and Beliefs Poll, people were asked whether actions or policies on a list Gallup provided were “morally acceptable” or “morally wrong.” Gallup’s criterion for ranking how controversial the items were is the degree of difference between the percentages of respondents who held that the issue was morally acceptable and those who held that it was morally wrong. The smaller the difference between the two groups (that is, the closer the public was to being equally divided on the matter), the more controversial the issue. Gallup’s list in 2011 was headed by doctor-assisted suicide as the “most controversial issue in America”: 45 percent of respondents said it was morally acceptable and 48 percent said it was morally wrong, a difference of only 3 percent. Doctor-assisted suicide was followed by abortion (39 percent/51 percent/12 percent); having a child outside of marriage, tied with gay and lesbian relations (54 percent/41 percent/13 percent); and wearing fur (56 percent/39 percent/17 percent).3

        (2) “Edit Warring” determines Wikipedia’s long (and constantly evolving) list of controversial issues.4 In edit warring, contributors with opposing positions repeatedly override one another’s edits, returning the article to near its previous state. In April 2014, Wikipedia’s list of controversial issues was broken down into 15 major categories with multiple entries under each category. Hydraulic fracturing, weather modification, and the film An Inconvenient Truth were listed under “Environment,” along with many other topics. The category “Media/Culture” included the television program Family Guy and the issue of media bias.

        (3) Traditionally the editorial and op-ed pages of a newspaper are reserved for expression of “opinions” rather than “news,” which is the focus of other sections of the paper. Editorials express the views of the editorial board of the newspaper. The editorial pages may also contain letters to the editor from the public as well as political cartoons. The op-ed pages usually contain brief essays expressing the views of journalists and other concerned citizens about controversial issues. Maintaining the line between opinion and news is a source of a newspaper’s credibility. The use of “opinion” suggests a view that is not conclusively established as opposed to the facts presumably reported in the “news.”5 On the morning that one of us (Robertson) wrote these words, the editorial page of the New York Times endorsed in principle the idea of a full-day pre-kindergarten for students in New York City and offered an account of the challenges the policy faced.6 On the same day, the editorial pages of the Syracuse Post-Standard—Robertson’s local newspaper—decried the “inequitable” split of New York State’s pre-K funding ($300 million for New York City and $40 million for the rest of the state) that made the New York City program discussed in the Times possible.7

      

      If you examine the issues listed above and the criteria that produced them, “disagreement” certainly is a central feature of controversy. Yet not every disagreement warrants the label “controversial.” Holocaust deniers hold that the Holocaust never happened, but the historical evidence is overwhelmingly conclusive. Few people take the claims of the deniers seriously. If schools were to teach that it’s controversial whether the Holocaust happened, they would imply that it’s not known for certain whether the event occurred, that it’s a matter of “opinion.” Of course a history teacher might include the claims of the Holocaust deniers in order to stimulate an examination of the evidence, but in the end the teacher would not want students to suspend judgment about whether the event occurred or believe that each position has reasonable arguments in its favor. And some might argue that including the claims of the Holocaust deniers would be wrong because it would dignify their absurd assertions by treating them as worthy of consideration. Thus while disagreement is a necessary element in an issue’s being controversial, it’s not the only requirement.8 Is it a matter of the size of the groups on the contending sides, as the Gallup poll criterion suggests? If the size of the group of Holocaust deniers increased substantially, would the issue become controversial? Gallup poll data from 2014 shows that 57 percent of Americans believe that global warming is due to human causes, while 40 percent hold that it’s a natural phenomenon.9 Ninety-seven percent of climatologists support the human causes claim.10 Is this issue controversial?

      The newspapers’ tradition of “opinions” on the editorial page versus “news” suggests another feature of controversial issues: they are issues where reasonable arguments can be made on different sides of the question. This requirement for being controversial has been called “the epistemic criterion,” meaning that what makes an issue controversial is the current state of knowledge.11 Controversial questions are ones where the best answer has yet to be determined to the satisfaction of the majority of informed persons. There is disagreement about which position is most likely to be right in light of the available evidence and reasoning. Each position is legitimate, having something to be said for it that would be acknowledged as good reasons by informed persons. In these cases, the question is “open.”12 This does not mean that informed persons must remain agnostic about the issue. People can and will make judgments about which position they support. But they should also recognize that the opposing considerations are not without merit and should be willing to consider them. In contrast, when questions are settled, there is one position that is decisively supported by the available arguments. Since historical evidence overwhelmingly supports the claim that the Holocaust happened, this question is not controversial. Rather, schools should treat the question as closed rather than open and hence teach students the position supported by the historical evidence. To treat this question as controversial would be to mislead students about the current state of knowledge.

      The epistemic criterion was supported by Edward Thorndike, a pioneer of educational psychology, in his 1937 Inglis Lecture on “The Teaching of Controversial Subjects.” Thorndike listed among the controversial subjects of his day “tariffs, government ownership of public utilities, the international court, the New Deal, divorce, and sterilization” of groups whose procreation was judged undesirable. Thorndike listed as settled, and therefore no longer controversial in his day, “Protestantism, witchcraft, the divine right of kings, slavery, property requirements for suffrage, and free schools.” Thorndike acknowledged that controversial issues in a broad sense are any subject “that causes conflict or dispute.” But, he argued, “A controversial subject oftenest means one where the opinions of fairly competent persons differ and are held with some pertinacity and vehemence.” He added that this is especially true “where the division of opinion relates to matters of acknowledged public concern.”13

      Thorndike’s remarks suggest that paradigmatically controversial subjects satisfy four conditions:

      
        (1) There is a conflict or dispute, that is, a disagreement;

        (2) The parties to the dispute are “fairly” competent with respect to the question at issue, that is, they are somewhat knowledgeable about the issue; the implication here is that there is rationally based disagreement about the issue among reasonably competent persons and thus that a reasonable case can be made on each side of the question, that is, the issue meets the epistemic criterion;

        (3) The dispute is persistent and the parties have an emotional investment in it—the questions are what we might call “hot-button” issues; and

        (4) Matters of public concern are at stake in the dispute.

      

      Let us suppose that when all four conditions are met, an issue is maximally controversial. Notice, however, that even when some of these criteria are not met (most notably number two), the public may still regard the issue as controversial and teachers may risk negative reactions from the community in teaching it (evolutionary theory, for example). Further, issues that are in dispute among competent persons but in which the public does not have an emotional investment (perhaps because these issues are not generally matters of public concern) likely will not create problems for teachers. Yet they will be regarded as controversial among the community of competent persons and there may be good reasons for schools to teach them. Thus we have generated three possibilities for when issues might be regarded as controversial that are relevant to public education:

      
        (A) Maximally controversial issues are cases where all four of Thorndike’s criteria are met: there is disagreement among fairly knowledgeable persons about an issue of public concern and the disputants are emotionally invested in the problem (for example, how to evaluate public school teachers). There are two possibilities here: (a) the disagreement is grounded in a lack of conclusive evidence or different weightings of shared values and each party is able to understand and respect the others’ points of view (for example, the value of the Electoral College in presidential elections); and (b) bitter disagreements often based in normative differences such that each side is convinced of the truth of its own view and may think the other is radically mistaken, incompetent, or immoral (for example, current debates about health care or immigration in the United States). In such cases, neither side may hold that the issue really is controversial, each believing instead that its position is obviously correct.

        (B) Expert-Public disagreements are disagreements between experts and a significant portion of the public: Cases where knowledgeable persons are in agreement but there is dispute among members of the public (criteria 1, 3, and 4 are met, but not 2) (for example, whether humans contribute to global warming or whether childhood vaccines cause autism).

        (C) Disagreements solely among experts: Cases where knowledgeable persons disagree and may be emotionally invested in the issue, but the issue is not one of public concern (criteria 1 and 2 are met but not 4 and not 3, at least not for the public) (for example, competing literary interpretations of Milton’s Paradise Lost).

      

      Distinguishing these three kinds of controversies is important. The reasons for and against teaching each kind of controversy are different, we will argue, leading us to ask whether the mode of teaching them also differs. Let us begin with the last case, disagreement among experts, and work our way up to the first case, the one that meets all of Thorndike’s criteria.

      When Experts Disagree. “To be or not to be, that is the question.” Is this famous speech from Shakespeare’s Hamlet mainly about Hamlet’s deciding whether to commit suicide or are other things at stake?14 Is Hamlet speaking of the value of existence in general, not simply of his own life? Are the meaning of death and the nature of any afterlife the primary focus? Disputes that are internal to expert communities and do not involve matters of public concern can normally be addressed in schools without generating complaints. Our historical overview suggests this is not the kind of case people have in mind in asking whether schools should teach controversial issues, but it’s worth considering as an entry point to the problem. One might hold that such disputes are beyond the reach of public school students and in some cases that will be true of not only students but their teachers as well: consider, for example, recent controversies concerning risk factors for Alzheimer’s disease. Nevertheless, introducing students to scholarly debates when possible conveys to them the nature of inquiry. It moves beyond the transmission of knowledge to its creation. It is essential to developing the skills and virtues of inquiry, some discipline-specific and others more general. It lays the basis for critical thinking, the ability to develop and support arguments, intellectual tenacity but also the willingness to acknowledge the better argument even when it’s not one’s own, a commitment to truth, open-mindedness, and so on.15 Obviously all these good outcomes are not automatic. Much depends on the teacher’s skill. But the appropriate stance toward such questions is at least clear: they should be taught as open without attempting to direct students toward one particular conclusion. If experts legitimately disagree, on what basis would the teacher choose which position students should support? This does not mean that no interpretations are incorrect, however. Returning to the example of Hamlet’s speech, the aim of acquiring the skills of literary interpretation is to learn how to use historical context, textual evidence, and other considerations to support one’s views. Students must learn why a well-reasoned argument is different from a mere expression of opinion and hence that some interpretations miss the mark. Students must learn that one’s opinion can be wrong.

      Inquiry-based learning takes this approach with respect to questions that are not in dispute among scholars (that is, with issues that are closed) and with the same potential outcomes for students. It is reasonable to ask, then, what additional educational value there is in exposing students to questions that even the most knowledgeable people disagree about. Does it really matter for educational purposes that literary scholars disagree about the best interpretation of Hamlet or is it sufficient that students explore their own competing interpretations? Are there even potential negative outcomes if students come to accept a relativistic “it’s just a matter of opinion” attitude? Our view is that important dimensions of intellectual character may be developed through exploring alternative views, whether or not experts disagree. As we shall argue, the teaching of some types of controversial issues fosters not only intellectual character, but also important dimensions of civic character in a democratic society. Understanding that even well-informed individuals may disagree is important for the development of tolerance of other points of view, a key democratic virtue. But there is also value in students learning that there are unresolved questions even among experts, questions worth answering that may excite their curiosity.

      When Experts and (Some Members of) the Public Disagree. Should schools treat as controversial the question, “Is human activity primarily responsible for global warming?” There certainly are citizens who take opposite sides of this question. Although the percentage has waxed and waned over time, as we noted earlier, the 2014 Gallup poll suggests about 40 percent of the United States population denies that humans are a primary cause. For scientists, however, the case is closed: global warming is primarily caused by human activity, especially through the burning of fossil fuels that emit greenhouse gases. How should schools treat this issue given the division of public opinion and the near unanimity of the scientific community? Should teachers give equal time to each position or should they follow the scientists’ lead and try to convince students that human activity causes global warming? Or should schools simply avoid issues like this one that are controversial among the public, even if one answer is scientifically well supported?

      In 2011 the Board of Education of the Los Alamitos Unified School District voted to require “multiple perspectives” on the science of global warming, that is, teaching it as a maximally controversial issue.16 If elected, the UK Independence Party promised during the 2014 campaign to ban public schools from teaching that global warming is being caused by carbon dioxide emissions.17 In 2014 the Wyoming legislature voted not to fund the implementation of new science standards, largely because they teach human contribution to global warming as fact rather than theory.18 Persistent public disagreement about a matter that experts regard as closed is not something that can be ignored by teachers; it’s a situation citizens often confront, and teachers are preparing their students for democratic citizenship. What accounts for such disagreements? It’s important to understand that disagreements do not occur in a vacuum. Disagreements about some issues may be generated by overarching political and religious differences that make a particular stance on a given issue seem more plausible because it coheres better with the individual’s other beliefs. For example, in the United States political conservatives are more likely than liberals to distrust expert scientific opinions, perhaps because they distrust scientific views about evolution on religious grounds.19 Entangled with these overarching differences are tendencies of different groups to regard different media sources as authoritative. Most citizens receive their information, not directly from experts who are part of the research communities that generate knowledge, but rather from those they trust as sufficiently knowledgeable to inform them. And such trust is also influenced by the ideological differences described above. Students need to understand the sources of such differences and be given tools for analyzing them. Obviously this will not be an easy task when controversies and disagreements run up against students’ and their parents’ most fundamental beliefs or when political authorities have expressly forbidden such teachings.

      Consider the global warming issue again. Many schools have curricula that promote environmental awareness, and rightly so. Perhaps schools could simply avoid the issue of public policy with regard to global warming and choose some other question less subject to public disagreement as a basis for teaching students how to deal with controversial issues. But could schools responsibly omit the issue of the human contribution to global warming from science classes when the future of human life hangs in the balance? Sometimes, then, the teacher’s integrity in teaching his or her subject may be at stake in decisions to avoid contemporary disagreements. As Charles C. Guilford noted in 1941, in a statement we quoted earlier: “To play safe and conform to the wishes of those in control may be positively immoral; to challenge the powers that be may be professional suicide.”20

      In his lecture on teaching controversial subjects, Thorndike argued that schools should distinguish between questions students should try to figure out themselves and those on which they should defer to experts. He proposed the following general rule: “When we lack the necessary knowledge and some impartial expert has it, the right answer in any controversy is, ‘Ask the expert.’” “The important lessons,” he said, “often are to learn to distrust one’s own judgments and the propaganda of parties who take a profit by influencing one’s judgments, to trust the real experts, and to find who they are.”21 Should we take Thorndike’s advice? And how do we teach our students to determine who the experts are? It may run against the grain of educators in a democratic society to teach students to defer to experts. And some will doubt that any experts are “impartial.” But our previous judgment that the issue of human contribution to global warming should be taught as closed rather than open based on the overwhelming agreement of the scientific community—despite the divisions in public opinion—does assume that Thorndike is right in some cases. The science involved in global warming and its causes is complex. Evaluating the facts requires understanding computer modeling and the way these predictive models are developed and tested on the basis of extensive observational data and experimental findings. While students (and their teachers) can hope to achieve some understanding, they will not be in a position to evaluate the experts’ data and findings themselves. Teachers are more likely to be authoritative sources than experts for their students: they earn students’ trust by having sufficient grasp of the knowledge and intellectual skills of the expert to effectively communicate the experts’ views and arguments.

      Of course in this respect students and adult citizens are in the same boat. But for a variety of reasons the willingness of the public in the United States to accord authority to expert judgment in matters of public policy is weak, as the issue of human causes of global warming shows. The media and massive corporate propaganda exacerbate this problem by their tendency to make closed issues into “controversies,” which then require equal presentation of both sides. Partisan political propaganda further confuses the electorate. In the education of future citizens, then, careful consideration should be given to developing an awareness of the division of epistemic labor, the fact that some people know more than others about some subjects. The problem is that this obvious fact does not square well with a conception of democratic equality that suggests citizens’ opinions are to be equally respected.22 It is this state of affairs that generates the dilemma for teachers when public opinion regards an issue as open while expert judgment regards it as closed.23

      Maximally Controversial Issues. The third and final type of controversial issue is one where there is disagreement among (fairly) knowledgeable persons about an emotionally charged matter of public concern. One possibility for such disagreements is that the empirical evidence concerning the issue is not conclusive and can support alternative reasonable positions. Epidemiological studies, for example, reveal correlations between lifestyle choices and health outcomes, but without further research it’s not clear whether the relationship is causal and hence whether people are well advised to make lifestyle changes. The public is frequently frustrated by claims that certain foods are unhealthy that are later followed by the claims being withdrawn after further study. Although health is clearly a matter of public concern in which we have emotional investments, at least in our own cases, we are likely able to hear the issue discussed and make our own choices without vilifying one side or the other. A public policy question that might fit this category is whether the institution of the Electoral College in presidential elections needs reform. In cases of this kind, teachers usually can teach the questions as open, as they should, without risking complaints. Of course there are exceptions, such as discussing unhealthy aspects of consuming foods that are the main source of livelihood in a given area. Or public policies that attempt to encourage people to eat healthier foods (for example, school lunch policies) that some regard as a restriction of freedom of choice.

      Disagreements that are based in moral or political disagreements, and perhaps empirical issues as well, can be more challenging for public school teachers. Consider moral issues involved in our response to global warming. What obligations do we have to future generations who will be affected by global warming? Is it fair to ask China and India not to pollute when the United States polluted during comparable stages of our industrial development? Some teachers appear to hold that value or moral questions are especially controversial because they are not resolvable by recourse to reason.24 Yet some moral issues are clearly closed, such as bullying other students because they are gay or lesbian. Even those who think that gay and lesbian behavior is immoral can agree that bullying is wrong. It cannot be true that all moral issues are controversial. Nevertheless, it may be that moral issues present a special challenge. Thorndike was correct in arguing that we should base our beliefs on expert authority in cases where we are not in a position to evaluate the reasoning and evidence ourselves. But there are no commonly recognized experts on moral or political questions. There are professionals who have thought deeply about these questions and from whom the public can learn: “ethicists” who are sometimes consulted, religious figures who are authorities for some, and philosophers who study ethics and political thought and sometimes gain a public following. But with respect to moral judgments, including those embedded in public policy positions, “trusting the experts” does not seem like the right response. As morally responsible persons we should not take our moral judgments ready-made on the authority of others but rather should know and evaluate the reasons for our beliefs ourselves, while recognizing that public discussion with other citizens can enhance the quality of our judgments.25

      Some moral or political disagreements are especially challenging for teachers. These are disagreements where each side regards the issue as “closed,” believing strongly in the truth or rightness of its own position and thus holding that the other side is ignorant, radically mistaken, or even morally corrupt. This is the type of case that people may commonly have in mind when they speak of controversial issues and wish to ban them from public schools. These cases can arise with issues that are in the process of what Diana Hess has called “tipping,” a situation where a question previously regarded as closed is in the process of coming to be publicly regarded as open, or vice versa.26 Hess offers women’s suffrage as an example of a question once regarded as open that is now closed. Legal marriage between gay and lesbian partners, once regarded as closed (they should not be allowed to marry) has become open and is tipping toward becoming closed again, although with the opposite conclusion (they should be allowed to legally marry, as the Supreme Court has recently decreed). In such cases, whether or not the question is truly controversial (on all criteria) may itself be controversial, even if it’s clear that some public disagreement continues. On each side there are likely those who hold that the question has a clear right answer on moral grounds, and is therefore closed. In the case of gay marriage to treat the matter as closed will generate charges of liberal indoctrination and immorality from one side, while to treat it as open will be morally offensive to the other side by implying that there are good reasons for denying marriage to gays and lesbians.

      Racism is another topic that is frequently thought of as maximally controversial. Yet the question “Is racism wrong?” clearly has a right answer that is no longer controversial. Even the Ku Klux Klan claims not to be racist these days.27 Thus in light of our analysis, whether racism is morally wrong is a closed question and should be taught as such: it fails to meet even the criterion of “disagreement” required for treating an issue as controversial. Nevertheless, in a study of British teachers’ attitudes toward teaching controversial issues, the teachers identified racism as a controversial issue and only 34 percent said that they would “try to influence pupils to adopt a particular attitude to the issue.” Sixty-two percent said they would “present a balanced view.”28 While the teachers may have had some other question in mind, that racism is morally wrong is clearly a closed question. Teaching students to adopt that attitude toward racism, teaching to convince, is the appropriate thing to do. How would one present a “balanced view” of racism?29

      Nevertheless, teachers who engage in various forms of social justice education intended to combat racism do often experience resistance from students or their parents. Passions are readily aroused and teachers are rightly nervous about discussing racism. Why? Sometimes there are maximally controversial issues involved in such discussions (for example, Should hate speech be criminalized?) where each side can appreciate the other side’s arguments. However, other questions appear to generate a polarized divide: Are we in a “postracial” era? Is racism primarily structural or individual? Do white people have a special “white privilege”? Should these issues be taken up in schools and, if so, how? Should teachers aim at getting students to hold specific beliefs, that is, should they teach the questions as closed? Or should they teach these questions as maximally controversial issues and thus aim, not at getting students to hold specific beliefs, but rather at developing the knowledge, skills, and attitudes required for effective discussion and consideration of open questions with other citizens?

      Our account above explains why the choice to teach issues as open or closed can itself invite controversy and create difficult situations for teachers. As we noted in chapter 2, treating the superiority of liberal democracy and capitalism over communism as an open question in the 1950s was a sure way to be fired. One of us (Robertson) was asked to sign a loyalty oath as a new teacher in the mid-1960s and to swear that she was not a member of a long list of “subversive” organizations. Teaching communism in this period entered the curriculum if at all to inoculate students against it by teaching its vices and the virtues of our system. In other words, the superiority of our system over communism was considered a closed question and so students needed to be directly taught the truth about the matter rather than discussing it as an open question. To hold discussions about the relative merits of the two systems would have implied that there was something to be said for communism, that well-informed people might legitimately make a choice to support it. For a teacher to treat the issue as maximally controversial, then, would have required going against the judgment of the majority of the American public. Teaching a question as open when public opinion regards it as closed has proven risky.

      We previously cited philosopher Richard Rorty’s comment that “It is impossible for the public schools of a democratic country to educate youth in areas in which education would call into question beliefs that are central to the general tenor of public opinion.” Rorty holds that this is simply one of the disadvantages of democracy, part of the price we pay for its advantages.30 It is little wonder, then, that teachers are inclined to stick to questions that are either clearly closed or clearly open for both the public and the relevant expert communities, when such communities exist. This position assumes that local communities are more interested in having schools transmit their particular viewpoint even on open questions rather than encourage a consideration of all viewpoints. As a student of one of us (Zimmerman) remarked: “You’ll never see a parents’ group called ‘Americans in favor of Debating the Other Side.’”31 Nevertheless, when there are disputed matters of fact and significant moral judgments at stake, we all have an interest in knowing the truth, and the democratic public’s ability to make decisions consistent with its long-term welfare depends upon its capacity for discussing maximally controversial questions.

      Who decides when good arguments are available on different sides of an issue, thus making it appropriately taught as open? Must teachers defer to public opinion even if it contradicts expert judgment? Or must citizens defer to experts? What if there are no commonly accepted expert communities ready to judge the questions that divide us, as we’ve suggested is the case with moral issues? While the fact of disagreement may not itself be sufficient to determine that an issue is controversial, are schools nevertheless obligated to take into account the considered views of local community groups or the public at large in determining which questions to address and whether to treat them as open or closed? We’ve already acknowledged that teachers ignore the views of the local community at their peril given court decisions upholding the firing of teachers for in-school expressions of their political views. But does showing proper respect for citizens’ different ideological and moral conceptions rightly place limits on schools’ involvement in teaching disputed public questions?

      If the goals of teaching controversial issues are to develop students’ intellectual and civic character, then teachers have wide latitude for choosing among issues that are open by the epistemic standard (that is, reasonable arguments can be made on both sides of the issue). They have freedom to choose open questions for their students to explore that do not run contrary to settled public opinion, since it is not the “correct answer” that is to be taught but rather the framing of arguments, the development of research skills, the attitudes of openness toward alternative views, the ability to actively listen to others. Any open question that is of interest to the students will seemingly serve that purpose. In New York State, which overlies part of the Marcellus Shale, hydraulic fracturing (fracking) may be such an issue: fracking is hotly debated but still not a settled issue in public opinion. In parts of Pennsylvania where fracking is already taking place and has generated jobs and income for those whose land is involved (but has also displaced whole towns), the controversy concerning fracking is a riskier choice than it currently is in New York State. Or perhaps teachers can choose historical issues that were open at a given historical period but are now closed. A historical reenactment of the debate about those issues will allow students to engage “controversial” issues without introducing current controversies that are divisive in the community. Both of these strategies have positive benefits and certainly can be fruitfully employed.

      Can schools avoid negative community reactions through choosing issues that are not hot-button ones in the public mind? We’ve already argued that issues such as global warming or evolution where there’s an overwhelming expert consensus should be taught as closed although they are hot-button issues for some members of the public. Some moral questions—for example, bullying is wrong—are also closed, even if there may be disagreements about what counts as “bullying.” Thus emotionally charged issues cannot always be avoided. Further, morally polarized but still open questions (for example, the best policy concerning undocumented immigrants) are a fact of public life. Learning how to conduct civil conversations under such circumstances is an important aspect of civic virtue. We’ll consider the schools’ role in developing these virtues in the next section.

      To take stock, our argument thus far has shown that the question of what issues should be treated as controversial in school classrooms is a complex one. While significant disagreement is a widely agreed upon criterion for being “controversial,” there is disagreement about the relevant community of dispute: Is it the public at large, particular local communities, or communities of special expertise? What stance should be taken when these publics disagree on the controversial nature of an issue? Further, the educationally best choices of controversial issues to examine in schools is an open question: Should they be issues that are not sensitive in the local community, including formerly open questions that can be considered in historical perspective? Or, at least in some circumstances, does maintaining teachers’ intellectual integrity require willingness to risk negative public reactions? And finally, even if we are agreed on the importance of learning to deliberate about such issues, are public schools the best place to learn that?

      An adequate proposal concerning teaching controversial issues therefore must consider not only the criterion for what is “controversial” but also the educational reasons for proposing to teach controversial issues in schools, as well as pragmatic questions about what expectations we can reasonably have of teachers given the complex nature of such discussions and the repercussions that teaching controversial issues may generate. Finally, there are public policy questions generated by this discussion. We move to consider these issues in the next sections.

      To Teach or Not to Teach: Should Controversial Issues Be Taught in Public Schools?

      Whether or not maximally controversial issues should be taught in public schools is itself a controversial question at least in the sense that there is significant disagreement involved. In this section we will examine more closely the arguments that have been offered pro and con. We begin by looking at the aims that teaching controversial issues supposedly serves. If there were no positive outcomes to be expected, a strategy of avoidance where possible surely would be the right course of action. Without an understanding of why controversial issues should be taught, teachers may avoid them as much as possible. For example, historian Christopher I. Doyle in informal discussions with teachers about content related to sex has found that social studies teachers (and Doyle himself, under administrative pressure) have omitted showing images of Michelangelo’s David, mention of the Stonewall Inn riot of 1969 that initiated the gay rights movement, and discussion of early birth control advocate Margaret Sanger’s arrest for mailing pamphlets that described how to use a diaphragm (they were ruled pornographic).32

      Our analysis thus far has suggested that the discussion of controversial issues develops both intellectual and civic virtues. On the intellectual side, discussion of controversial issues helps students develop an array of skills and dispositions embodying the ability to formulate and evaluate arguments, thus fostering their capacities for rational thought and action. We have acknowledged, however, that the development of intellectual virtues does not necessarily require discussion of issues that polarize the public. Considering competing interpretations of literary texts or alternative historical hypotheses or reenacting past debates that have already been settled will likely suffice. Why, then, introduce issues that concern the public where views are held “with some pertinacity and vehemence,” as Thorndike put it, thus potentially placing educators at risk?

      We have suggested two answers thus far: (1) Sometimes it is impossible to teach a subject properly without taking a stand on controversial issues such as the human contribution to global warming, evolution, or the causes of the Mexican-American War (which do not place the United States in a positive light). When issues are controversial with the public but settled according to experts, teachers have an opportunity to engage students in learning the epistemology of the disciplines. For example, what makes the findings of a well-designed scientific study worthy of our credence? Such issues also offer an occasion to entertain a maximally controversial question about the role of expertise in the public life of a democratic society, which moves us toward the second reason for entertaining maximally controversial issues. (2) Civic education as preparation for life in a democratic society should develop the ability to discuss “hot-button” issues with other citizens who hold positions that compete with one’s own. The intellectual capacities that can be developed by discussing controversial issues in which the public is not emotionally invested will not necessarily develop the capacity that the political philosopher John Rawls called “reasonableness.”33 Reasonable citizens are willing to honor fair principles of social cooperation even on occasions when the results do not advance their own interests. The peaceful transition of the presidency from one party to another is an illustration. Further, reasonable people recognize that citizens may sometimes disagree even without anyone being biased, ignorant of the facts, or selfish. Such disagreements can be based in different evaluations of the available evidence, different rankings of shared values, or different life experiences that lead citizens to value different things, for example. As political theorist Amy Gutmann puts the point, the goal of democratic civic education is to prepare citizens with “the ability to argue and appreciate, understand and criticize, persuade and collectively decide in a way that is mutually respectable even if not universally acceptable.”34

      The perceived need for the development of democratic virtues such as reasonableness lies in their apparent absence from the current political scene. In a New York Times op-ed piece, “Is Persuasion Dead?” Matt Miller asked: “Is it possible in America today to convince anyone of anything he doesn’t already believe? If so, are there enough places where this mingling of minds occurs to sustain a democracy?”35 Ideological polarization, the “red” states versus the “blue” states, is evident in Congress, the electorate, and even the Supreme Court. The niche market media and residential ideological segregation create situations in which people have no need to listen to any but the like-minded.36 And psychologists tell us that talking only with those who agree with us strengthens our existing beliefs and makes us less open to alternative viewpoints. People read newspapers not to become well informed, but to find support for their current beliefs. The public schools are one of the few places where diversity of opinion exists in a context that requires communication. Diana Hess has found that classrooms are more diverse on a range of public issues than might be expected, even in politically homogeneous communities.37 There is, then, an opportunity in schools to discuss controversial issues in a context where the participants have real disagreements and positions in which they have some investment. But opportunities should not always be seized. Why might conversation across differences in perspective be important for democracy, as Miller assumed?

      The focus on teaching students to discuss controversial issues as a part of civic education is supported by recent discussions of “deliberative democracy.”38 From this perspective, deliberation is one of the prime things citizens do, or should do, together. When citizens deliberate, they seek the best policy or the best course of action through analysis of the available evidence in a process of rational discussion with other citizens. Deliberation is not just a sharing of perspectives but rather is oriented toward decision-making even when the participants are not themselves the primary decision makers.39 Developing the capacities for deliberation requires a focus on a particular set of skills and dispositions. Effective deliberators should be able to construct sound arguments for their positions but should also be open to changing their views when confronted with better arguments. Since diversity of perspective is an asset when considering controversial issues, willingness to listen to others who disagree with you is a virtue. So also is support for ground rules of free and fair exchange of ideas: respect for the rights of others, nondiscrimination, the freedom and equality of all citizens, civility, mutual respect, tolerance of dissent, and openness to different points of view.

      There is a considerable consensus in the literature that one of the best ways to develop deliberative capacities in students is to engage them in discussion of controversial issues.40 If the issues were not controversial or unresolved, deliberation would not be required. Sometimes the issues used in civic education curricula are those close to home, such as classroom and school policies, where students may be able to influence the outcome. But often students are engaged in deliberating public policy questions such as free trade or environmental treaties. If deliberation is a central aspect of civic participation and schools are places with the necessary background conditions for practicing it, then discussing controversial issues in schools can be seen as a way of preparing future citizens to deliberate. In her book Controversy in the Classroom, Diana Hess strongly supports teaching controversial issues as a way of teaching young people how to “do” democracy: “My central claim is that the purposeful inclusion of controversial political issues in the school curriculum, done wisely and well, illustrates a core component of a functioning democratic community, while building the understandings, skills, and dispositions that young people need to live in and to improve such a community.”41

      Why might citizens and educators reject these grounds for teaching maximally controversial issues in schools? First one might doubt whether deliberation is or ever will be a frequent component of public political life. Deliberation does not seem to capture communicative political exchanges in the real world very well. If we think about the quality of current political discourse, reasonableness, open-mindedness, and willingness to be shown wrong are not the first qualities that come to mind. John Dewey conceived of public political discourse as joint inquiry.42 But others have held that in a democratic society, deliberation plays a more limited role. Some believe that the ideal of deliberative democracy pays too little attention to the shaping of political disagreements by differences of power and interest.43 Adversarial democracy, focused on bargaining and negotiation among diverse groups, may better capture political reality, claims the critic.44

      Aside from doubts about the role of deliberation in political life, there are other reasons for doubting the wisdom of a focus on teaching controversial issues. Some of these reasons are suggested by our historical review. Teaching controversial issues doesn’t rank high on citizens’ lists of their expectations of schools. Will local communities support treating questions as controversial that they regard as closed? Will some groups be driven to remove their children from public schools in favor of private schools or home schooling, thus decreasing the opportunities for discussion across differences? Will well-intentioned efforts to teach questions as maximally controversial, hence open, become in effect indoctrination of students in their teachers’ points of view? And we’ve documented the dangers teachers may face in their professional careers by teaching controversial issues. They have no established legal rights to decide what to teach in their classrooms. Even those teachers who wish to take the risk and teach controversial issues find them crowded out of the curriculum by the recent focus on preparation for high-stakes testing.

      Further, it must be granted, teachers are not always so enthusiastic about teaching controversial issues, and not only because it takes courage in light of possible risk to their continued employment. Surveys suggest that teachers feel insufficiently prepared to undertake such teaching.45 One has to know a great deal to lead discussions of controversial issues and even then it’s easy to be surprised by questions students ask. And what will students learn from such discussions if they are not well conducted? Considering views different from one’s own on a hot-button issue isn’t simply a matter of evaluating arguments. Emotions are involved. People become upset. Some feel threatened or attacked. Others shut down. Some make comments that threaten other students or indicate implicit racism or other biases. Teachers may rightly fear for the well-being of their students if such conversations are undertaken. Teachers may be fearful of reproducing the vituperation of the public sphere within the classroom. What happens when such conversations are undertaken in the real world? Do the positive outcomes claimed by advocates for teaching controversial issues in the classroom really materialize?

      Finally, parents or guardians may perceive the aims, strategies, or content of teaching controversial issues as challenging the way of life they are seeking to transmit to their children. This raises a difficult question: how should a democratic society that values pluralism apportion authority for the education of children between parents and the state? Do religious parents, for example, have rights grounded in the free exercise clause of the Constitution to be exempt from public school practices that they regard as obstacles to their ability to transmit their beliefs to their children? In particular, do they have a right to object to the development of critical thinking and autonomy-facilitating skills and attitudes that might lead their children to become skeptical of their parents’ religious beliefs?

      These objections have merit. They need to be met by the proponents of teaching controversial issues. But let us return to a point made earlier that leads us to ask whether it’s really possible to avoid teaching issues that are disputed within the local community while remaining intellectually honest. What would a “just the facts” curriculum look like? Would it be possible to teach about global warming, evolution, the U.S. Civil War (the War Between the States? the War of Northern Aggression?), and some literary classics without arousing the potential for conflict with the local community? And if the fundamental curriculum requires teaching issues that local communities may find controversial, then the resulting tensions cannot be a sufficient reason to avoid teaching students to discuss similarly sensitive open public policy questions. Further, controversial issues can arise regardless of teachers’ intentions. If a student during a class on the history of immigration declares that “undocumented immigrants should just be rounded up and sent home,” what are teachers to do?

      Critics of deliberative democracy are correct that deliberation is not the only activity in which citizens participate. They demonstrate, try to strike effective compromises, organize pressure groups and in other ways attempt to affect public policy. But while deliberation is not the whole of democratic participation, neither can public conversation proceed wholly without it for two reasons. First, even if genuine deliberation seems absent from contemporary public life, solving public problems cannot be wholly a matter of exercising political power. Being effective in solving problems requires figuring things out based on the available evidence in a process of reasoning with others. What matters for determining the curriculum of civic education is not only preparing students for the currently dominant forms of civic participation but also strengthening other forms that would allow the public to solve problems it currently cannot solve but could solve given collaborative efforts.

      Second, critics of deliberative democracy have failed to note the ways deliberation is involved even in negotiation and the exercise of political power. A group that seeks to achieve its interests through political power must engage in deliberation among its members to figure out how to prudently pursue its agenda, for example. More generally, attempting to persuade others to support one’s proposals by providing reasons they can accept is in fact part and parcel of contemporary political negotiations. Deliberative democrats Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson make this point well. In Democracy and Disagreement, they consider the example of the strategies used by Senator Carol Moseley Braun to defeat efforts to renew the Daughters of the Confederacy’s patent on the Confederate flag insignia.46 Moseley Braun initially persuaded the members of the Judiciary Committee to deny the request, but Senators Jesse Helms and Strom Thurmond attached the renewal as an amendment to the national service bill. After the amendment passed a test vote, Moseley Braun took to the Senate floor. She argued that putting the Senate’s “imprimatur” on a racist symbol was an “outrage” and “insult” that was “absolutely unacceptable” to her and millions of Americans both black and white. Her speech was described as an “oratory of impassioned tears and shouts” and she threatened a filibuster. At the end of a three-hour debate, the amendment failed. Clearly Moseley Braun, the only African American senator at that time, exercised political power by reminding the senators that they could not afford to be seen as supporting racist symbols. But her appeal was not simply to the interests of African Americans but to moral principles as well, that is, she attempted to persuade her colleagues on moral grounds that the amendment should not pass. Thus while this case may look like an instance of adversarial political maneuvering, the role of reason-giving grounded in moral principles marks it as an attempt to give others reasons they should respect and respond to, that is, marks it as having deliberative merit.

      The advocate of teaching controversial issues in schools posits an impressive list of intellectual and civic virtues that such teaching can promote. What evidence is there that teaching controversial issues, when well done, actually yields these outcomes? There is some relevant evidence. The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) conducted a study of civic education in over fifty countries, including the United States, in the early 1990s. One conclusion of this study was that having experience in classrooms where controversial issues were discussed and where students believed they could safely disagree with one another and with their teacher was correlated with higher levels of civic knowledge.47 Hahn obtained similar findings in her study of fifty secondary schools in five countries (England, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, and the United States). Students in classrooms that discussed controversial issues in a climate where a variety of points of view were expressed and students felt free to disagree expressed “higher levels of political efficacy, interest, trust, and confidence.”48 These studies do not indicate, however, whether students became more reasonable, tolerant, or open-minded; that is, whether they displayed the full range of civic virtues that advocates of teaching controversial issues hope to achieve. Furthermore students do not report frequently experiencing classrooms where controversial issues are discussed in the type of environment suggested by both studies. And those students with lower socioeconomic status report fewer such opportunities, suggesting a “civic education gap.”49

      The potential for conflict between teaching some controversial issues and the religious, political, or cultural commitments of parents is especially problematic in the context of American education. This issue is sufficiently complex that we withhold further discussion of it until the final section of this chapter, when we consider in greater depth the public policy issues generated by the proposal to teach controversial issues in public schools.

      How Should Controversial Issues Be Taught? Ethical and Epistemic Issues

      If the teaching of controversial issues is to some extent unavoidable or if, as supporters claim, such issues should be taught in schools to develop an overlapping set of intellectual and civic virtues, how should they be taught? Our focus here is not on the best teaching techniques but rather on the moral and intellectual stance teachers should take. The usual response is that they should take a neutral stance toward the competing positions, engaging with all reasonable ones but not directing students toward any one conclusion. For example, the Green Bay [Wisconsin] School District’s Statement of Policy on controversial issues says: “District teachers do not ‘teach’ controversial issues; they teach about such issues. . . . Teachers shall not attempt to limit or control the judgment of students on controversial issues. . . . They should insist on understanding but not agreement on controversial issues.”50 The Hawaii Board of Education Policy for teachers when they are addressing “issues which generate opposing points of view” states: “Teachers shall refer students to resources reflecting all points of view. Discussions, including contributions made by the teacher or resource person, shall be maintained on an objective, factual basis.”51 School boards disagree on whether a neutral stance requires that teachers should not state their own opinions. Many of the boards whose policies we have examined allow this as long as teachers are clear that it is their opinion, they do not push students to share it, and they fairly present the alternatives.52 Some boards require teachers to remain silent about their own views53 or to state their views only in response to a direct question from a student. Why should teachers not aim to “control the judgment of students,” as the Green Bay School District specifies, when teaching controversial issues? Must they make all positions available? Is this always the right stance when considering issues that are controversial in each of the senses we described earlier? School boards typically define a “controversial” issue as one on which the public is divided (there are different opinions) or that arouses local sensitivities (there is emotional investment). Do policies such as Green Bay’s imply that biology teachers must make available information and arguments on intelligent design as well as evolution and claim their preference for evolution as merely “an opinion”?

      Before addressing this question, let us recall our earlier account of different ways in which an issue might be controversial, since we have held that different teacher stances may be required for different types of controversies. In formulating these categories we drew on the following criteria for controversial issues: (1) they are the subject of conflict or disagreement; (2) fairly knowledgeable, reasonable people can rightly disagree about which position is correct or best; (3) it’s a “hot-button” issue, that is, there is emotional investment in it; and (4) it’s a matter of public concern. We then noted that different accounts of controversial issues drew on these criteria in different combinations. Many school districts, for example, combine (1) and (3). But, we argued, (1) and (3) alone cannot guide policy adequately without knowing the status of (2) and (4). We suggested three types of controversies that we believe lead to different teaching stances:

      
        (A) Maximally controversial issues: there is disagreement among fairly knowledgeable persons (including both members of the public and experts) about an issue of public concern and the disputants are emotionally invested in the problem (for example, immigration policy).

        (B) Disagreements between experts and a significant portion of the public (expert-public disagreements): Cases where knowledgeable persons are in agreement but there is dispute among members of the public (for example, whether humans contribute to global warming, the status of evolutionary theory, or the safety of vaccinations).

        (C) Disputes solely among experts (expert disagreements): Cases where knowledgeable persons disagree and may be emotionally invested in the issue, but the issue is not one of public concern (for example, competing literary theorists’ interpretations of Milton’s Paradise Lost).

      

      School board policies typically treat all controversial issues as if they were maximally controversial. When issues really are maximally controversial, we agree that it is important for teachers to “teach the controversy” rather than directing students toward a particular conclusion. But we hold that other stances can be appropriate for other types of controversies. Further, being nondirective does not answer all the questions about the teacher’s appropriate stance even in the case of maximally controversial issues. We consider three possible stances in the following discussion.

      Avoidance. While we’ve argued against avoidance of controversial issues as a wholesale policy, surely there are circumstances where this is the right choice. Students may not be at the right developmental age for discussing certain issues. (Of course there can be reasonable disputes about developmental appropriateness: what is the right age to begin sex education, for example?) Or the issue might not be appropriately connected with the curriculum. A mandate to teach controversial issues is not a justification for introducing irrelevant topics even if they generate interest among students.

      A more challenging question is whether some maximally controversial issues are simply “too hot to handle,” placing the teacher and the school in too much conflict with the local community or the students’ parents. If reasonably informed persons can disagree about the issue, it’s a matter of public concern, and there is emotional investment by the contending parties that generate substantial sensitivities in the local community, avoidance could be a reasonable strategy. Since in such cases the reasons for teaching controversial issues include developing civic and intellectual skills in discussing controversial issues with others, it might well be possible to develop these skills while discussing less locally fraught issues. There is no reason to gratuitously pick fights with the local community and place teachers or local schools in difficult situations.

      Directive Teaching. Michael Hand introduced the term “directive teaching” into the philosophical discussion of how to teach controversial issues. In directive teaching, Hand writes, teachers endorse the views they are teaching; in “nondirective teaching,” they do not.54 In some ways, though, the term “directive teaching” has unfortunate connotations.55 It’s easy to confuse a directive stance toward the subject matter with a directive teaching style. Some people associate directive teaching with lecturing or in other ways conveying information to students “directly” without much student discussion and deliberation, but this is not what is meant by a directive stance. Teachers who take a directive stance toward an issue make it clear that they regard the matter as a closed question, not one that is open to reasonable disagreement among informed persons.

      We have argued that directive teaching is appropriate in expert-public controversies. Such issues are controversial in the sense that portions of the public reject the expert consensus but they are not controversial in the sense of involving reasonable disagreement among fairly knowledgeable persons. There is a difference between teaching the theory of evolution as the settled view of the relevant scientific communities and teaching it as open for debate. This does not mean that teachers should not give students reasons why scientists have come to these views, nor should they deny that scientific theories change over time in light new evidence. When the controversy is one between experts and portions of the public, the teacher, as we’ve previously argued, has an obligation to let the students know the settled judgment of those qualified to investigate the issue. So the fact that human action contributes to global warming cannot be suppressed in an appropriate unit in science class, even if the school is located in a state such as Alaska where the economy is based on the extraction and sale of fossil fuels, making the issue a locally sensitive one.

      There are different ways in which this information might be taught: teachers might endorse the belief; teachers might try to persuade students to adopt the belief as their own; or the goal might be that students learn that the scientific community overwhelmingly supports the view that human action contributes to global warming. The last strategy is clearly the least controversial, but it would be inadequate unless students were also being taught why the views of the scientific community are worthy of respect. Students should understand why rejecting settled scientific findings is not a wise intellectual strategy. However, since belief cannot be compelled, it may be that what students learn through directive teaching is what the authorities think especially when it conflicts with their own or their parents’ core beliefs. Nevertheless, the teacher’s stance should be that the question is at present closed. Schools should present evidence for the scientific findings when they are accessible to students and should not treat alternative views as equally worthy of consideration.

      Recently Bryan R. Warnick and D. Spencer Smith have argued for a modification of directive teaching that they call “soft-directive” teaching.56 In soft-directive teaching, the teacher makes the case for the most reasonable position and endorses it as what is believed to be the correct position, while remaining open to challenge and encouraging students to think through the issue for themselves. This is certainly an appealing position. It would clearly be the correct one if it were possible for students to understand and evaluate the reasons for and against particular claims on their own or with the guidance of a teacher. But in the cases considered here where expert judgment is involved such evaluations are often not possible for students (and not even for teachers). Of course students can learn something of the reasons for the truth of evolutionary theory and for climate change, but ultimately in these cases, as well as in many others of this type, students along with most adults must rely on the social authority of the relevant experts.

      Yet teachers need to do more than just say “take the experts’ word for it.” They should encourage a reasonable mean between skepticism of expertise and foolish gullibility. Students can learn through their own scientific experiments, for example, how scientists establish their claims and why they have presumptive authority. But they should also learn the ways in which scientific studies can be biased by sponsors with vested interests in the outcome or by unconscious biases of the investigators.

      As reported earlier, public opinion polls show low levels of trust in government and declining levels of trust in science and the media. Distrust or skepticism is encouraged by the political balkanization of the media, as citizens trust sources that share their general outlook. Teachers need to cultivate openness to valid alternative sources of information. “Open-mindedness” is the usual name for this virtue, and its role in discussion is to prevent dogmatism. It’s difficult to give credence to public knowledge that appears to conflict with one’s cherished beliefs and ways of life, no matter what point of the political, moral, or religious spectrum one occupies. This observation helps to explain why conservatives and frequent churchgoers, for example, have lower levels of confidence in science than liberals and moderates.57 When science supports evolution, churchgoers who see it as in conflict with Biblical teachings may reject the scientific findings. That there are limitations to what governments can do through central planning, given the complexity of the economic and social worlds, is a conservative theme that liberals are prone to reject. Helping students learn which sources of information are generally trustworthy and fostering willingness to examine one’s prior views critically are therefore part of a directive stance.

      Neutrality. When an issue is maximally controversial (the distinctive condition being that reasonably informed people can rationally disagree), we hold that it is reasonable that teachers teach the controversy and not favor one side over another. This position is often called “neutrality” (although “objectivity” is also frequently used). However, it’s not clear what such “neutrality” requires. Does it mean that teachers should not disclose their own positions? Or does it mean that they should not attempt to persuade students to adopt one view rather than another? How is “neutrality” to be understood? The Board of Education of Hawaii’s definition, cited at the beginning of this section, advocates a “just the facts” approach. But does that mean that teachers should not be able to help students evaluate the information and arguments supplied by each side? Is it morally and professionally permissible for teachers to reveal their own views as long as they fairly present the alternatives and explain their own reasons for accepting their views? Diana Hess has found that students do not feel coerced by teachers who state their own views as long as other positions receive fair treatment and no one feels as if he or she must adopt (or pretend to adopt) the teacher’s view. Thus the fear that teachers who state their own views will necessarily indoctrinate students is empirically unsupported by Hess’s study.58

      Robert Simon has advocated for “critical neutrality”: “Classroom discussion should be regulated by rules of critical inquiry and rational discussion. Adherence to these rules is neutral in the sense that regulation by the rules does not dictate the substantive position that emerges from discussion, and in that the rules normally are acceptable to different sides in debate.” Why is critical neutrality epistemically and morally required in Simon’s view? “In short, violation of critical neutrality endangers the right of students and colleagues to exercise autonomous choice, undermines the endeavor to find the best-supported conclusions in an area of study, and incurs the social costs of substituting the teaching of one person’s or group’s pieties for the general development of critical faculties and skills.”59 The goal of such teaching, let us recall, is not to master content but rather to promote the intellectual skills of developing arguments and weighing them and the civic virtues of openness and civility in discussing such issues with other citizens in a democratic society.

      We have noted previously that some maximally controversial issues are ones where people can generally see the other person’s point of view and can concede that it is reasonable even if they retain their own positions, for example, strategic questions about how best to solve a commonly recognized problem such as making a public road safer for pedestrians. The most fraught issues are those where each side is convinced that theirs is clearly the only correct position and may impugn the intelligence, motives, or ethics of the other side. Our current political discourse often seems captive to such disputes. If tackling an issue of this sort is appropriate, what can teachers do to defuse the issue and generate a reasonable discussion? Teachers are not providing authoritative answers in dealing with controversial questions of this sort—they’re discussing the ambiguities: what the history of the issue is, why the evidence is such that people can legitimately differ, explaining how the evidence is generated and assessed. They can reframe the issues in ways that attempt to avoid moral and ideological standoffs, placing emphasis on the evaluation of the reasoning and evidence. In short, teachers can seek mutual understanding if not agreement. We agree, then, that neutrality is the proper stance to take when engaging maximally controversial issues when the choice has been made to examine such issues.

      One may wonder what the point is of discussion in such cases, since there’s no clear right answer at present. Of course it can be the case that some matter of fact will settle the issue in contested cases, but suppose the disagreement is at present purely based on moral differences stemming from different perspectives. Does that mean that the discussion has hit an impasse? Not necessarily. Each individual’s set of beliefs that are brought to bear in the discussion can potentially be influenced by hearing others’ positions both on individual cases and on general moral principles. Sometimes we take for granted beliefs that we absorbed as part of our socialization and are only moved to examine them when we encounter others who make different judgments. Also, the discussion can reveal inconsistencies in an individual’s set of beliefs that they can be motivated to resolve. Thus it’s not impossible that change will take place. But even if it doesn’t, mutual understanding may prompt greater willingness to engage in continuing discussion and less temptation to vilify the opposition.

      An unfortunate outcome of such discussions would be the belief that it’s all a matter of opinion, that is, there is no best solution or outcome we can reach through our deliberations. This is the crux of our complaint about the way the difference between “fact” and “opinion” is currently being taught in some lesson plans based on Common Core objectives. “Fact” is often defined in this literature as what can be proven or a claim whose truth is supported by the evidence, while “opinion” is said to be what individuals believe or think or judge to be the case and cannot be proven. A major problem with distinguishing facts and opinions in this way is that students are told that words such as “ought,” “right,” “good,” or “bad” signal opinions. But normative claims such as “Discrimination on the basis of race is wrong,” or “Students ought not to cheat,” or “Confining chickens to small cages for their whole lives is not a good life for them” have as much claim to being proven as empirical claims such as smoking causes cancer. It is helpful to teach students to distinguish normative claims from empirical ones, but that the former cannot be proven while the latter can is not the right way to draw the distinction. While it would take at least another book to recount the history of philosophical thought about the epistemic status of normative claims, the position that normative claims cannot be proven is a highly controversial one that should not be taken for granted and taught to children as fact.60

      We’ve argued that there are different ways in which issues may be controversial and that different types of controversies call for different teaching stances. We acknowledge, however, that deciding how to classify a given issue can sometimes be difficult. Also, there is a prior question of whether the issue is one that should be taught in public schools at present. For example, suppose a school is considering teaching the concept of white privilege in a high school course unit on racial injustice. “White privilege” does not simply assert that people of color are disadvantaged by racism, discrimination, and systemic injustices; it also asserts whites are advantaged by these conditions. For example, statistics show that black children are significantly more likely than white children to attend schools that do not offer advanced courses in science and mathematics.61 Lacking these subjects in their curricula puts black students at a disadvantage in tests such as the SAT Advanced Placement, in college admissions, and in aspiring to, and being prepared to enter, professions that require advanced science and mathematics. But black disadvantage means that more college and professional positions are available for whites. Whites are thus “privileged” in this respect. Being privileged does not mean that white students who succeed do not work hard to gain their opportunities, but it does mean that they had an unearned leg up over black students. In this case, black disadvantage contributes to white advantage. Recognizing white privilege implies that whites participate in, and benefit from, a system of racial injustice even if they are not racists themselves. Theorists hold that white privilege is but one form of privilege. Social class or gender, for example, can also result in privilege. A particular person’s privilege in a specific situation depends on a complex interaction among multiple characteristics. Thus the concept of white privilege does not mean that any white person is on balance more privileged than any person of color.

      The concept of white privilege is regularly taught in university classrooms across a number of disciplines. It is also included in the curriculum of some public schools in courses or units related to social justice. The Annual White Privilege Conference, entering its sixteenth year in 2015, draws together teachers and students from high schools as well as colleges and universities to discuss ways of teaching students about white privilege. But some school districts have balked at teaching the concept because some citizens reject it.62 In 2013, for example, the Seattle School District took disciplinary action against a teacher when parents of one white student complained about the teacher’s methods in teaching about white privilege as well as other aspects of racial social injustice.63 Similar complaints shut down the American Diversity course at Delavan-Darien High School in Wisconsin.64

      Should the concept of white privilege be taught in public schools at present? As we noted earlier, emotions become involved in considering views alternative to one’s own, and this is especially true when issues of racial injustice are being considered. Teachers of white privilege can be concerned not only with people’s beliefs but also with their seeing themselves in a new light. There’s a potential for self-transformation involved as white people listen to people of color and come to understand the character of their day-to-day experiences with discrimination and systemic injustice. Some people become upset and may feel threatened or attacked. Teachers of social justice curricula might respond that feeling uncomfortable is part of the territory if we’re to make progress in understanding and transforming the current system of racial injustice. But others might argue that the issue is too hot to handle, especially if it is not done well.

      Is the best stance in this case to avoid the issue? Even those who hold that there indisputably is white privilege might hold that it should not be taught in public schools for a variety of reasons: students might not be at the appropriate developmental age for engaging in such discussions; teachers might not be well enough prepared for directing such discussions; white students who acknowledge their privilege might become more focused on not appearing racist than on contributing to social change; and there may be other ways of teaching about racial injustice that are more readily acceptable to the local community. Thus even if those who oppose teaching the concept because they deny the existence of white privilege are mistaken, that does not necessarily settle the issue. “Should the concept of white privilege be taught in schools?” may itself be a maximally controversial question.

      But if the school decides to include the concept of white privilege in its curriculum, how should it be taught? Is it a maximally controversial issue? There is disagreement among the public and emotional investment in the issue. Alleviating racial injustice is surely a matter of public concern. The key question for determining if the issue is a maximally controversial issue is whether there can be reasonable disagreement among fairly knowledgeable people about whether white privilege indeed exists.65 If not, then teachers should take a directive stance teaching students to understand the concept and employ it in their understanding of racism. If so—that is, if there can be reasonable disagreement about its existence—teachers should take a neutral stance, teaching the different sides of the controversy and the issues involved in the disagreement. This was the position taken by Superintendent Robert Crist when the teaching of white privilege in a course at Delavan-Darien High School was brought to his attention: “A lot of red flags go up in my mind when I look at the materials. Ideally, you would want to present one theory that might be way on the left and another theory that may be way on the right and if you find one in the middle you can present that too . . . now you have a well-rounded discussion, in my opinion.”66

      For some people, white privilege is simply a fact. They take it as obvious in light of the data (and their own experiences) that it’s an advantage to be born white in the United States and that those white advantages help sustain racism and create white privilege. For example, statistics show poorer outcomes for blacks than for whites in incarceration rates, school suspensions, quality of schools, treatment by law enforcement, unemployment rates, average household wealth, loan rates, and average life span. What explains white advantage? In a 2003 survey by the American Mosaic Project at the University of Minnesota, 59 percent of whites, 83 percent of blacks, and 84 percent of Latinos agreed that “prejudice and discrimination in favor of Whites is important in explaining White advantage.”67 But other people, while conceding the data, do not believe that white people’s achievement is partially explained by their greater, unearned privilege. Mosaic Project findings reported in 2014 show that Americans overall are more likely to attribute white advantage to access to good schools, hard work, and differences in family upbringing (in that order) than to prejudice and discrimination in favor of whites.68 In fact a substantial proportion of whites believe that antiwhite discrimination is currently greater than antiblack bias.69 Those who support the concept of white privilege being taught in schools see it as an important part of education aimed at creating greater social justice. Critics hold that there is no white privilege and that teaching the concept generates unwarranted white guilt, divides students into “oppressors” and “oppressed,” and heightens racial tensions.

      When one turns to the expert literature in this area, the overwhelming preponderance of researchers hold that being white is an advantage in the United States and that systemic discrimination against people of color contributes to white advantage. There are, however, critics of some aspects of the concept of white privilege. For example, Lawrence Blum argues that we should distinguish among various types of white privilege.70 “Spared injustice privileges” occur when people of color are treated unjustly and whites are treated justly without any other increases in white advantage. For example, if store detectives are more likely to follow black shoppers than white, it’s advantageous to whites not to have to worry about being suspected of shoplifting but there’s no further gain to them. In cases of “unjust enrichment privileges,” however, whites do gain from race-based injustice. If predominantly white schools are on average better than predominantly black schools, for example, the resulting differences in education increase white opportunities for higher education and employment. Blum’s point is that these two cases rest on different moral bases. Whites should not be expected to give up the “privilege” of not being unjustly suspected of shoplifting; rather, blacks should be treated justly.71 Creating schools of equal quality across race will diminish the unfair educational advantage currently enjoyed by whites. Yet whites morally should support this change.

      A second criticism holds that focusing on the structural causes of white advantage is more important than, or equally important to, getting white people to recognize their privilege. Students should learn to identify the structures that support white privilege, the history of how these structures developed and have been maintained, and how they might be changed. For example, why are predominantly black schools often of lesser quality than predominantly white schools and what can we do about it?72

      Is the existence of white privilege a maximally controversial issue? There are disagreements among members of the public, but over 50 percent of Americans agree that prejudice and discrimination in favor of whites is a factor in explaining white advantages. Experts support the existence of white privilege although they may disagree about how best to articulate it and whether focusing on white privilege is the best strategy for creating greater racial justice. Is there room for reasonable disagreement about the existence of white privilege?

      The example of white privilege illustrates how the analysis of controversial issues that we’ve offered can structure discussions of teaching potentially controversial issues. While we’ve certainly not provided an algorithm that will automatically give the right answer when carefully followed, we hope we have offered a heuristic that can guide a productive conversation.

      If teaching controversial issues is a desirable aspect of public education, as we’ve argued, it needs to be supported by public policy rather than by sporadic (and sometimes risky) teacher initiatives. So it is important to consider how educationally sound policies could reduce the risks teachers currently face while remaining respectful of the beliefs and commitments of parents and local communities. We turn to this policy question in our final section.

      Toward a Viable Policy on Teaching Controversial Issues

      The central theme of this book has been that our rhetorical commitment to teaching controversial issues in American schools has not been reflected in our actual classroom practices. Some of the gap between rhetoric and reality may be related to lack of preparation and the burdens of teaching an already packed curriculum; but an important factor is public failure to accord teachers sufficient professional autonomy to teach controversial issues. While parents and the state clearly have interests in the education of children, these interests should not override the professional obligations of teachers to teach the truth or to prepare their students to be full participants in our democratic society. Teaching controversial issues has an important role in reaching both these educational goals, we have argued. How can educational policies provide teachers sufficient freedom to meet their professional obligations in this area? We will argue that local school districts should develop policies for teaching controversial issues that allow teachers appropriate freedom to exercise their professional judgment and meet their professional responsibilities. These policies should be developed through collaborations among teachers, administrators, school board members, and students (when appropriate). Our hope is that the process of collaboration would be a learning opportunity for all involved, as educators become more aware of state and local interests in education and the public becomes more aware of the point of teaching controversial issues and the discretion teachers need if they are to teach such issues without fear of jeopardizing their careers.

      By tradition, professors in institutions of higher education have scope to exercise professional judgment: they enjoy academic freedom, as it’s commonly put. They can usually determine the content of the curriculum in their courses, subject to broad institutional guidelines, and choose their methods of instruction as long as they do not contravene students’ rights. They can freely express their views in the classroom as long as they meet professional and institutional norms, such as treating their students in a respectful and nonabusive manner. They collectively participate in setting the curriculum and in governing the institution.73 Public school teachers, in contrast, are not traditionally endowed with academic freedom. They are expected to follow the curriculum and use teaching methods endorsed by the state and the school district. Of course, good schools acknowledge that their teachers are professionals whose judgments should be respected. Teaching controversial issues is one area where teacher judgment potentially comes into play. What discretion do teachers have to choose topics for discussion, supplement curriculum materials, invite outside speakers, use new teaching methods or express their own views? Who determines the limits of teachers’ discretion? Are teachers wholly subject to the will of the public as expressed through the state department of education and the school district? Should they be?

      The teacher’s scope of judgment is rightly limited by the legitimate interests of other parties in the education of children. The state, parents (or guardians), and students themselves have interests in their education. All three usually have an interest in children’s becoming capable participants in the economic, social, and political institutions of their society. Since children are not yet fully self-directing, parents and the state share fiduciary responsibilities to provide an education in the interest of children until such time as they can make their own decisions. Customarily parents, by virtue of their typical love and affection for the child, are thought to be most likely to act in the best interests of the child. But when this is not the case, when the child is physically abused or neglected, for example, the state steps in. Further, even loving parents are not always in a position to provide the education their children need. The state has a distinct interest in the civic education of children. Parents have an interest in developing relationships with their children that constitute a shared life that, when all goes well, is an aspect of a well-lived life for the parents and often the children as well. Children have an interest in leading flourishing lives as adults. These claims are close to truisms, but the potential for conflict arises when we attempt to give them specific content.74

      The potential for conflict between teaching controversial issues and the religious, political, or cultural commitments of parents is especially problematic in the context of a diverse society such as the United States. Does the parents’ interest in developing a shared life with their children generate a right to “ensure the religious and moral education of their children in conformity with their own convictions,” as the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights asserts?75 Does meeting the children’s interest in leading a good life require the development of capacities for critically assessing the way of life of their parents and choosing an available alternative if they find it is not good for them? Does democratic civic education itself require the development of critical capacities that enable autonomous judgment?

      There is a substantial range of views on these questions among philosophers. Some hold that parents do not have unlimited rights to transmit their values and ways of life to their children.76 To deny parents any such right at all would make the moral education of children impossible. But these philosophers hold that, since children have an interest in leading a way of life that is good for them, parents cannot thwart their children’s developing capacity for autonomy and their ability to critically evaluate their parents’ ways of life. Others argue that tolerance, not autonomy, is the prime virtue of a liberal democratic society that makes room for diversity of ways of life. Schools cannot seek to make students skeptical of their own inherited ways of life, these scholars believe.77

      The challenge in creating a viable public policy on teaching controversial issues is to properly acknowledge the valid interests of students, their parents, and the state in the education of our children. And teachers themselves have professional responsibilities that place limits on the appropriate balancing of interests. They have obligations to accurately convey their subject matters, for example, and thus cannot simply be mouthpieces for the state nor conduits for the majority beliefs in the local community. Schools cannot be wholly democratic institutions in which the content of the curriculum is determined by the majority of citizens. If they were, minority rights would not be respected nor would the teachers’ professional obligations or the students’ interests in learning the current state of knowledge and the issues that confront their communities.

      Before offering our own thoughts on policies for teaching controversial issues, we first survey the current policy scene. We explore three sources of policies that at present govern the teaching of controversial issues: statements by teacher professional associations, school district policies, and legal opinions in relevant court cases. Statements by professional associations represent teacher professional responsibilities as interpreted by their collective organizations. School district policies are expressions of parental and community interests as mediated by local school boards. The courts are a venue in which conflicts between parents’ or communities’ assertions of their interests and teachers’ claims to professional obligations and prerogatives get adjudicated. When teachers are disciplined or fired for controversial classroom speech, their legal recourse is to claim that their speech was protected by the free speech clause of the First Amendment since there is currently no legal protection for academic freedom for public school teachers. As we shall see, the courts have struggled with the issue of free speech for teachers in their classrooms.

      The Current State of Policy on Teaching Controversial Issues

      Professional Associations. Teachers’ professional associations are sources that teachers can look to for guidance and support in teaching controversial issues. The position statement on academic freedom of the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS), for example, states: “Academic freedom for social studies teachers includes the right and responsibility to study, investigate, present, interpret, discuss, and debate relevant facts, issues, and ideas in fields of the teacher’s professional competence. . . . These freedoms imply no limitations, within the guidelines of the subject area.”78 The National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) goes somewhat further. NCTE affirms teachers’ rights to determine the curriculum with other professionals “on the basis of academic considerations.” NCTE holds that student access to “particular authors, topics, or viewpoints” should not be restricted. The association holds that teachers should be able to express their views when relevant to the curriculum. NCTE, however, explicitly grants that its statement is aspirational: “Documents such as this, while valuable as a guideline, do not presume to constitute sufficient guarantees. Only continuing concern, commitment, and action by teachers, administrators, school boards, professional organizations, students, and the citizenry, can insure the reality of academic freedom in a changing society.”79

      School District Policy. Is teacher judgment in teaching controversial issues protected by local school district policies? We reviewed the policy statements on teaching controversial issues of 45 school districts in the United States. Of course, that is a small subset of the over 13,500 districts that currently exist. Nevertheless, the substantial agreement among the policies reviewed suggests that they are not atypical. Here are some areas of agreement. All school districts support the teaching of controversial issues as an inherent part of education for democratic citizenship or to develop the student’s skills of critical analysis.80 This statement by the Minnetonka, Wisconsin School District is typical: “The District has a responsibility to include, in various curriculum areas and at all grade levels, content dealing with critical topics and using materials, some of which will be controversial or raise objections within the community. Development of rational thinking and preparation for citizenship are the primary reasons for including the study of controversial topics or use of controversial materials in the curriculum.”81 The typical district statement defines “controversial issues” as honest disagreements among citizens that provoke protests and strong emotional responses. When controversial issues are chosen for discussion districts hold that they should be developmentally appropriate, connected to the curriculum, of interest and significance to the students, of continuing importance, topics that the teacher is equipped to handle, and issues where adequate resources on all sides of the question are available. The teaching of controversial issues should be objective—understood variously as being free of bias, impartial, scientific, fair, balanced—and not direct students toward any particular conclusion, especially not the teacher’s view. The point is to acquire the skills for analyzing such issues, not to come to agreement about the issue at hand. The teacher is held responsible for developing a classroom atmosphere in which students are respectful of one another’s views, listen courteously to others, and feel free to express their own points of view without reprisal from the teacher or the school. Most districts hold that teachers may express their own opinion but only if they explicitly indicate that is an opinion (that is, not fact) and do not attempt to get students to agree with them. Districts that have an explicit policy on parental notification typically hold that parents must be notified in advance, have rights to examine the materials, and can opt their child out of lessons to which they object. If the child opts out, most districts require that alternative learning activities be provided.

      Most districts approach teaching controversial issues from the point of view of the school and the teacher’s responsibilities and rights, but a few mention the rights of students to engage in discussion of controversial issues. The Bend-La Pine School District in Oregon, for example, expresses the rights of students to engage in discussion of controversial issues as follows: “Students have a right to discuss issues that are being discussed in the community and/or of national significance and to express their own reasoned opinions about them without fear of being penalized or belittled for their views.”82 The Juneau School District expresses similar views. In the Juneau district students have the following rights: “The right to study any controversial issue which has political, economic or social significance and concerning which (at the student’s level) he/she should begin to have an opinion. The right to have access to all relevant information pertinent to the issue and consistent with the curriculum. The right to study under competent instruction in an atmosphere free from bias and prejudice. The right to form and express their own opinions on controversial issues, without thereby jeopardizing their relations with teachers or the school.”83

      A few districts express support for teachers who properly follow the guidelines and are the target of parental or community attacks. The Clark County, Nevada School District, for example, states: “the teacher has a right to protection from the pressures that would demand any withholding of important facts.”84 And the Boulder Valley School District in Colorado assigns the principal the responsibility “to support and protect teachers from undue and unjustified criticism that might arise from dealing with controversial issues in the classroom.” Further, Boulder asserts that the “patrons” have a responsibility “to recognize that it is the responsibility of the school to present controversial issues appropriate to the curriculum” and “to refrain from attempting to suppress the teaching about controversial issues, assuming that the guidelines of responsibility and appropriateness have been followed.”85

      The main area of variation of district policies concerns who has the authority to make decisions regarding whether a particular controversial issue can be taught. A few districts rely heavily on teachers’ exercise of their professional judgment in the choice and teaching of such issues, but typically the principal (sometimes the department chair) makes the decision, having been given prior notification by the teacher that he or she is contemplating teaching such an issue. In some districts requests to teach controversial issues must be sent to the assistant superintendent for instruction. In cases of persisting disagreement, the superintendent, a committee (of faculty, administrators, and parents), or the school board may become involved. One district makes it clear that teachers must be guided by community values: “Parents have primary responsibility for their children’s education. They have a responsibility to see to it that their religious faith and moral values are not undermined by the school. . . . Academic freedom also carries with it academic responsibility, which is determined by the basic ideals, goals, and institutions of the local community. Discussion and analysis of controversial issues should be conducted within the framework of the fundamental values of the community as they are expressed in the educational philosophy and objectives of the Board.”86

      Our review of school district policies supports our claim that American schools have a commitment to teaching controversial issues in schools. But there is less agreement about what issues count as controversial. The tendency to use local community sensitivities to define controversy tends to obscure the difference between maximally controversial issues and disagreements between some members of the public and an expert consensus, two types of disagreements that we have argued deserve different treatments. Instead, districts assume that all controversial issues require a presentation of all sides of the issue without any pressure on students to choose a particular point of view. Finally, while some districts acknowledge a role for teachers’ professional judgment, the decision-making power for whether particular issues can be taught typically resides with the administration and the school board representing the community. When teachers make choices that generate negative reactions in the community, they can suffer significant consequences. Sometimes these disputes wind up in the courts and the resulting decisions affect future school policies. How have our courts dealt with the status of teacher classroom speech?

      Legal Protections. If academic freedom for public school teachers has not been fully realized, is teachers’ work covered by constitutional right? The free speech clause of the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution reads: “Congress shall make no law . . . abridging the freedom of speech.” In the Fourteenth Amendment this prohibition was extended to state governments. Does the First Amendment apply to public school teachers’ classroom speech when they are addressing politically controversial issues?

      To date the Supreme Court has not directly dealt with a case that addressed teacher free speech rights in the classroom (teachers have the same rights as other citizens when speaking outside the school as citizens). Nevertheless, the Supreme Court and lower courts have made statements in their opinions that seem encouraging for teacher free speech rights and academic freedom. In Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District (1969), Justice Fortas, speaking for the majority, famously wrote: “it can hardly be argued that either students or teachers shed their constitutional rights to freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate.”87 In Burnside v. Byars (1966), the Fifth Circuit Court wrote: “In our system, students may not be regarded as closed-circuit recipients of only that which the State chooses to communicate. They may not be confined to the expression of those sentiments that are officially approved.”88 If the State cannot be the sole determiner of what students hear in schools, it might seem to follow that teachers, students’ primary source of information in schools, similarly cannot be wholly constrained by the State. As the Supreme Court wrote in Sweezy v. New Hampshire (1957): “Teachers and students must always remain free to inquire, to study and to evaluate, to gain new maturity and understanding; otherwise our civilization will stagnate and die.”89

      The legal findings concerning teacher First Amendment rights, however, are much less conclusive than these court dicta (things said in passing, but not among the reasons for the decision) suggest. A teacher is a public employee and thus is in a dual relationship with the government, being a citizen as well as an employee. As a citizen a person has First Amendment free speech rights, but as a government employee a person is subject to the government employer’s interests in effective and efficient operation of its enterprise, in this case, public schooling. How are these sometimes competing interests to be balanced in the case of public school teachers? (It should be noted that First Amendment rights do not restrict private employers, only the government; however, individual states can grant their citizens broader rights even in the private context and contractual agreements can extend basic protections.)

      Because the Supreme Court has not directly addressed teachers’ free speech rights in the classroom, lower courts have followed one of two paths of analysis (and sometimes both). Some courts have applied decisions about the free speech rights of government employees to teachers. Others have applied decisions concerning student free speech rights. The legal history here is complex and we cannot give a complete account.90 We will focus on three main Supreme Court cases utilizing these modes of analysis to illustrate some of the relevant issues.

      One path of legal analysis of public school teachers’ free speech rights, a component of academic freedom, is to treat teachers as public employees and apply Supreme Court decisions in this area. A key case in this line of analysis is Pickering v. Board of Education (1968).91 Pickering was a teacher who wrote a letter to the newspaper arguing against a school bond proposal on the grounds that the school board had diverted money to athletics, among other complaints. (Although the plaintiff in this case was a teacher, the issue does not concern Pickering’s classroom speech, the subject we’re investigating and the issue on which the Supreme Court has yet to rule.) The board fired Pickering, who sued on First (and Fourteenth) Amendment grounds. The Court found in Pickering’s favor based on a two-part test: (1) Does the public employee’s speech touch on matters of public concern? That is, does the content of the speech address “any matter of political, social, or other concern to the community”?92 If the public employee’s speech is not of public concern, it is unprotected by the First Amendment. (2) If the speech is a matter of public concern, the court moves to a second test: Does the free speech interest of the employee override the government employer’s interests in the efficient and effective operation of its enterprise? In the Pickering case, the Court ruled that the bond issue clearly addressed a matter of public concern and the school board had not shown that the employee’s actions harmed its interests by creating disruption in schools or by restricting the district’s ability to raise money; thus Pickering prevailed. In a later case, however, the Supreme Court narrowed what might count as a matter of public concern by distinguishing between private disputes with employers and employee speech addressed to the public.93 If the matter is a private dispute with an employer, it does not meet the first part of the Pickering test, even if it touches on matters of interest to the public (Connick v. Myers, 1983). Other cases established that the employee must show that the protected speech was a motivating factor in the employer’s actions against him or her. The employer, in order to prevail if the employee meets the first three burdens, must show that there was sufficient reason for its actions even absent the protected speech: that is, its actions were sufficiently justified on other grounds and the district would have taken action on those grounds alone.

      The second mode of analysis of teacher classroom speech is to apply Supreme Court decisions concerning student free speech rights to teachers. In Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier (1988), a principal censored articles in the school newspaper.94 He feared that an article on pregnancy might reveal the identities of students who had been interviewed for the article. In the second article in question student reporters criticized a student’s father involved in divorce proceedings without having given him an opportunity to tell his side of the story. In addressing this case the Court asked whether the school newspaper was a public forum or a nonpublic forum for school-sponsored speech. (This strategy became known as “forum analysis.”) If the speech might reasonably be thought to be school sponsored, it could be censored for legitimate pedagogical reasons. The Court’s argument is that the school has good reason to limit speech that the public might reasonably believe it is endorsing. The Court held that the newspaper was not initiated as a public forum and the reasons for removing the articles were reasonably related to pedagogical objectives of teaching good journalistic practice: providing anonymity to sources and fair treatment to all sides to a dispute. Thus the Court ruled that the principal did not violate students’ free speech rights when he prevented articles from being published in the school newspaper. The Hazelwood test for when students, and by analogy, teachers, have free speech rights in schools is (1) Could the speech reasonably be regarded as school sponsored or did it occur in a public forum? If the speech occurred in a public forum, then free-speech rights fully apply. If not, more limited free speech rights apply and we proceed to (2) Are there sound pedagogical reasons for limiting the speech? The Court’s thought here appears to be that schools cannot arbitrarily restrict student speech even if it occurs in a school sponsored forum.

      Most recently, the case of Garcetti v. Ceballos (2006) raised alarms at all levels of the educational system among those interested in protecting teacher speech (and academic freedom).95 Deputy District Attorney Ceballos discovered that a police affidavit filed to obtain a search warrant contained substantial errors or misrepresentations. He brought this fact to the attention of his superior via a memorandum, asking for a dismissal, but the case was not dismissed. Ceballos testified for the plaintiff in the plaintiff’s effort to void the search warrant. Subsequently Ceballos was reassigned. He sued on First Amendment grounds. The Court found against him, holding that the memorandum was written as part of his official duties; hence he was not speaking as a citizen but rather as a government employee. In these circumstances, his speech was not protected from employer discipline. Although this case does not involve schools or teachers, it would seem to have considerable implications for them. Since teaching is at the core of teacher employee responsibilities, it would appear that teachers do not have any First Amendment protections in the classroom. However, in response to an objection from Justice Souter in dissent, the Court reserved the issue of whether their ruling in Garcetti applied to “speech related to scholarship or teaching.” In 2014, the Ninth Circuit affirmed that “there is an exception to Garcetti for teaching and academic writing.”96 Although this decision concerned a university professor, the Ninth Circuit wrote that “the degree of freedom an instructor should have in choosing what and how to teach will vary depending on whether the instructor is a high school teacher or a university professor,” indicating that high school teachers do have some degree of freedom even if less than that of a university professor.97

      A consistent finding of these cases is that, since government employees are citizens as well as employees of the government, when speaking as citizens they have First Amendment rights. These rights, however, must be exercised in ways that do not substantially impair the ability of the government to run the enterprise in question. Teachers’ free speech rights, then, must be balanced with the government’s interests in running the public educational system in an effective and efficient way. If the exercise of free speech rights generates substantial disorder in the schools or educational harm to students, the school district may limit teachers’ speech. At issue, however, is interpreting when speech “touches on matters of public concern” (Pickering test) and is not a mere personal dispute with an employer or if it occurs in a “public forum” (Hazelwood test). If the speech passes one of these tests (different lower courts have chosen to apply either Pickering or Hazelwood), then it has some claim to First Amendment protection subject to its not creating disruption (Pickering). If the speech is school sponsored and not in a public forum, the district can restrict it for sound pedagogical reasons (Hazelwood).

      To see how these tests work out in practice, here are a few examples of lower courts applying one or another of these tests to teacher classroom speech.

      In Boring v. Buncombe (1998), an experienced and award-winning drama teacher, Margaret Boring, chose a play to be performed by her students.98 She informed the principal of her choice, Independence, as was her practice, but did not inform him of the play’s content (no rules required her to do so). The play concerned a single parent family in which one daughter was a lesbian and another was pregnant but unmarried. The principal did not respond or ask further questions about her choice. When the play’s content proved controversial with some members of the community, the principal, after lobbying from the parents of the students involved in the play, allowed it to be performed in a state competition but only with certain scenes deleted. At the end of the year, he transferred Boring to a middle school where she was assigned to teach introduction to drama and would no longer have the opportunity to produce plays. The principal’s action was upheld by the Fourth Circuit on the grounds that her complaint failed the first part of the Pickering test: Boring had no First Amendment right to participate in the choice of school curriculum through her choice of plays. Her disagreement with the principal and board was, therefore, a private matter between employer and employee and was not in the requisite sense a matter of public concern.

      The Sixth Circuit (Cockrel v. Shelby, 2001), however, held that teacher classroom speech can be of public concern.99 Fifth-grade teacher Donna Cockrel brought in Woody Harrelson, a well-known actor, as an outside speaker to talk about the value of industrial hemp. Although industrial hemp is a different plant from the plant from which marijuana is made, both plants were illegal in Cockrel’s state (Kentucky). Industrial hemp can be used to make paper, thus reducing the need to cut down trees for papermaking. This discussion was a part of a unit of study on agriculture and environmental concerns. Cockrel notified the principal of Harrelson’s visit and he approved, although they disagree about whether she told him that Harrelson was to speak about industrial hemp. As part of the presentation, Harrelson passed around industrial hemp seeds, an illegal substance in Kentucky. Subsequently a new policy for review of outside speakers was put in place and Cockrel complied with it when inviting Harrelson back for another visit. The principal knew that Harrelson was invited again and did not object. The district subsequently fired Cockrel. She alleged it had abridged her First Amendment rights by dismissing her because of her classes on industrial hemp. The Sixth Circuit ruled that discussion of cultivation of industrial hemp was indeed a matter of public concern, not a mere private matter. They then moved on to whether Cockrel’s First Amendment interests outweighed the district’s interests in the functional operation of the school. While noting that Cockrel’s actions did create conflict with colleagues and with parents, school authorities had given prior approval for his visit and such disruptions as occurred flowed from their decisions. Finally, although Cockrel was alleged to have engaged in other activities that would be evidence of professional misconduct (for example, calling the principal names in conversation with others, failing to attend meetings), the Court found that in this context there was not sufficient reason to believe that Cockrel would have been fired for those offenses alone. The court found in Cockrel’s favor.

      The First Circuit Court utilized the Hazelwood Test in Ward v. Hickey (1993).100 Ward, an untenured biology teacher, discussed the question of aborting Down’s syndrome fetuses in her biology class and was dismissed by the board. The Court first determined that the classroom is not a public forum and that teacher speech in the classroom is reasonably regarded by the public as school-sponsored speech. The Court therefore moved on to the second part of the Hazelwood test concerning whether the school had legitimate pedagogical reasons for limiting such speech. It ruled that the board had a right to prohibit the discussion but only after notifying the teacher that such discussion was prohibited. “Few subjects lack controversy. If teachers must fear retaliation for every utterance, they will fear teaching.”101 However, since Ward did not raise the issue of notification in a timely fashion, the court found against Ward.

      Some lower counts have applied Garcetti to teaching despite the Supreme Court’s explicit statement that it was reserving any ruling about applicability to schools in such cases. In Mayer v. Monroe (2007), as noted at the end of our historical discussion, an untenured teacher was not rehired after responding to student questions about whether she had participated in a demonstration.102 She said she had “honked her horn for peace” in response to a demonstration against the war in Iraq. The 7th Circuit Court applied Garcetti, holding that “the school system does not ‘regulate’ teachers’ speech as much as it hires that speech.” Teachers have no right, they held, to advocate views in the classroom that are different from those endorsed by the school system.

      The struggles courts have had in applying prior First Amendment decisions to teachers suggest that teachers are different from the usual government employees: Why? Dissenting justices in the Boring case wrote:

      
        When a teacher steps into the classroom she assumes a position of extraordinary public trust and confidence: she is charged with educating our youth. Her speech is neither ordinary employee workplace speech nor common public debate. Any attempt to force it into either of these categories ignores the essence of teaching—to educate, to enlighten, to inspire—and the importance of free speech to this most critical endeavor. As the Supreme Court proclaimed more than forty years ago: “Teachers and students must always remain free to inquire, to study and to evaluate, to gain new maturity and understanding; otherwise our civilization will stagnate and die.”103

      

      The dissenters have a point. The court seeks to apply one of two tests that treat teachers either as citizens engaged in debate in a public forum or government employees speaking about a matter of public concern. But while teachers may, of course, do either of these things, when they step into a classroom their primary responsibility is obviously the education of the young. Their discussion of maximally controversial issues is generally meant to model, rather than directly engage in, the conversation appropriate among citizens in a democratic society. They try to exemplify for their students the skills and virtues of democratic citizenship and equip them to enter the conversation. Although all citizens have a right to criticize the government qua citizen, the speech of public employees is more limited. It cannot interfere with the effective and efficient operation of the enterprise. Yet leading students in discussion of controversial issues can be regarded as essential to effective and efficient education. Teachers are not mere government employees. They and their students must have the freedom to inquire about controversial issues even when that inquiry may ruffle feathers in the local community or the administration of the school. As the National Council for the Social Studies asserts: “The democratic process involves the ability to freely discuss ideas and values that exist in our society and in other countries. Without this ability in our secondary and higher level institutions, our democracy would disappear. That is why it is so important to protect the academic rights of teachers and students.”104 Teachers cannot be simply spokespersons for the state or parents but rather must represent ideals of public knowledge and public reason fairly in their teaching in order to properly honor both their professional obligations and their students’ rights.

      Policy Recommendations

      Teaching controversial issues in public schools has widespread public support, as school district policies indicate, but in reality teachers may fear engaging in the practice given a lack of professional authority and robust district or legal protections when complaints are made. Should public policies back up teachers who teach controversial issues appropriately so that they need not “fear teaching”?

      We are not supposing that public school teachers should have the same degree of academic freedom as professors. Their students have not reached an age where they can be expected to fully exercise autonomous judgment, so they may need more protection than college students from teacher authority. Teachers do not typically engage in research and so do not need protection from undue influences on the pursuit of truths that may be unwelcome to those in power. The need for a coordinated and linear curriculum in public schooling means that individual teachers have less leeway than professors in determining the content of their courses.

      Nevertheless, public school teachers are entrusted with passing on to the next generation the society’s accumulated store of knowledge. They should be able to use sound professional judgment to supplement the curriculum with professionally approved resources, invite speakers subject to school approval, and discuss controversial issues under appropriate guidelines without fearing retribution. Without that discretion, the profession will cease to attract creative and independent people. The profession, the children they teach, and the society itself will suffer.

      Of the policy sources we’ve surveyed, the most promising point of intervention may be school district policy. Teacher professional association statements are important in setting the standards of best practice, but they do not as yet have the authority of statements by organizations like the American Medical Association or the American Bar Association. And court decisions are obviously not under the control of the education profession, although we may encourage them to distinguish between the role of teachers in a democracy and other public employees. We observed during our survey that some school district policies for teaching controversial issues have not been updated for a number of years. Developing a viable policy through deliberation among teachers, administrators, board members, and students would be a welcome educational project. All parties need to understand the importance of limited academic freedom for teachers in a democratic society. There is good evidence that currently this point is not well understood. And since ultimately the discretion given to teachers is a political decision, the public needs to become more informed. Conversely, teachers and other school professionals need to understand better parental and community viewpoints and attempt to accommodate them when compatible with their professional responsibilities and student rights.

      We are not trying to dictate policy in advance of local discussions, but in our view there are some elements that appropriate policies should contain:

      
        (1) Distinguishing types of controversial issues. The conversation aimed at generating or revising a policy for a district should visit the issues we’ve tackled in our book: What makes an issue controversial? Why should we teach controversial issues? What stance should teachers take in teaching them? All the districts whose policies we’ve examined have policies on these matters. But the policies do not distinguish between expert-public controversies and maximally controversial ones. In expert-public controversies, where a significant portion of the public rejects the findings of experts in the area—for example, evolution or global warming—we believe that teacher professional judgment should be the determining standard. Teachers are representatives of the professional communities that generate knowledge. Further, as a few district policies state, students have a right to the information currently available in the community and the nation. Teachers, we hold, have a responsibility to communicate such information to students when developmentally appropriate and a right to be protected by their school district when they discharge this responsibility. We’ve argued that the neutrality appropriate for maximally controversial issues is not appropriate in these cases and that teachers should assume a directive stance. Here teacher judgment and student rights prevail over parental interests in transmitting their own point of view to their children.

        (2) Parental Rights. Nevertheless, parents do have interests in the education of their children that schools should respect. Sharing a valued way of life with their children is part of a good life for parents and usually for their children. When maximally controversial issues (on which even knowledgeable experts may reasonably disagree) threaten that good, parents may legitimately ask that the schools represent their side of the issue. We ourselves hold that parents should not seek to deny their children mere knowledge of alternatives ways of life that may prove better for the children than that of their parents. Nevertheless, a viable school policy cannot always embody ideal theory. Practically, it may make sense to allow parents who hold such views to opt their children out of the lessons that they find offensive. Otherwise, they may remove their children from the public school system altogether, decreasing the diversity that nourishes discussion of controversial issues. But more importantly, as our account has shown, the complaints of one student’s parent can lead to all students being denied access to the perspectives in question. Most districts currently allow such exemptions.

        (3) Student rights to discuss controversial issues. Current district policies focus on teacher responsibilities and rights and parent prerogatives. More thought should be given to students’ interests in their own education and how that affects the teaching of controversial issues. Public school teachers are representatives of society’s interest in the education of its children but they also are typically committed to the interests of the children themselves. Teacher practice is the site where the competing interests of the state, the parents, and the child must be balanced. Teachers’ freedom to speak is the flip side of students’ freedom to hear.

        (4) Determining who decides whether a particular controversial issue should be taught. Polices should distinguish between plans to discuss controversial issues—which could be cleared with administrators in advance, if necessary—and issues that arise on the spur of the moment in classroom give-and-take. Discussing controversial issues well takes careful planning and preparation by both teachers and students. But teachers should be able to acknowledge that they participated in a protest, for example, without fearing retaliation.

        (5) Due process rights for teachers. There should be processes for investigating complaints about teacher and school practices that provide due process rights for teachers. Administrators and school boards should support teachers who have followed appropriate policies even if members of the community complain. They should not make teachers scapegoats for their own decisions, nor should they overreact to complaints.

        (6) Scope for learning how to teach controversial issues. Even when complaints about teachers are valid, responses should allow for teachers to learn. We hope we have persuaded our readers that teaching controversial issues is a complex matter. Teachers will make mistakes, as other professionals do. But if school districts desire to have controversial issues discussed, as they say they do, they must be willing to support teachers in developing their skills at leading such discussions. As Jane Agee argues, “Regular conversations at the district, school, and departmental level are important. These discussions help all teachers, especially those beginning their careers, not only to understand policies but also to learn more about the issues and how experienced teachers have developed effective strategies for dealing with them. Such discussions are especially powerful because they break the usual silence and allay the kind of fearful self-censorship that occurs when teachers are isolated and uncertain. Understanding the perspectives of administrators and colleagues allows teachers to work with a greater degree of confidence within clearly defined support systems.”105 We agree. Developing a viable policy on teaching controversial issues is inherently an educational project for all concerned.

      

    

  
    
      Four

      Conclusion: Policy and Practice in Teaching Controversial Issues

      On August 9, 2014, Officer Darren Wilson gunned down Michael Brown on the streets of Ferguson, Missouri. Wilson is white; Brown was black. He was also unarmed. Within a few days, Ferguson was engulfed in riots. In dozens of other American cities, thousands of protesters took to the streets to condemn racism and police brutality.

      Some schools in the Ferguson area delayed their scheduled opening, to allow work crews to clean up the postriot debris and to make sure that students could be transported safely. When they finally opened their doors, the schools had to decide how—and whether—to address the Brown shooting and its aftermath. Across America, demonstrators chanted that “Black Lives Matter.” How would Ferguson-area teachers make the controversy matter, and to what end?

      Not surprisingly, their approaches varied. In University City, a suburb bordering St. Louis, one teacher led students in a “free-ranging discussion” of race, criminal justice, and inequality. “They were able to deconstruct the issues in terms of looking at things like poverty, education, the militarization of the police department and the perception around the country and the world that St. Louis was in turmoil,” the teacher proudly recalled. But across the Mississippi River in Edwardsville, Illinois, school officials instructed teachers to “change the subject” whenever Ferguson arose in class. And in Riverview Gardens, the district where Michael Brown was killed, officials told teachers to talk about the issue only when students raised it. If students became “emotional about the situation,” teachers were advised to refer them to school counselors and social workers.1

      Edwardsville is a majority-white district, and Riverview Gardens is majority-black. But in both places, the reason for restricting discussion was the same: a fear that teachers were inserting their own biases—and inflaming an already-volatile situation. In his 19 years on the job, Edwardsville’s superintendent said, he had never encountered a more “divisive issue” than the Brown shooting and subsequent unrest. But teachers were “injecting personal opinions” into their classroom comments on the matter, instead of exposing the students to a full range of viewpoints. So he was cutting off any further discussion, at least until the school had developed a framework for continuing it. “We all have opinions on what should be done,” the superintendent explained. “We don’t need to voice those opinions or engage those opinions in the classrooms.” In a memo to his staff, likewise, the principal of the district’s high school charged that teachers were propagating their own views in the classroom. “Such comments have caused students and parents to lash out,” he wrote, “which is not healthy in the community.”2

      In Riverview Gardens, likewise, officials worried that teachers would aggravate a bereaved community that—for obvious reasons—was still on edge. “We know that everyone has an individual opinion,” a spokeswoman said, echoing the Edwardsville superintendent. “We want to make sure we’re addressing the needs of our students without helping to further an independent thought from an educator.” Nowhere did officials mention the needs of students to develop their own independent thoughts, via sustained classroom interaction with able and informed educators. After a grand jury declined to indict Darren Wilson in the shooting of Michael Brown, some teachers at Riverview Garden’s high school did develop lessons plans to encourage a “healthy discussion of events,” as one report noted. But the major focus of concern remained the psychological well-being of the students, not their intellectual or political growth. Indeed, for many educators in the region, “politics” was exactly what schools needed to avoid. It conjured visions of emotionally fragile students, rising up in anger and possibly violence over the Ferguson situation. At another area high school, teachers cut off classroom conversations about the Brown shooting “out of concern that they’d lead to tense hallway situations,” as one student told a commission convened by the Missouri governor to discuss Ferguson and its aftermath. As the student pointed out, though, that discussion took place at a local community college rather than in her own school. Many of her classmates “don’t have a chance to talk about race and policing with others who may not share their views,” the student added.3

      Her comment provides a sadly appropriate coda for our own discussion in this book, which has urged our public schools to address controversial issues that the schools too often avoid. To merit attention in the schools, we have argued, an issue should be the focus of disagreement among experts and a topic of broad public interest and concern. Surely, the Ferguson episode met both criteria. On our airwaves and op-ed pages, scholars debated the origins of the Ferguson unrest and its larger implications for American race relations and criminal justice. And across the country, in person and in social media, millions of citizens engaged in lengthy and often impassioned conversations about the situation. Alas, it was precisely the volume and the vehemence of public discussion that led many educators to eschew it in public schools. And that, too, has been a recurring theme in the history of American education. As the Ferguson examples illustrate, we simply do not trust our teachers to engage students on controversial issues in a knowledgeable and sensitive manner. Nor do we give them space to conduct these discussions in the school timetable, which is increasingly dominated by preparation for high-stakes standardized tests. As one report from Riverside Gardens confirmed, “there are too few educational hours available” to address events like Ferguson and to ready students for tests in reading and math, especially in underserved schools where many pupils lack proficiency in these areas. Indeed, as research has repeatedly confirmed, poorer students are even less likely than other youth to examine controversial issues in their schools.4

      Taking the longer historical view, however, there is surely more overall engagement with controversy in our classrooms than in earlier eras. This book began with a 1947 bill in California to ban any “politically controversial subject” from the state’s public schools. No such measure would receive serious consideration today; to the contrary, as chapter 3 described, hundreds of school districts and even some state education boards have drafted policies to promote—not to inhibit—instruction about controversial issues. For the first time in our history, indeed, teaching controversial issues has become the official “best practice” in American schools. In a 2010 survey of social studies teachers in four districts in the Midwest, 91 percent agreed that the teaching of controversial issues was “somewhat or closely aligned” with the mission of their schools. Ninety-five percent of the teachers reported teaching about controversial topics, and 47 percent said they did so at least once a week.5

      In the same survey, however, one-third of respondents said they had come under “personal pressure” from parents or school administrators to limit their treatment of controversial issues—especially on questions surrounding sex, gay rights, and religion. Meanwhile, all but one of the teachers said they believed they possessed “academic freedom” to engage these issues with their students. Alas, as our book has shown, they have only as much academic freedom as their schools accord them, and schools may withdraw that freedom when they come under criticism. Even as school districts have encouraged teachers to address controversial issues, courts have radically reduced constitutional protections for teachers who do so. In 2010, the same year that teachers in the Midwest survey affirmed their academic freedom, a lawyer for the National Education Association cautioned that the courts guarantee them no such freedom. “Since 1980, the law has evolved, or rather devolved, to the point where it is fair to say that K-12 teachers have no constitutional right to decide what to teach or how to teach it,” the NEA attorney bitterly concluded, after reviewing several recent judicial decisions. The key case was Mayer v. Monroe (2007), which the lawyer called “the last nail in the academic freedom coffin” for American teachers. The case upheld a school board that decided not to renew Deborah Mayer’s contract after she told her students that she opposed the 2003 American invasion of Iraq. The constitution “does not entitle primary and secondary teachers, when conducting the education of captive audiences . . . to advocate viewpoints that depart from the curriculum,” the court declared. “Students . . . ought not be subject to teachers’ idiosyncratic perspectives.”6

      But how can students learn the skills of democratic engagement unless their teachers are allowed to share their own “idiosyncratic perspectives”? That was philosopher Alexander Meiklejohn’s question, nearly 80 years ago, and it remains every bit as relevant today as it was then. “It is obvious that the teacher must be free to do what he is trying to get his students to do,” Meiklejohn wrote in 1938. “To require our teachers to say to their pupils, ‘I want you to learn from me how to do what I am forbidden to do,’ is to make of education the most utter nonsense.” At the same time, though, Meiklejohn cautioned against using the classroom to indoctrinate students: teachers should share their opinions only to help students develop their own views, not to sway them in one direction or another. “Our teachers must be advocates, but they may never be salesmen or propagandists,” Meiklejohn warned. “The very existence of democratic schools depends upon that distinction.”7

      Unfortunately, many of our school leaders seem to have lost sight of it. Witness the efforts to muzzle teachers in the wake of the Ferguson unrest, lest their comments twist or mislead young minds. Or consider events in the aftermath of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, when schools around the country—not just in Deborah Mayer’s district—discouraged or barred teachers from expressing their thoughts about it. In Albuquerque, New Mexico, two teachers were suspended without pay for hanging posters in their classrooms urging “No War Against Iraq.” School officials cited the district’s controversial-issues policy, which—in an ironic echo of Meiklejohn—decreed that teachers “will not attempt, directly or indirectly, to limit or control the opinion of pupils.” As a later court filing confirmed, however, the district offered no evidence that the teachers aimed to do that; instead, the mere expression of their opinions was taken as proof of their propagandistic intent. It mattered little that military recruiting posters festooned other parts of the school, or that one of the teachers had organized a debate between herself and a pro-war colleague. Her poster was clearly an effort at indoctrination rather than education, school officials said, and it had to be stopped.8

      In the months following Ferguson, likewise, only teachers who expressed solidarity with the protesters were accused of indoctrination. Conservative websites lit up with indignation after reports of a Michigan teacher who had his students compare the Ferguson riots to the Boston Tea Party. “What are the similarities between the events?” the teacher asked. “When is rioting justified?” But lessons that openly encouraged support for the police—or that condemned the protesters—went unnoticed, with rare exceptions. When an African American pastor in Morristown, New Jersey complained that teachers were ignoring the Ferguson unrest, the school board president insisted that district policy encouraged “open dialogue and discussion” about all controversial issues, including Ferguson. But at the local middle school, the pastor reported, a teacher had addressed the Ferguson situation by asking a mostly black group of students to write an essay about “why they should not fear police.” As the pastor correctly noted, that wasn’t an effort to start a discussion so much as to squelch one. Indeed, the assignment took a controversial question—whether blacks had reason to fear the police—and answered it from the start, before any real conversation could begin.9

      If the essay assignment had taken the opposite perspective—that is, if it had asked students to write on why they should fear the police—school officials would surely have recognized it as indoctrination, and they would have been within their rights to stop it. But the onus must always remain on the school to prove that intent, which rarely appears as nakedly as it does in this hypothetical example. In 2006, for example, officials in suburban Denver placed social studies teacher Jay Bennish on administrative leave for his critical comments about President George W. Bush’s handling of the Hurricane Katrina crisis. Like Virginia Franklin in Paradise, California, a half-century earlier, Bennish was surreptitiously taped by a student who later publicized the teacher’s remarks. And Bennish was unabashed in his attacks on Bush, even pointing out “eerie similarities” between Bush’s public statements and “things that Adolf Hitler used to say.” At the same time, Bennish praised students who challenged him and urged the class to come to its own conclusions. “You have to figure this stuff out for yourself,” Bennish said. “I’m not in any way implying that you should agree with me.”10

      But did they feel compelled to do so, anyway? At least one student thought so, telling a local newspaper that Bennish had turned his human geography course “into a very political class” after Hurricane Katrina. “I really wanted to talk back, but I was afraid,” the student recalled. Nor did he think that adolescents were “mature” enough to form their own opinions in the face of a teacher with “such strong views,” the student added. “We’re young,” he explained. “We follow the crowd. That’s what we do.” But another student defended Bennish, insisting that the teacher was “trying to make your mind grow.” After Bennish was suspended by the school district, pending an investigation, 150 students walked out of class in protest. “Freedom of speech, let him teach!” they chanted. To Bennish’s critics, of course, the protest was itself an example of “following the crowd”—and the ultimate testament to his propagandistic efforts. But to assume that his comments revealed an intent to indoctrinate students—which Bennish explicitly denied, on the same tape—reflected a deeply cynical view of the teacher; to assume that his students followed him in lockstep denied their own critical capacities; and to insist that Bennish should simply keep his opinions to himself ignored his status as a political actor, or as a role model for other citizens at the dawn of their own political lives. “If the members of our faculties are forbidden to make up their own minds or express their own thoughts they cannot lead their pupils into the making up of their minds and the expressing of their thoughts,” Alexander Meiklejohn reminded us. To say that teachers must omit their own opinions “is to say that the drama of teaching must be played without a Hamlet,” he added.11

      We do not mean to imply that teachers must reveal their views, of course. Surely there are times and places where skilled teachers will withhold their own opinions, depending on the topic of discussion and the age of the students. Nor do we deny that some teachers—in the past, and into the present—have aimed to indoctrinate rather than educate, in ways that run counter to their duties as our prime tutors of democracy. In a 1965 survey of over 600 elementary school teachers, one scholar found that teachers introducing controversial issues into their classes often did not believe that the issues were truly controversial; instead, they simply assumed that informed people would share their point of view. “Those who discussed controversial issues usually believe there is only one argument, logic or truth concerning that issue—the one which harmonizes with the particular individual’s thinking,” he wrote. That view harmonizes perfectly with what one of us calls Zimmerman’s Fallacy: if everyone fully discussed a controversial issue, unencumbered by cant and propaganda, they would agree with me! A basic tenet of democracy is that people of equal knowledge and reason can and sometimes do reason to different conclusions from the same set of facts. People who do not accept this democratic premise are more likely to impose their own views on students, and could scarcely succeed in teaching students how to engage each other in respectful and productive discussion of controversial public questions.12

      Yet as chapter 3 warned, there really are some public questions with a single correct answer. Have human beings altered the climate of the earth? Do vaccines cause autism? Was Barack Obama born in the United States? As a quick scan through the blogosphere will illustrate—and as public opinion polls will confirm—Americans are indeed divided on these issues. But such matters should not be presented as controversies in our public school classrooms, because there is no serious debate about them among the best-informed members of our society. Our schools have a duty to transmit expert knowledge, which provides the shared playing field on which informed discussion can occur; by the same token, schools should dispel the derisive rejection of expertise that infects so much of our contemporary political discourse, on the Left as well as on the Right. How many left-leaning Americans who scoff at the “birther” screed about Obama also insist that vaccines promote autism, even though an overwhelming scientific consensus says otherwise? Teaching a university course on “Professionalism” in 1969, the author Paul Goodman was astounded to discover that his students regarded experts as “liars, finks, mystifiers, or deluded.” Since then, scandals in many of our major institutions—including our scientific communities—have eroded the status of expertise still further; so has the rise of the Internet, which spreads pseudo-knowledge about settled questions with lightning (and frightening) speed. All the more reason that our schools need to teach the difference between issues that are really controversial—because people of knowledge disagree about them—and those that are not.13

      We also need to teach our students how to examine and discuss true controversies, in a manner that respects opponents’ rationality and dignity. On reality television and talk-shows, they watch adults shout over each other in slugfests of vilification and vituperation. So our schools need to step into the breach, modeling a more civil way to address our myriad differences. That means being sensitive to the particular circumstances of a community while still leading discussions of sensitive issues with our students, who are not as psychologically fragile as we often assume. Our era of crass media brawls has also given birth to new concerns about the scarred psyches of youth, who will supposedly be “traumatized” by any mention of matters that strike too close to home. Consider the schools that discouraged teachers from discussing Ferguson and its aftermath, instead advising them to refer students to counselors and other mental health professionals when the issue arose. Of course schools should and must provide such services to students who truly need them. But to imagine all discussion of difficult issues as psychologically perilous actually condescends to students, all in the guise of protecting their delicate psyches.

      It can also lead to a suppression of minority-related issues and concerns, which already receive short shrift in our classrooms. Witness the fate of 50-year teaching veteran Ken Simon, who was suspended by his Missouri school district in 2015 after he showed his history class a clip from a 1959 educational film that warned of the dangers of homosexuality. As campaigns for same-sex marriage mounted in Missouri and elsewhere, Simon—like any good history teacher—aimed to illustrate shifts in attitudes and practices across time. “If anyone gets offended by that, they shouldn’t,” one of Simon’s students told reporters. “It shows how history has changed through the years.” But the school suspended Simon anyway, citing the district’s policies against discrimination and harassment. Of course educators should make every effort to prevent antigay bullying, which remains endemic in American schools. But to use those policies to censor discussions of gay-related issues confuses hate speech—which is designed to insult, malign, and injure—with civil discourse, the sine qua non of democratic practice. And it also condescends to teachers, who should be trusted to know the difference.14

      All too often, they aren’t. Indeed, as we have argued throughout this book, a lack of trust in our teachers represents the key constraint on the discussion of controversial issues in our schools. We recognize—and we congratulate—the thousands of public school teachers who address controversy in their classrooms. But they do so in spite of American educational and legal traditions, which give rhetorical assent to controversial issues but limit teachers’ practical ability to engage them. Part of the problem lies in the preparation of teachers, who are rarely instructed in how to address controversial questions; in the 2010 study of midwestern teachers, for example, fewer than one in five reported receiving pre-service training on the topic. But the bigger obstacle involves the overall status of our teaching force, which has never received the same respect or credibility as other white-collar professions. Whereas our policies encourage or even require instruction about controversy, we simply do not invest our teachers with the prestige or the protection to practice it consistently. “Controversial issues can be taught effectively,” a 1950 study of American schools declared, “if the community will have faith in its teachers.”15 That is still the real issue, when it comes to teaching controversial issues in American schools.
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