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			To every student I’ve ever taught and every member I represent—who have taught me everything.

			And to Sharon Kleinbaum—who is my everything.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			In 1940, Adolf Hitler had gained power and territory across a widening swath of Europe. The leaders of Norway’s government fled and a Nazi puppet was put in power. Among the first to protest the Nazi takeover of Norway were the country’s teachers. And since pins and badges with the likeness of the exiled king were now illegal, teachers and students used a clever, subtle signal to show their resistance. They wore paper clips. When teachers wore them on their lapels, it signified that they “remained united—bound together like a stack of papers—against Nazi rule.” The protest spread. Eventually, students took to wearing whole chains of paper clips like necklaces.

			Frustrated that teachers proved so influential in undermining fascism, the Nazi government eventually created a Nazi teacher network and mandated that all teachers in the country join it. But out of an estimated fourteen thousand teachers in Norway at the time, upwards of twelve thousand refused to do so. So Nazis barged into the schools and beat teachers and students, trying to physically force them into submission. That didn’t work either. So then the Nazi government closed the schools. Hundreds of thousands of parents wrote letters to the government in protest. And what did the teachers do? They kept teaching. They found places to hold classes in private and kept promoting freedom of information and freedom of thought. Increasingly incensed, the fascist government sent at least a thousand teachers to concentration camps and five hundred others to forced labor camps. But still the teachers kept teaching and students kept learning how to think for themselves. That’s the power of community—and the power of education.

			The Social Contract

			Every single day, educators work to help every school in America be a place where parents want to send their kids, where teachers want to work, and, most important, where kids can thrive. Students need schools that are safe and welcoming as well as engaging and relevant. And that’s what public school educators work so hard to create. And while there are many religious and private schools in the United States, 90 percent of schoolchildren attend public schools. That’s because public schools are and have always been the key opportunity engine for America’s future. In public schools, teachers teach children math and reading and writing skills, of course, and so much more, preparing them for the diverse, complicated world in front of them so that they can achieve their full potential. Public schools set children up for success, creating opportunity for all that is essential to the good of our nation. That is our north star.

			Teaching is a hard job. Teaching multiplication and algebra and grammar and how to write a five-paragraph essay is challenging enough. Teachers also do everything we can to meet the needs of children who arrive at school with everything from empty stomachs to emotional distress to different learning styles and behavioral challenges. Then there’s the challenges of cell phones and social media distractions and a crisis of anxiety and loneliness among youth. All of this as teachers are underpaid and public schools are underresourced.

			In recent years, the job of being a public school teacher has become infinitely more challenging. Since Donald Trump was first elected in 2016, teachers have faced unprecedented attacks, and it’s important to understand why. The lines of attack have been all over the place—for every percentage point shift in standardized testing, for wanting to keep kids and teachers safe during the COVID-19 pandemic, for teaching honest history, for wanting to make schools safe and welcoming for all. But the people behind those attacks and their motivations have been extraordinarily consistent. A group of anti-government, anti-pluralism, anti-opportunity fascists, oligarchs, and far-right activists are demonizing public school teachers so they can divide the American public and destroy public education as we know it. Teachers aren’t being smeared and undermined because they’re doing anything wrong but because they’re doing something very, very right.

			Teachers do four foundational things that are important to the future of our students and the well-being of our nation—but are antithetical to the fascist anti-government, anti-pluralism, anti-opportunity agenda. Teachers impart knowledge, including critical thinking skills that prepare our kids for their futures and strengthen our democracy. Teachers work to create welcoming and safe communities so we can meet the academic, social, and emotional needs of all children and their families. Teachers create opportunity for every young person to have their shot at the American dream. And teachers are anchors of a labor movement whose purpose is to champion the aspirations of working families. Together with parents, teachers work themselves to the bone every single day to do everything they possibly can to support students and help them thrive.

			In contrast, the forces working to undermine our public schools say they want to help all children, but their actions prove otherwise. If we don’t understand their agenda, it can seem like they have rational justifications for banning books, pushing privatization, promoting inequality, and smearing teachers as Marxist indoctrinators and more. But these extremists oppose democracy, pluralism, and the common good and will attack anyone standing in their way. It just so happens that the main job of public school teachers—the whole reason we have public education in the first place—is to create opportunity for all. We don’t teach kids reading and math just for the heck of it. We teach students how to read and do math, how to think and problem solve, and how to navigate the world around them so they can become thriving adults, successful in whatever path in life they choose. That’s what parents want for their children. That’s what our nation needs for its future. That’s our social contract with America. And that’s why extremists attack teachers.

			One of the first lessons I would teach my students in my civics class at Clara Barton High School in Brooklyn, New York, was about the social contract—how individual freedoms and mutual responsibility are inextricably intertwined in our democracy. This is the sacred covenant that underlies our commitment to public schools. It’s the commitment to opportunity for all, in a safe environment, where every child is welcome, and where we work to engage every child so they can meet their God-given potential.

			Our public schools, as well as our colleges and universities, teach the vital habits of democracy and pluralism. The foundational assertion of the Declaration of Independence—that we all share the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—comes from philosopher John Locke. Locke argued that the reason individuals join together to form governments is because we know that protecting the common good is essential to ensuring individual liberties. All of which Locke saw as intertwined with education. “I am sure the principal end why we are to get knowledge here, is to make use of it for the benefit of ourselves and others in this world,” he wrote in Some Thoughts Concerning Education. “I think I may say, that of all the men we meet with, nine parts of ten are what they are, good or evil, useful or not, by their education. ’Tis that which makes the great difference in mankind.” Education plants the seeds of opportunity for the good of individuals and our entire society.

			Our Founding Fathers and their descendants were clear that the American experiment relied on an educated, informed public. John Adams wrote, “Liberty cannot be preserved without a general knowledge among the people.” Benjamin Franklin argued, “The good Education of Youth has been esteemed by wise Men in all Ages, as the surest Foundation of the Happiness both of private Families and of Commonwealths.” Thomas Jefferson was an early advocate of free, public education and wrote, “Educate and inform the whole mass of the people…They are the only sure reliance for the preservation of our liberty.”

			Democracy and public education have been linked ever since. You cannot have a country of, by, and for the people without a means for the public to prepare not just for the privileges of that democracy but the duties as well. Public schools are laboratories of civil society and, at their best, embody the multifaith, multiracial coexistence that is our nation’s best future. That’s why the motto of the American Federation of Teachers (AFT)—the union that I have had the honor of leading since 2008—is “Democracy in education, education for democracy.” Public schools aren’t a by-product of democracy but democracy’s engine, constantly renewing and fueling the next generation to be informed and engaged in our unprecedented democratic experiment.

			Summarizing why he has attacked teachers and universities in Russia, Vladimir Putin has explained, “Wars are won by teachers.” Fascists fear teachers because education is essential to democracy. And education is essential to broad-based opportunity and empowerment. Yes, we teach reading and math. But we also teach young people to have agency and confidence, to problem solve and be resilient. And we also teach core American values including patriotism. We teach the fundamental building blocks for a nation unlike any in human history—a nation founded on the radical idea that we all are created equal, that we all deserve the opportunity to succeed, and that power belongs to the people, and we all must have a voice. And though those ideals have not always been realized, we have prepared generations of young Americans to strive for that vision anew. We don’t just teach history as a relic of the past but to revitalize America’s best values and ideals in our present, ensuring that future generations carry on the promise of our nation’s founding.

			Teachers fight for a better future for all—the common good. That is the core of public education—that everyone is embraced and accepted. We meet every student where they are and try to prepare them for college, career, civic participation, and life. Teachers and parents and community leaders and faith leaders who fight for better public schools, stronger democracy, and greater opportunity are fighting to make the nation better for everyone—including even the people attacking us. Because we truly all do better when we all do better.

			Why Fascists Attack Teachers

			In 2022, a right-wing activist named Chris Rufo gave a speech at the conservative Hillsdale College in Michigan. The title of his Hillsdale speech was “Laying Siege to the Institutions.” In the speech, Rufo said that “to get universal school choice you really need to operate from a premise of universal public school distrust.” Rufo proposed a “siege strategy” and “narrative war” and urged supporters to be “ruthless and brutal” in advancing their goals.

			For instance, by his own account Rufo took a legal construct called critical race theory (CRT) and worked to “turn it toxic” by putting “all of the various cultural insanities under that brand category.” I learned about critical race theory when I was in law school in the 1980s. It is a decades-old form of legal analysis that examines the persistence of racism in U.S. legal institutions. Rufo calls critical race theory “the perfect villain.” It wasn’t until he repeatedly spread false claims misrepresenting what public school teachers are teaching that most teachers even knew the term or what it was. But Rufo’s goal was never to tell the truth about public school teachers and curriculum. His goal, as he made clear, is “universal public school distrust.”

			Rufo is by no means alone, he’s just the guy who said the quiet part out loud—brazenly revealing the tactics and goals of the movement of which he is a part. To be clear, fascists and autocrats and far-right extremists don’t want to help all students, nor do they want to strengthen public schools. They don’t want to teach students about the painful parts of American history and they don’t want to level the playing field for children living in abject poverty. Because their goal is to exploit problems, not solve them. They want to divide Americans, otherizing those who are different while attacking pluralism and diversity, inclusion, and equity as the problem. These extremists try to pit us against each other and distract us so they can rig the system for themselves. When the far right gets enough people to believe that diversity is a threat and opportunity is a zero-sum game, they use the anger and resentment they foment to defund and destabilize public education.

			All of this explains why on November 21, 2022, Donald Trump’s former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, speaking with a journalist just days after Democrats did better than expected in midterm elections, shared his advice for Republicans running for office in 2024. He said, “I get asked ‘Who’s the most dangerous person in the world? Is it Chairman Kim, is it Xi Jinping?’ The most dangerous person in the world is Randi Weingarten. It’s not a close call.”

			To clarify, that’s the former secretary of state of the United States of America, our nation’s top diplomatic official—speaking the same year that Vladimir Putin invaded Ukraine, the same year that “North Korea test-launched over 70 ballistic and cruise missiles”—saying that I am the most dangerous person in the world. It’s the kind of stuff one can’t even make up.

			Why would the former secretary of state, who has literally sat across the table from demagogues and dictators, call a five-foot-tall Jewish lesbian grandmother union leader who’s married to a rabbi the most dangerous person in the world? It makes sense when you understand that Pompeo was utilizing a broader strategy—blame teachers over and over and over again, truth be damned, in order to divide the American people and defund and destabilize public education.

			“If you ask, ‘Who’s the most likely to take this republic down?’ It would be the teacher’s unions, and the filth that they’re teaching our kids, and the fact that they don’t know math and reading or writing,” Pompeo continued in that interview. He literally said this despite the fact that while he was serving as Donald Trump’s secretary of state, an actual violent mob stormed the U.S. Capitol with the express goal of executing the vice president and overthrowing the election—a mob that a bipartisan congressional commission found then-President Donald Trump incited.

			These smears aren’t isolated. Back in 2004, President George W. Bush’s secretary of education called our sister union, the National Education Association (NEA), a “terrorist organization.” In 2019, Donald Trump’s Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos attacked public school teachers as “union bullies.” The efforts to blame and undermine teachers have only grown louder as this anti–public education, anti-government, anti-opportunity movement has grown more powerful. Meanwhile actual threats to our children have also grown, with the increase in school shootings, youth suicide rates, and child poverty. If the far right were genuinely interested in helping children and strengthening public education, they might try to help solve those problems.

			In contrast, teachers are problem solvers. And teachers teach problem-solving skills. Likewise, I’m willing to work with anyone who wants to actually work on the problems facing our public schools. When there are serious, constructive efforts, I and my union have in the past and will continue in the future to do everything we can to help create and support education programs and other efforts that help kids—programs that will succeed and scale. Our test for decades has been, “Is it good for kids and fair to teachers?” When there are promising solutions that fit those simple criteria, we’re all in—whoever proposes them. But anti–public education extremists don’t just have a polite disagreement about how to improve public education in America. They want to destroy public education altogether. As we’ll see, that’s been consistent for decades. They attack diversity, equity, and inclusion because they want to turn Americans against each other while exacerbating inequality—using taxpayer money to pay for religious schools, homeschooling, or elite private schools for the super-rich while dismantling public education for everyone else. And yes, that disproportionately hurts poor students and students with disabilities and Black, Latino, and Indigenous students—but it also hurts everyone. Every student. Every community. Public education was founded on the idea of the social contract because public education is a public good. But fascists, autocrats, oligarchs, and far-right extremists don’t believe in the social contract. They don’t care about the common good.

			To further their agenda of dividing us and defunding and destabilizing public education, these extremists have a one-size-fits-all strategy: Blame teachers. And they never let the truth get in their way. During the 2024 election, Donald Trump repeatedly alleged that children were getting gender confirmation surgery at school when every parent knows that public schools can’t even give a kid Tylenol without a parent’s written permission. Similarly, far-right activists who have attacked teachers for sexually “grooming” students admit, “We don’t have any evidence that it’s happening, either deliberately or accidentally.” But the point of these attacks isn’t truth or even the well-being of students. The point of the attacks is to smear teachers.

			Now, before the naysayers rush in, I want to be very clear—I am not saying teachers, our union, or public schools are perfect. Of course there are things we can and must do better. And we can talk about them without demeaning and indicting every single public school teacher in America.

			Should all teachers be prepared to teach and should teacher evaluation be better than it is? Yes! That’s why our union is working to strengthen teacher training while also addressing teacher shortages. Should we spend more time teaching than testing? Yes! That’s why we speak out against high-stakes testing schemes and other systems that turn teachers into data collectors mired in paperwork and don’t actually strengthen teaching or help students. Should schools have opened sooner than they did during the COVID-19 pandemic? Of course! Which is why, in April 2020—just one month after schools shuttered—I led the AFT in developing a concrete plan to reopen schools as quickly and safely as possible. And, God forbid, if there is another pandemic, we should do what many countries in Europe did and prioritize students and schools instead of bars and restaurants. Nevertheless, the far right still tries to blame me for closing schools during the COVID pandemic—a power, I would point out, I do not have. But the irony is not lost on me that those trying to blame me for closing schools are the ones who have literally been trying to shutter public schools forever.

			I’ve spent my life trying to make schools better. I’m not perfect either; I’ve made my share of mistakes. But whether it was helping to create the Chancellor’s District to improve New York City’s most struggling schools with more funding, research-backed curriculum, longer school days, and after-school and summer and weekend programming; to lifting up the Teacher Union Reform Network that local unions started in order to push the AFT and NEA to advance teacher-driven education reform; to pioneering new projects and initiatives like bargaining for the common good, community schools, and career and technical education that help students thrive, I have always put what is best for students, best for public schools, and best for our nation at the forefront of everything I do. And even if I deeply disagree with tactics or ideas, it is vital that we distinguish between those trying to strengthen public schools and the forces that are trying to destroy public education as we know it.

			I decided to write this book for two reasons. First, I wanted to celebrate public school educators—the teachers and paraprofessionals and bus drivers and so many more. They make a difference in children’s lives and the future of our nation every single day and should be revered, not reviled. And second, I wrote this book because the coherent, well-funded strategy behind the vilification of teachers and war on knowledge needs to be exposed. If we don’t understand what they’re doing and why they’re doing it, we can’t fight back. And we need to fight back to save and strengthen public education.

			For decades, extremists have been working to undermine public education under the guise of “reforming” it. And while many of us see through their lies and understand their true agenda, among parents and community members whose attention is often pulled in a million directions, the so-called reformers often get the benefit of the doubt—and somehow educators who devoted their lives to children are cast in suspicion. But, finally, here was Rufo confessing the whole plan. With that one quote—“to get universal school choice you really need to operate from a premise of universal public school distrust”—Rufo revealed that the far right smears public schools and public school teachers in order to push school privatization.

			This is just the latest chapter of the long-standing effort to undermine—rather than protect and strengthen—public education. The far right and other extremists are trying to end public education as we know it—and, in doing so, destroy the ladder of opportunity on which generations of Americans have relied and still depend. They are attacking knowledge, pluralism, civic engagement, and freedom of thought—all of which our Founding Fathers knew were essential to our nation and our liberty and dependent on robust public education. If the forces attacking public education win, our children and our country will lose.

			What Is Fascism?

			Today, concepts like fascism and authoritarianism and oligarchy are increasingly relevant to understanding what’s going on in the world in general and in the United States in particular—including the relentless attacks on public education.

			In his book How Fascism Works, scholar Jason Stanley defines fascism as “ultranationalism of some variety (ethnic, religious, cultural), with the nation represented in the person of an authoritarian leader who speaks on its behalf.” Timothy Snyder explains, “It’s hard to create an academic definition of fascism because the whole point of fascism is that you reject reason in favor of will.” Fascism, he says, involves people “rejecting standard forms of logic and empirical evidence in favor of a commitment to will and ability to place their belief not in what’s happening in the world but in the mind of a leader.”

			In other words, fascism is an approach to politics that rejects independent critical thinking and instead mobilizes people around fear and rage—which makes them more receptive to strongmen leaders who then strip away collective rights and freedoms. Fascists construct an extreme story of us versus them, replacing facts and critical thinking with propaganda that romanticizes the nation’s past while casting ethnic, religious, and social minorities as fundamental threats to that nation’s present and future. That scapegoating whips up not only resentment but also dehumanization and violence. Meanwhile, freedom and democracy decline. As do pluralism and a sense of community.

			I am a schoolteacher, a lawyer, and a union leader. I am not an academic and this is not an academic book. This book is a warning. I want to explain why the attacks on public education are intensifying and how they connect to a concerted strategy. My views reflected herein are informed by a lifetime of work, an analysis of historical and current events, and, importantly, the perspective of teachers—who are some of the most trusted leaders in the United States but never get the support they need or the pay they deserve and are increasingly besieged by baseless smears and attacks. Why? What’s going on? And for those of us who respect teachers and value public education, how can we respond?

			While there are important, subtle distinctions between fascism, authoritarianism, oligarchy, anti-government extremism, and the far right, in practice at this moment in history these forces and others are conspiring to destroy our public education system and, with it, the building blocks of opportunity for all. Which exact word we use isn’t as important as the warning. I will use these terms and others interchangeably because the attacks they are launching on our education system, our students, and our teachers are interchangeable and interconnected. “The task of generalizing about such phenomena is always vexing,” Stanley writes. “But such generalization is necessary in the current moment.” The perfect definition of fascism will be clear in the rearview mirror—but by then it may be too late for our children and our country. The more important point, whatever the wording, is that the fascist agenda is not only antithetical to public education but poses an existential threat to public schools, to young people, and to democracy.

			Those hell-bent on unraveling democracy, pluralism, and opportunity have always attacked teachers and education. It’s a very old playbook. In the 1930s, Hitler and Mussolini persecuted teachers and tried to control curriculum. Iran’s Cultural Revolution closed universities and restricted academic freedom. From Russia to Indonesia to Hungary to Chile, fascist and authoritarian governments have sought to attack teachers and control not only what students learn but what they think.

			Authoritarian attacks on teachers aren’t new in the United States either. In the Reconstruction era following the end of the Civil War, the United States tried to remedy the inequalities of slavery and the ways in which that legacy continued to shape the country’s economy, politics, and culture. In the South, one of the first things newly freed Black people did was build schools. As the North Carolina–based anti-slavery Journal of Freedom reported at the time, “The Freedmen…has got a disease for learning. It is a mania within him.” But violence by white people “determined to hold onto the pre–Civil War racial hierarchy” was extreme. In 1866, white extremists burned down four schoolhouses in North Carolina, and others were shut down because of threats. In the fall of 1870, white mobs burned “nearly every colored church and school-house” in Tuskegee, Alabama. When a white mob attacked a white teacher from the North who was teaching at a Black school in the South, the mob said, “The [n-word] were bad enough before you came, but since you have been teaching them, they know too much and are a damn sight worse.” Things got so bad that Congress passed a series of laws in 1870 and 1871 to try to force states to stop willfully ignoring the Ku Klux Klan.

			“Education,” said Frederick Douglass in 1894, “means emancipation. It means light and liberty. It means the uplifting of the soul of man into the glorious light of truth, the light only by which men can be free. To deny education to any people is one of the greatest crimes against human nature.” But beginning in 1873, a series of Supreme Court decisions limited Reconstruction-era laws, and in 1877, Rutherford B. Hayes smoothed over congressional hurdles to his election as president by promising to withdraw federal troops from the South, paving the way for Jim Crow segregation to yet again make white supremacy the law of the land. As we’ll see, fierce anti-integration movements would continue to shape education policy throughout American history, including today.

			In the 1950s, there was Senator Joseph McCarthy. McCarthy used the machinery of the government to launch a relentless crusade supposedly aimed at rooting out Communists in society, but actually focused on silencing and squashing dissent about how the United States was conducting the Cold War. In fact, the American Heritage Dictionary now defines McCarthyism as “the political practice of publicizing accusations of disloyalty or subversion with insufficient regard to evidence.” About six hundred teachers reportedly lost their jobs because of McCarthyism.

			In the 1970s, we had Anita Bryant—a former Miss Oklahoma and hawker of orange juice. In 1977, Bryant was outraged when Miami, Florida, became the fortieth city in the United States to say that gay people couldn’t be fired or discriminated against for being gay. To attack the idea of nondiscrimination, Bryant invented the evil specter of gay teachers using schools to recruit—incendiary accusations we hear echoed by extremists today. In fact, as we’ll see, Florida’s “Don’t Say Gay” law and recent book bans follow the same repressive pattern as Bryant—the far right trying to control Americans’ freedoms and choices by concocting myths accusing marginalized communities of being the ones seeking control.

			Today, fascism is an amalgam of people who either outright oppose diversity and pluralism, want to shrink government as much as possible, or both. Whether they’re motivated by ideology or plain greed, what fascists and oligarchs and autocrats of all sorts have in common is that they don’t want to solve problems. They want to create problems so they can exploit our anger and fear—to give themselves more power and more money, and take power and opportunity away from ordinary citizens. That’s it. That’s their whole playbook.

			Donald Trump was once quoted as saying that real power is fear. Those who seek in this moment to attack and undermine public education are exploiting real pain and trying to mobilize it into fear and resentment. For instance, good middle-class jobs have been hollowed out in the United States, and many of our public schools are not as good as they should be. But middle-class jobs were hollowed out in part because mega-corporations moved their manufacturing overseas, not because more immigrants came to our country. And when our public schools struggle, it’s not because of a handful of transgender students or curriculum issues, but because of the reality that society’s problems don’t end at the schoolhouse door and decades of disinvestment creates barriers to effectively addressing those challenges. The fascist playbook is a shell game of fear—taking our real, understandable concerns as Americans but making us look somewhere else, blame someone else, as the cause. Because fascists need enemies to justify their attacks on public education and our democracy and society as a whole.

			These extremists don’t actually believe in the extreme threats they mythologize, nor do they really want to do anything to solve the underlying economic or social anxiety of their supporters. Fascist leaders use ginned-up fear and resentment as an excuse. Their goal is to distract and divide us to the point where we willingly—even desperately—hand over absolute power and control to a singular cultlike leader we believe will save us.

			The question of whether Donald Trump is or is not a fascist featured prominently in the last days of the 2024 presidential election. Retired General Mark A. Milley, who served as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under Trump and served our country for over forty years in the military, said that Trump is “fascist to the core.” Trump’s own White House chief of staff, Marine Corps General John Kelly, recounted stories of Trump talking admiringly about Hitler and saying his former boss is “an authoritarian” who “falls into the general definition of fascist.” Meanwhile, as Anne Applebaum reports, Trump and his orbit have embraced Hungarian president Victor Orbán’s autocratic playbook as a model. For instance, Trump’s vice president, J. D. Vance, once said that Orbán—who has weakened judicial independence and undermined freedom of the press while generally increasing corruption and decreasing democracy—is someone “we could learn from in the United States.” However, my point here is not to label people but to understand the behaviors, why they are doing what they’re doing and what the rest of us can and must do in response. Repeated hatemongering against immigrants and transgender people. Deploying the military against peaceful protesters. Calling for the jailing of political opponents. These are all examples of fascistic behavior.

			As the Russian-American dissident journalist M. Gessen noted, “Trump is now performing his idea of power as he imagines it. In his intuition, power is autocratic; it affirms the superiority of one nation and one race; it asserts total domination; and it mercilessly suppresses all opposition.” Gessen concludes, “Whether or not he is capable of grasping the concept, Trump is performing fascism.” Gessen wrote that amid Trump’s first term, during what might be considered the dress rehearsal for the breathtakingly swift and comprehensive authoritarian production that is Trump’s second term.

			But while labeling someone a fascist might make for a good headline, it misses my point. The point of this book isn’t to label anyone a fascist and, spoiler alert, I am not going to engage in name-calling or labeling. Plus I know that some who criticize teachers and public schools undoubtedly do so out of a genuine concern for students and a desire to strengthen our nation’s education system. The point of this book is not to attack anyone but to understand the fascist agenda and its manifestations—which repeatedly, baselessly accuse public school teachers of undermining education when in fact it’s the fascists, authoritarians, and far right who very clearly want to systematically end the very idea and existence of public education.

			In 2023 alone, 110 bills were introduced in state legislatures attempting to curtail what teachers can and cannot do. Fascists want to end public education as we know it. And fascists are attacking teachers because we’re standing in their way.

			The Fight to Save Public Education

			This book shines a light on incredible teachers all across our country who spend every waking hour trying to strengthen public education and the future of our children and our nation. The following chapters are organized around the four things teachers do that are so important to the future of our students and the future of our nation—and why those things pose such a threat to fascism.

			First, teachers teach critical thinking. The Founding Fathers of our nation understood that education and democracy go hand in hand. A citizenry unable to think critically about history and policy and news and information is a public ripe for autocracy and fascism. Public schools—and public school teachers—help create thoughtful and engaged students capable of reviving and strengthening democracy in perpetuity. And fascists don’t like that because fascists don’t like democracy. They know that the best way for the American people to willingly hand over power to authoritarian figures is if we believe fascist fearmongering, disinformation, and propaganda. Ironically, the far right accuses teachers of indoctrination to distract from the fact that they’re the ones who are actually trying to indoctrinate the next generation.

			Second, teachers work to make every school safe and welcoming for every single student—so that every child can succeed. We know that different students need different things to succeed and, sadly, too many children arrive at school not able to focus on learning because they’re hungry or sick or suffering from all sorts of challenges that have their origins outside of school. As teachers, we work to support every student and make sure they get what they need to learn and thrive and achieve. That’s essential for fairness in a diverse, multicultural society. And it arises from the fundamental belief that children are equal. But fascists believe in hierarchy and elitism and want our nation divided into “haves” and “have-nots” so they can pit the “have-nots” against each other. Teachers build communities that are safe and welcoming for all—which undermines hierarchical elitism.

			Third, teachers create opportunity for all. We see infinite possibilities in every child and know it’s our job and the job of public schools to make sure every student gets access to tangible skills and tools and training to access their best possible future. That includes innovative programs that connect all students to the jobs of the future. Teachers build the ladder of opportunity that is the American dream. But fascists want to destroy opportunity for all. The billionaire class that increasingly rule not only our economy but also our nation want to aggregate power and money for themselves and only care about regular folks insofar as they need us as grunt workers. They might say they believe in meritocracy, but really they believe in entitlement—that they’re better and more deserving than everyone else. These self-aggrandizing wannabe kings hate teachers because we fight for opportunity for all—and believe every child has potential and deserves a path to a successful future.

			And fourth, teachers create agency for themselves and all working families through building strong unions. In the twenty-first century, teachers are the most unionized profession in the nation. Though unionization rates vary from state to state—in part because of state policies meant to undermine unions, as we’ll see—nationwide, 69.4 percent of public school teachers belong to unions. But fascists hate unions because unions stand for everything fascists oppose. Billionaires and corporate executives don’t want to share power—but unions give regular working folks power and a voice. Unions are democratic organizations that make our economy more just and fair, not just for union members but for everyone. And unions are at the forefront of expanding economic prosperity and strengthening democracy, throughout history and today. Plus in the case of teachers’ unions, we fight for what students need—and when we fight, children, families, and communities win. Yes, we’re a thorn in the side of those who want to cut funding for public education and deny students and communities the resources they need. And we’re proud of it.

			Throughout the book, I will not only detail the plot to destroy public education but the many, many ways in which teachers, parents, and communities are working together to fight back. Because while fascists have tried throughout history as today to blunt critical thinking, imperil opportunity, and hobble democracy by attacking teachers and undermining public education, they have been stopped before and we will stop them again. In fact, despite the extraordinary threats to public education in this moment, there are signs the extremist agenda is already cracking.

			In 2021, a new far-right activist group called Moms for Liberty launched an effort to take over local school boards across the country, railing against COVID closures and critical race theory, the soup du jour of the far right’s “blame teachers” strategy at the time. In one Pennsylvania county alone, extremist candidates hostile to public education won thirty-three school board races. Reporting a multimillion-dollar budget in 2022, bankrolled by a handful of the wealthiest far-right donors and institutions in the country, Moms for Liberty wasn’t really a spontaneous grassroots group of parents trying to “protect” the community but a construct of the long-standing movement to defund public education. Instead of actually fixing the problems they ran for office complaining about—remember, fascists and their enablers don’t want to actually fix problems—they merely amped up their culture war in our classrooms.

			The Central Bucks School District, a politically purple community an hour north of Philadelphia, offers just one example. The Moms for Liberty extremists there were so aggressive in banning books and attacking LGBTQ faculty and students that the Pennsylvania ACLU filed a formal complaint and the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights investigated. Instead of fixing the air-conditioning that causes Central Bucks schools to close when the weather is too hot, the Moms for Liberty school board faction spent $1.5 million of taxpayer money on legal fees to defend itself.

			Nationwide, a recent study found that the far right’s culture wars have cost our public schools more than $3 billion in the 2023–2024 school year alone—money spent on increased security at school board meetings and additional school staff to handle misinformation and the flurry of records requests. But two years after they were voted in—in some cases, by a margin of less than a hundred votes—the Moms for Liberty candidates in Central Bucks were resoundingly defeated. And in school board elections across the country, pro–public education candidates won race after race. Americans want to strengthen our public schools. They don’t want culture wars that break public education.

			Now, the term “culture war” is misleading. The construct of a war implies two sides, but the reality is that fascists and their far-right enablers have launched a unilateral attack on teachers. Fascists accuse teachers of indoctrination, when it’s really fascists who are trying to control what Americans think and believe. They manufacture controversies about diversity, equity, and inclusion to instill resentment and hate. They accuse teachers of being an obstacle to quality education to distract from the fact that the far right is working to dismantle quality education. Fascists and their enablers repeatedly, unjustifiably point fingers at educators in order to divide the American public and justify their autocratic agenda of thought control, silencing dissent, and defunding and destroying public school as we know it. As education scholar Diane Ravitch points out, many of the advocates and parents who make hay about “indoctrination” are in fact the very ones who “want public money to pay for tuition at religious schools, whose very purpose is indoctrination.” Sigmund Freud called this projection—when we attribute our own thoughts or feelings or behaviors to someone else. The fascists point fingers and shout about “indoctrination” when they’re the ones who want to control what everyone thinks and does. Just as they point fingers and shout accusations of “intolerance” when they’re the ones who don’t believe everyone is equal and deserves equal opportunity.

			That doesn’t mean I think that those on the far right are the only ones ever guilty of intolerance. Cancel culture has its progenitors on both the left and the right. As a schoolteacher, you learn that a disagreement is an opportunity to hear each other out, not shut anyone down. It’s not an easy muscle to build. In 2024, I taught a course at my alma mater, Cornell University’s School of Industrial and Labor Relations. And in the back and forth with the students in my course, I had to at times stop myself from arguing when I disagreed with their viewpoints. It’s a skill you learn as a teacher—to ask questions rather than assert your own opinion as truth.

			In my close to thirty years as a union leader, I have learned to be a problem solver trying to seek solutions, not an ideologue trying to win arguments. I’m not loyal to a worldview—I’m loyal to schoolchildren, their families, their educators and best interests. Which means I’m regularly criticized by extremes—on the left and the right—because I don’t hesitate to call out intolerance wherever it’s coming from and I consistently champion critical thinking and dialogue over conformity and cancellation. Having a different opinion from someone else doesn’t make you evil, it makes you an American.

			Still, while I think some on the left are sometimes too intolerant, they’re not trying to destroy public education or the very foundations of our democracy. The far right is—which is why they are the focus of this book. You’ll notice I don’t pull any punches in the following chapters talking about neoliberal Democrats who have intentionally or unwittingly aided the right in their agenda to destroy public schools. But I draw a profound distinction between leaders who believe in public education but I might disagree with on solutions versus leaders who want to end public education altogether. It’s the difference between firefighters and arsonists. Teachers are working to build better schools. Fascists are trying to burn them down.

			During the first few weeks of his second term in the White House, during which this book was written, Donald Trump made clear his desire to burn down public education as we know it—trying to abolish the Department of Education, fire federal workers, and end collective bargaining rights, among other attacks. We saw this coming. During the 2024 presidential campaign, the influential far-right Heritage Foundation think tank released the Project 2025 blueprint for a second Trump presidency proposing to end major federal programs like Title 1 that help poor students and the schools that serve them, getting rid of federal civil rights protections for LGBTQ students, and cutting federal funding for students with disabilities. And Project 2025 promised a massive expansion of taxpayer-funded private school vouchers, which, as we’ll explore in the chapters that follow, comes from an ugly history in American education and is nothing more than a giveaway to wealthy families that also defunds public schools.

			In the early days of his second presidency, Trump made good on Project 2025’s promises. He froze a broad swath of federal funding, affecting Head Start and school lunches as well as Medicaid and other programs that help the neediest Americans, with the goal of destroying as much of our nation’s government as possible. Using hismisleading attacks on “diversity, equity, and inclusion” as an excuse, Trump unleashed Elon Musk—the unelected, unaccountable wealthiest man on earth—to make massive cuts to public programs that help ordinary Americans. In the Department of Education—which Trump called “a big con job” and said should be “closed immediately”—Musk and a team of “young, inexperienced engineers” unilaterally canceled contracts and gutted a research operation that tracks the progress of American students. They also took down applications for the federal student loan forgiveness program and tried to access the personal data of over forty-two million Americans with federal student loans. And that was just the beginning of their all-out war on government, opportunity, inclusion, and public education for all. On March 20, 2025, Donald Trump issued an executive order to shutter the Department of Education. And on March 27, 2025, Trump signed an executive order trying to curtail collective bargaining rights among workers across the federal government. Trump’s White House has also acted to condition education funding on bowing to the administration’s ideology. These and other actions will continue to be challenged by us and others in the courts, in Congress, and in the court of public opinion. For instance, arguably, Trump can’t shutter a whole federal agency given that Congress created it. But no matter what, it appears Trump will continue to do everything he can to hurt America’s opportunity anchors—public schools, unions, and key programs on which we all rely like Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security.

			But here’s the thing to remember: In the fight between fascists and teachers, over and over again, the American public sides with teachers. Americans want our public schools to be strengthened, not discarded. Even in the 2024 election that returned Trump to the White House, every single school voucher ballot measure was defeated—even in deep red states like Kentucky and Nebraska. In fact, despite massive backing from wealthy donors and interest groups, school vouchers have been rejected by voters every time they’ve ever been on a ballot. Plus, in the 2024 elections, voters in Massachusetts rejected high-stakes testing, voters in Utah changed the state constitution to increase funding for education, California voters passed a $10 billion bond to support school and community college infrastructure, Florida voters passed funding increases all over the state, and cities from Detroit, Michigan, to Toledo, Ohio, to Bozeman, Montana, also passed local school funding increases. And according to polls, 68 percent of Americans—including majorities of Republicans, Independents, and Democrats—agree that “We should increase funding to improve public schools so that they better meet the needs of students for the jobs and careers of the future.” That’s one other reason fascists fear teachers—because no matter what they throw at us, teachers are still respected and trusted. Why? Because teachers want what students need.

			Teachers Just Want to Teach

			Teachers just want to teach. They want to make a positive difference in the lives of their students. Every year, we get a new group of students and it’s our sacred job to learn what each of them needs to be able to succeed and fulfill their dreams. Childhood is such an important time, and our teachers play such an important role introducing us not only to ideas and skills but to possibilities for our future. And while this book focuses on teachers—because the far right’s ire is trained on public school teachers—paraprofessionals and bus drivers and support staff are part of the beautiful village that makes public school communities work. Every single one of these educators wakes up every day thinking about how they can help our students thrive.

			One of the educators I think back on was David Swift, my eleventh-grade English teacher at Clarkstown High School North in New City, New York. Mr. Swift was also the advisor of “Cue and Curtain,” the drama club. I was one of those just-in-time students in high school, doing only what was necessary to get by academically and usually only at the last minute. I didn’t really become a hard worker until I got to law school. But Mr. Swift saw something in me I didn’t see in myself—and during my senior year he asked me to be the production manager for the high school productions. That’s when I really learned I had leadership skills to manage a team.

			Now, Mr. Swift didn’t care what I would do with that talent. His only agenda was for me to succeed at whatever path I chose. Just like when he had us read Julius Caesar. I had blown off the homework he assigned. It was obvious, and in big, bold letters on top of the pop quiz, he wrote, “Et tu Brute?” I never blew off an assignment again. But Mr. Swift didn’t care what we thought about Shakespeare’s play, he just cared that we were engaged and thinking—learning to analyze the text critically and to write essays that were well argued (and ideally mostly grammatical). I could have gone into business or worked in government or something else and Mr. Swift would have been equally proud of me for using my education and applying myself.

			It just so happened that at the same time, budget cuts were taking a hammer to the school programs we loved. While the budget crisis in New York City was getting all the attention, the suburbs were not immune. The school board was threatening layoffs. So my classmates and I went to school board meetings and made a ruckus and ended up petitioning the whole community to push back on the cuts—because we wanted to save beloved teachers like Mr. Munson and Ms. Grove. We partly won; we saved some but not all of the teachers’ jobs. But I learned so much about the importance of teachers and teaching—and the power of organizing and building agency and a voice, and that even when you lose, you shouldn’t give up fighting. In July 2008, when I was elected president of the AFT, one of my high school teachers, Mr. Dillon, honored me with his presence. I can’t tell you how proud I am to be president of the union that my own teachers who taught and nurtured and pushed me were members of.

			When I was a civics teacher at Clara Barton High School, it was my turn to teach my students the skills and knowledge they need to soar. Whether the lesson was about the Constitution or movements that helped change the Constitution to create even greater justice and freedom, such as the suffrage movement that led to voting rights for women in 1919, I was equipping my students with as much information as possible to form their own ideas and opinions. To teach them how to think critically, how to problem solve, understand differences, how to engage with others as they navigate the world, and to be resilient and persistent in the face of adversity.

			Ironically, there is one thing fascists and teachers agree on—that we cannot create a truly democratic, inclusive nation committed to opportunity for all without public schools. Fascists fight against public education because they want to control our minds, control our ideas, and control the future. And what do teachers do? We teach. It’s that simple. Class after class, year after year, we equip the next generation to think for themselves and preserve our nation’s precious bond between individual liberty, opportunity, and the common good.

			The following chapters reflect my opinions about this moment in history for our nation in which our public schools, our democracy, and our values are under attack. But this book also reflects my profound optimism. I’ll share example after example of teachers who teach critical thinking, create a safe and welcoming environment for all students, create opportunity for all, and make our economy and our society fairer. You’ll read about teachers who come up with clever, real-world lesson plans to teach their students about the rules of voting and how to think carefully about whether information on the internet is fact or fiction. You’ll meet teachers who are themselves proof of the endurance of the American dream, many who fought poverty and discrimination to become the first in their families to go to college, who now are trying to rebuild that dream for others as elementary school teachers, high school aides, and even professors themselves. You’ll hear the ideas teachers have for transforming education so that every community has great public schools—schools that every parent wants to send their children to and every student wants to go to, where they’re prepared for the jobs of today and the future with the skills and knowledge that responsible civic participation demands. And you’ll learn about why teachers form unions, how our union works, and how we fight for what students and communities need.

			Now more than ever, it is vital that we all understand what teachers do, why they’re being attacked, and why we should join teachers to fight for the right to learn and the right to teach. In the history of the world, there has rarely been a movement for democracy, justice, opportunity, or fairness without teachers playing a leading role. And at the same time, in the history of our nation, I doubt there has ever been a person who has achieved some goal in their life, great or small, and not thought back with gratitude to a teacher. This is our job—to stand in the front of the classroom and to stand in the breach—for every child, for every family, for every community, for every future.
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			Teachers Teach Critical Thinking

			In October 2022, about a year after Russia invaded Ukraine, I led a small delegation of educators and health professionals to visit the Ukrainian city of Lviv. We met with teachers and their union to find out what the international community could do to help them and their students recover.

			My wife, Sharon, is a rabbi and joined me because she deeply understands ministry amid trauma, across generations and contexts. And on our way to Ukraine, entering through Poland, we made a point to stop at the Janusz Korczak Monument in Warsaw.

			Henryk Goldszmit was born to a Polish Jewish family, trained as a pediatrician, but reached acclaim as a children’s book author under his pen name Janusz Korczak. But Korczak wanted to do even more to help children. So he became a teacher.

			In 1912, Korczak took a position as the director of an orphanage for Jewish children, which he organized as a tiny democracy. The students had a newspaper, a parliament, and even a court where they would hear and resolve grievances. Korczak thought it was important for his students to think critically and freely, especially as the space for free thinking was closing up all around them. He taught them the value of democracy, even as the world around them was sliding into autocracy. The memorial Sharon and I visited sits on the site of the former orphanage. It shows Korczak with a thoughtful gaze, his arms gently resting around a gaggle of children, one of whom stares up at him with the same look of reverence that I feel.

			Nazis had already gone after Jewish children attending German schools. In 1938, Jewish students were completely banned from them. In 1940, when the Nazis created the Warsaw Ghetto in Poland, Korczak’s orphanage was forced to move there and Korczak, of course, went with his children. As fascism was closing in all around him, he kept teaching his students how to free their minds. But then, in August 1942, the Nazi genocide came for Korczak’s Jewish students. Nazis came to round up the 190 or so orphans under Korczak’s charge. Korczak dressed the kids up and each of them carried a favorite toy or game. Korczak walked with his students to help them keep calm. And though Korczak himself was offered sanctuary, in part because of his fame, he refused. He insisted on staying with his students. Korczak walked with his young students, and together they boarded the train that would ultimately take them to concentration camps. They were never heard from again.

			When Sharon and I walked along those same train tracks, we reflected on Korczak’s devotion as a teacher—literally guiding his students in every way, shepherding them until the very end. And we reflected on his simple act of rebellion—daring to teach children to think for themselves and be themselves amid encroaching autocracy. The goal of education in the Third Reich and fascism in generalis indoctrination of youth—trying to compel young people to embrace only certain ideas and certain people. Critical thinking is the antidote. Critical thinking means you form your own ideas and your own opinions about the world, based on your own knowledge and analysis, not blind loyalty or fear. Fascists, autocrats, and other extremists are afraid of critical thinking and they fear teachers because teachers teach critical thinking that is foundational to a free, knowledge-based society. The ability to reason through complex problems, to separate fact from fiction and information from disinformation, to apply reasoning and form one’s own opinions is central to knowledge and essential to the very democracy that fascists and autocrats want to destroy. Fascist attacks on critical thinking are part of a concerted strategy. As philosopher Umberto Eco observed about the same era of fascism in Italy, “All the Nazi or Fascist schoolbooks made use of an impoverished vocabulary, and an elementary syntax, in order to limit the instruments for complex and critical reasoning.”

			In 1924, Korczak wrote that students “should be allowed to grow into whoever they were meant to be—the unknown person inside each of them is our hope for the future.” That hope—that boundless possibility of self-actualization in every young person—is disruptive to fascism and essential to democracy. Korczak fought for that hope, that self-actualization, with every fiber of his being. That’s what great teachers do—no matter what. And critical thinking has been central to public education in the United States since our nation’s founding. Because our Founding Fathers understood what Korczak knew—that a free society depends on free minds.

			The Founders’ Case for Public Education

			The founding of our nation and the creation of public education have always been intertwined. James Madison, who helped draft the Constitution and served as the fourth president of the United States, called education “the only Guardian of true liberty.” Madison once wrote, “The American people owe it to themselves, and to the cause of free Government, to prove by their establishments for the advancement and diffusion of Knowledge…What spectacle can be more edifying or more seasonable, than that of Liberty & Learning, each leaning on the other for their mutual & surest support?”

			Indeed, there were early versions of public schools in America even before the United States became a nation. The Boston Latin School was founded in 1635, well before the Declaration of Independence in 1776. It was funded by public money, though it was only open to male students (women weren’t admitted until 337 years later, in 1972). Some of Boston Latin School’s early students would go on to help forge our new nation—students including John Hancock, Samuel Adams, and Benjamin Franklin.

			It was Horace Mann who really expanded public education in the United States. In the mid-1800s, as secretary of the Board of Education in Massachusetts, Mann started a movement for “common schools.” They were called common schools not because they were plain—though they definitely were by today’s standards—but common in the sense of “common good.” “Education,” argued Mann, “beyond all other divides of human origin, is a great equalizer of conditions of men—the balance wheel of the social machinery.”

			As education professor Jack Schneider and journalist Jennifer Berkshire write, “Universal, taxpayer-supported schooling was initially a civic project. The aim was to ensure the kinds of basic competencies for all young people that had for so long been the exclusive preserve of the middle and upper classes.” They note that historian David Labaree calls this the “democratic equality” objective of the common schools movement.

			A century after Horace Mann, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt would add, “Democracy cannot succeed unless those who express their choice are prepared to choose wisely. The real safeguard of democracy, therefore, is education.” And decades later, President John F. Kennedy would say, “Only an educated and informed people will be a free people, that the ignorance of one voter in a democracy impairs the security of all.” The idea that democracy and public education are inextricably linked is a constant theme of the American experiment. As the eminent education historian Diane Ravitch points out, “Without knowledge and understanding, one tends to become a passive spectator rather than an active participant in the great decisions of our time.” Critical thinking skills among the citizenry are essential to fulfilling the promise of democracy.

			The idea of critical thinking as central to enlightenment and individual liberty dates back well before the founding of the United States of America. In Ancient Greece, Plutarch advanced both modern philosophy and education by arguing that true wisdom involves critical thinking and questioning common knowledge rather than just accepting it. He said, “For the mind does not require filling like a bottle, but rather, like wood it only requires kindling to create in it an impulse to think independently and an ardent desire for the truth.” In his book Politics, Aristotle argued that in order to have an engaged citizenry, “it is manifest that education should be one and the same for all, and that it should be public.”

			The ideas of the Greek philosophers paved the way for John Locke and others—Enlightenment thinkers who influenced our Founding Fathers and argued that a free society was not possible without an educated citizenry. “Universal teaching must precede universal enfranchisement,” wrote John Stuart Mill. Because, of course, democracy is more than just picking one candidate or another. Democracy is being deeply, substantively engaged in the problems and solutions of our society. Which means critical thinking and education are absolutely essential to and intertwined with the practice of democracy. When we think critically, we have our own ideas and opinions, but we simultaneously scrutinize them, weighing other facts and ideas to be as rational as possible. We listen to and really wrestle with ideas and opinions that conflict with our own. And we engage earnestly with people who may think differently from us, exchanging facts and opinions, not taunts and smears. Strong critical thinking is the most important muscle in a strong democracy. That’s why our Founding Fathers saw fit to establish public education as a central component of our new nation.

			The correlation between democracy and education is enduring and profound. Experience and extensive research from around the world strongly suggests that “education is a prerequisite factor that definitely promotes democracy.” A 2019 poll across Europe found that from Italy to France to the Czech Republic to Bulgaria, citizens who are more educated are more likely to be satisfied with democracy than those who are less educated. And in the United States, higher levels of education are correlated with higher rates of civic participation.

			On the other hand, diminished critical thinking makes voters ripe for the disinformation that helps undermine democracy. Consider the 2024 presidential election in the United States. Yes, many voters in that election had valid reasons to feel angry about their economic plight and were understandably desperate for change. For instance, adjusting for inflation, men in the United States who’ve completed high school but not college made 22 percent less in 2019 than they did in 1979, forty years earlier. This is downward mobility and it inflicts economic and psychic wounds on individuals, families, and our nation. Plus voters often vote for change in general. From 1969 to 2021, there had been only one instance in which the party that won the presidency maintained control of Congress beyond the following midterm election. In fact, in 2022, when Democrats gained a seat in the Senate two years into Biden’s presidency, it defied decades of precedent.

			But without a doubt, disinformation and its amplification by the unparalleled right-wing media ecosystem was a significant factor in the outcome of the election. For instance, the violent crime rate in the United States is falling. That’s an undeniable fact. But Trump repeatedly said otherwise. “On Joe Biden’s watch, violent crime has skyrocketed in virtually every American city,” said a Trump campaign press release. Trump, in a speech, said that under the Biden-Harris administration, communities were “plagued by bloodshed, chaos and violent crime.” None of this is true. Never mind that the murder rate increased by 30 percent during Trump’s first term. But polling showed that voters who believe the false statement that “Violent crime rates are at or near all-time highs in most major American cities” favored Trump over Harris by a 26-point margin. Voters who knew that statement was false preferred Harris by a 65-point margin.

			In an era where artificial intelligence (AI) and social media lack guardrails and nonpartisan media and media literacy are declining, it’s more important than ever that voters have the tools they need to think critically and discern fact from fiction. As President Joe Biden said in his farewell address from the Oval Office, “Americans are being buried under an avalanche of misinformation and disinformation enabling the abuse of power. The free press is crumbling. Editors are disappearing. Social media is giving up on fact-checking. The truth is smothered by lies told for power and for profit.”

			In her book Twilight of Democracy: The Seductive Lure of Authoritarianism, historian Anne Applebaum writes that “people are often attracted to authoritarian ideas because they are bothered by complexity.” Fascists know this. They not only distract from the truth but cultivate division and discord to present themselves as the simplistic, obvious antidote.

			Critical thinking, on the other hand, embraces complexity and nuance—and democracy. Philosopher Hannah Arendt, who studied the conditions under which ordinary Germans were complicit in carrying out the Holocaust, said, “What makes it possible for a totalitarian or any other dictatorship to rule is that people are not informed.” Totalitarians, Arendt argued, deprive people of their “capacity to think and to judge,” and warned that “with such a people you can then do what you please.” Destroying critical thinking and destroying democracy go hand in hand. The prominent developmental psychologist Jean Piaget once wrote that the principal “goal of education is to create men who are capable of doing new things, not simply of repeating what other generations have done—men who are creative, inventive, and discoverers.” Piaget continued, “The second goal of education is to form minds which can be critical, can verify, and not accept everything they are offered.” This could be a recipe for critical thinking in the age of propaganda-laden elections.

			When he was still a student at Morehouse College, Martin Luther King Jr. wrote an essay in the student newspaper titled “The Purpose of Education.” He argued that education has two main purposes: “the one is utility and the other is culture.” Education helps students develop concrete skills and tools and learn how to use them to achieve their goals in life. But that second purpose King wrote about? That purpose is really democracy. “To save man from the morass of propaganda, in my opinion, is one of the chief aims of education. Education must enable one to sift and weigh evidence, to discern the true from the false, the real from the unreal, and the facts from the fiction.”

			“The function of education,” Dr. King went on, “is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically.” Critical thinking is vital to accurately understanding societal problems that need to be solved and, together with our civic peers, engaging, analyzing, and innovating as we constantly renew and reinvent our democracy. Critical thinking is the most important muscle in the exercise of democracy. No wonder fascists want to weaken it.

			Why Fascists Hate Critical Thinking

			“Democracies die more often through the ballot box than at gunpoint,” writes historian Heather Cox Richardson in her book Democracy Awakening: Notes on the State of America. Fascist leaders may campaign for our votes, but modern democracies more often fall because of autocratic candidates who work within the system to dismantle it, rather than coups or military takeovers.

			“Authoritarian regimes have become more effective at co-opting or circumventing the norms and institutions meant to support basic liberties, and at providing aid to others who wish to do the same,” writes the international democracy-monitoring organization Freedom House, reporting on the trend of “democratic backsliding” worldwide. It was Trump, for instance, who fought endlessly to overturn the results of the 2020 election, still refusing to admit that he lost. And during the 2024 election, Trump said to his supporters that after this election “you’re not going to have to vote.” He’s not the first. Far-right political strategist Paul Weyrich once famously declared, “I don’t want everybody to vote. Elections are not won by a majority of people. They never have been from the beginning of our country, and they are not now. As a matter of fact our leverage in the elections quite candidly goes up as the voting populace goes down.”

			Prominent authoritarianism historian Ruth Ben-Ghiat explains that fascist and authoritarian leaders want to “damage or destroy democracy.” Democracy is people power. But fascists want one leader or a small group of elites to have all the power. And that is what’s happening in the United States right now—billionaire Trump enabling his shadow governing partner Elon Musk, the wealthiest person in the world, to act as his co-president. Meanwhile, Trump’s initial second-term cabinet was on track to be the wealthiest in history, “worth at least $382 billion—higher than the GDP of 172 countries.”

			The problem for fascists, then, is that a public with strong critical thinking muscles is more likely to strengthen democracy and resist authoritarianism. Scholars who study democracy worldwide are incredibly clear on this point: “On the whole, higher levels of education are associated with stronger democracies—a country with an educated populace is more likely to become or remain a democracy.” Looking at data from Latin American elections, researchers Amy Erica Smith and Mollie J. Cohen found, “The more education you have, the less likely you are to vote for an authoritarian.” In fact, some global scholars have gone as far as to suggest that “education causes democracy.”

			So is the opposite true? Yes, history has shown us that. For instance, in 2017, the Financial Times found that among Dutch voters, having attained less education was the greatest predictor of support for the country’s anti-immigrant far-right political party. And after winning a primary election during the 2016 election, Donald Trump bragged how well he did with certain demographics, saying, “We won with poorly educated. I love the poorly educated.” This may or may not have been just another sloppy aside from Trump, but it does reflect a deeper truth. Donald Trump was able to rise to power, yes, because of his keen political instincts and charisma, but also because he routinely says things he thinks voters want to hear, whether he can actually do anything about them or not.

			Analyzing the source of his 2024 election win, Trump said, “I started using the word—the groceries. When you buy apples, when you buy bacon, when you buy eggs, they would double and triple the price over a short period of time, and I won an election based on that. We’re going to bring those prices way down.” But after his win, he admitted, “It’s hard to bring things down once they’re up. You know, it’s very hard”—and indeed many of his second-term proposals, including tariffs and mass deportations, would arguably increase the price of groceries and other consumer goods. In fact, immediately after Trump’s 2025 inauguration, the price of eggs went up.

			Authoritarians actively attack truth, knowledge, and critical thinking because an uninformed public is easier to control. Degrading public education and critical thinking skills may only prime more Americans to not recognize disinformation and misinformation and take authoritarian leaders like Trump at their word. Psychologist Bob Altemeyer studied personality traits that make people more receptive to authoritarian leaders. In his 2006 book The Authoritarians, Altemeyer documented his “Right-Wing Authoritarianism” scale, writing:

			
				The authoritarian follower makes himself vulnerable to malevolent manipulation by chucking out critical thinking and prudence as the price for maintaining his beliefs. He’s an “easy mark,” custom-built to be snookered. And the very last thing an authoritarian leader wants is for his followers to start using their heads, to start thinking critically and independently about things.

			

			In other words, those inclined to support authoritarianism exhibit a general avoidance of or allergy to critical thinking. And authoritarians like it that way.

			It makes me wonder whether far-right extremists are trying to deliberately inculcate an anti–critical thinking, pro-authoritarian disposition by undermining public education. Research conducted in 2004 and 2007—even before our hyperpolarized current political climate—found that “blue states” that tend to vote for Democrats spend more money on education than “red states” that tend to vote for Republicans. Not incidentally, the students in red states also fare worse on math and reading assessments. As Diane Ravitch notes, if Trump loves the poorly educated, “His plans for his second term guarantee that there will be more of them to love.”

			Certainly, Trump’s first executive orders in 2025 pointed in that direction—asserting unprecedented federal control of local school curricula to enforce the administration’s personal ideology against diversity, equity, and inclusion, while also directing federal funds for public schools to be used instead for private school vouchers and homeschooling. That level of federal strong-arming is contradictory, by the way, given that Trump has called for sending education “back to the states”—although states have always controlled education and have since the beginning of the republic. As we’ll see in chapter 2, the federal government has a limited—but important—role to bolster opportunity for all, which of course Trump is also threatening. These tactics neither help students nor improve education. Trump’s executive orders merely perpetuate the strategy of demeaning public school teachers and sowing division while systematically defunding public education.

			It’s a downward spiral. Faced with some of the lowest-performing education systems in the country, do these red states work with teachers to improve math and reading instruction or maybe incorporate innovative, skills-based learning models? Do they take action to adequately fund public education? Certainly some states have—like Mississippi, which worked with teachers to dramatically improve literacy rates statewide, a program that was so effective it inspired the AFT to work with several partners to launch a similarapproach called Reading Universe. But more often than not, instead of these states working to improve public education, we see a troubling trend in the other direction—red states doubling down on far-right indoctrination. In Oklahoma, the state’s extremist school superintendent required every school in the state to teach the Bible and tried to use taxpayer money to buy Trump Bible editions. Plus the Oklahoma superintendent tried to force every school in the state to show students a video of him praying for Donald Trump. This is the same Oklahoma superintendent who, after a terrorist attack in New Orleans on New Year’s Day 2025, blamed teachers’ unions for “teaching kids to hate their country” in classrooms that were actually “terrorist training camps.” What’s more disturbing than people in positions of power saying this garbage is that people actually believe them. During the 2024 election, when Donald Trump and others falsely accused immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, of “eating pets,” those outrageous, flagrant lies led to dozens of bomb threats against local schools and other public agencies. Again, the goal wasn’t knowledge and truth but lies and indoctrination.

			And what do fascists do when they’re worried that students might learn about the truth on their own? They ban books. Book bans are a very old and deeply disturbing tactic that, frankly, I never thought we’d see with such horrifying scope and scale in our country. But here we are. According to the ACLU, in 2023, “more than 3,000 books have been banned in schools across America. These books disproportionately feature stories about LGBTQ+ communities, people of color, and others who have been marginalized.” Even though gun violence is the leading cause of death among children and teens today, the far right goes to extraordinary lengths to block any restrictions whatsoever on access to assault weapons or high-capacity rounds of ammunition. But they’ll use every means at their disposal to make sure high school students can’t check a book about gay identity out of the restricted section of the school library.

			This has profoundly disturbing precedents. In March 1933, an election consolidated Hitler’s power. Two months later, Nazis ransacked the Institute for Sexual Science, a pioneering medical center that studied gender and sexuality. The institute advocated for queer rights. Nazis removed all of the books from the institute—twenty thousand books in total—for the first book burning in the Nazi regime. Book burning is part of a broader fascist pattern of attacking knowledge, freedom of information, and critical thinking. The Nazi government also closed down or took over newspapers, controlled radio broadcasts, and even made it treasonous to tell a joke about Hitler. And the attack on gay and trans books wasn’t just symbolic. The Nazi government eventually rounded up and jailed gay and trans Germans and thousands were sent to concentration camps—which presaged slaughtering six million Jews as well as people with disabilities and others. Dehumanizing groups of people isn’t just rhetorical; it paves the path for violence.

			The point of diverse books isn’t to promote one identity or another—it’s to make sure all students have access to age-appropriate reading to inform their lives and choices. Factual, trustworthy, honest information isn’t propaganda—it’s power. Over the past several decades, one of the most banned books in America has been It’s Perfectly Normal by Robie Harris. At quick glance, it’s sort of easy to understand why. It’s a book about sex, all different kinds of sex, written in an age-appropriate way for a middle school audience, with illustrations. Ideally, every child would be learning about safer sex and healthy relationships at home, but many aren’t. Plus the far right has systematically attacked and undermined sex education for decades.

			Age-appropriate books and curriculum about health and safety provide vital information to all students and can even be lifesaving for some. One story about It’s Perfectly Normal stopped me in my tracks. A ten-year-old girl at the library with her mother checked out a copy of the book. Eventually, the girl showed her mom the chapter on sexual abuse and said, “This is me.” The girl was being sexually abused by her father and the book gave her a way to tell her mom what was happening. Eventually, when the father was convicted, the judge in the case said, “There were heroes in this case. One was the child, and the other was the book.” Robie Harris, in retelling the story, said the girl’s mother was also a hero for listening to her daughter. And the librarian who ordered the book was a hero, too. Over the decades, Harris was smeared as a pornographer, a child abuser, and worse simply because she believed “kids have a right to have the accurate information that can keep them healthy and safe.” Banned books save lives. When we ban books, we take away power from parents to decide what information they do or don’t want their children to have access to. Banning books is anti-democratic and anti-American. That’s why the majority of Americans oppose the government legislating what can or cannot be in schoolbooks. And a majority of Americans “oppose efforts to have books removed from their local public libraries because some people find them offensive or inappropriate and do not think young people should be exposed to them.”

			Books give students the power of knowledge and critical thinking. That’s why, in contrast to those banning books, the AFT gives out books. In schools and at book fairs, during school days and on weekends, we’ve given away more than ten million free books to children and their families over the course of our decade-long initiative. In just the last two years alone, we organized four hundred book giveaway events in twenty-five states as well as the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands. Our agenda is literacy. For students and their families, literacy is the key to knowledge. And loving reading is the key to literacy. We give away books that are geared to interest and excite young people and foster the love of reading.

			I remember a grandmother of Haitian descent at one of our free book fairs in New York City. With pride in her eyes, she thanked me for the wide variety of books we were giving away while she clasped a copy of Freedom Soup, a book about the traditional New Year’s Day dish that celebrates Haitian independence. She was excited to read it to her grandchildren so they could learn about their heritage.

			At another book fair in McDowell County, West Virginia, a little boy had a book clutched so tightly to his chest that I couldn’t even read the cover. He exclaimed to me, excitedly, “I’m going straight home to put this in my library!” I asked him what other books were in his library and, without missing a beat, he gushed, “This is the first one!” While fascists want to control what children read and how children think, teachers spread knowledge—and literally give away books.

			We partner with the organization First Book and we use member dues to help buy books in bulk. Our members agree that buying books to give away is an expression of our values. In 2024 alone, we gave out over 575,000 books in 144 events across the country. The year before that, we put over one million books in the hands of children, parents, and teachers from Portland, Oregon, to St. Petersburg, Florida, and everywhere in between. Our members love this work. They know access to books and information is key. We just want kids to read and learn and think for themselves. We want to help them learn how to think, not what to think. Because that’s fundamental to their development and to a healthy democracy.

			In the introduction I talked about the extremist Moms for Liberty activists, bankrolled by billionaires and the far right, who took over school boards and launched a culture war by banning books and pride flags. In the Central Bucks School District outside Philadelphia, the Moms for Liberty–controlled school board banned several LGBTQ-themed books under a policy secretly written with the help of a far-right Christian “think tank.” In the case of one of the books they banned, there was only one copy in the whole district. But extremists were apparently so concerned it was “dangerous” that they mailed images from the book to seventeen thousand households in the community. Try to wrap your head around that. It just goes to show that Moms for Liberty’s real goal is to spread anti-LGBTQ hate and fearmongering to divide the community and distract from the fact that they are trying to systematically defund public education. But remember, it didn’t work. In 2023, in that district and nationwide, Moms for Liberty school board members were roundly voted out of office—by Democrats, Republicans, and Independents horrified that fascist factions were creating problems in our schools instead of solving the actual problems local districts are facing. Americans don’t want far-right culture wars. They want teachers, school nurses, better science labs, decent ventilation and air-conditioning—and they want their kids to be adept at critical thinking.

			The Assault on Critical Thinking—and the Teachers Who Are Fighting Back

			Still, despite the setbacks for far-right organizations like Moms for Liberty, democracy remains under attack in America. In its 2022 report on the state of democracy worldwide, the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance found not only that between 2016 to 2021 “the number of countries moving toward authoritarianism is more than double the number moving toward democracy” but that among those nations experiencing “democratic backsliding” was the United States. Looking at the period from 2000 to 2018, political science professor Jacob Grumbach documented that, measured by fifty-one indicators from gerrymandering to the availability of post-election vote verification audits, states dominated by far-right Republicans have become “substantially less democratic.” And of course, in 2020, Donald Trump became the first modern presidential candidate in U.S. history to refuse to concede the results of what was a free and fair election. In the weeks after the 2020 election, Trump spread lies about the election results and egged on election denialism, and was still denying the results well into 2024. Meanwhile, a bipartisan congressional inquiry found that on January 6, 2021, President Trump “lit that fire” of an attempted insurrection during which his supporters stormed the U.S. Capitol attempting to overthrow the results of our nation’s free and fair election. But Trump has tried to reframe that violent attack on our democracy as “a day of love,” and on his first day back in office in 2025 he pardoned every January 6 insurrectionist—including those convicted of assaulting police.

			As of May 2023, almost one-third of Americans still believed that the election of President Joe Biden was fraudulent. Trump’s supporters spread false accusations of voter fraud again throughout the 2024 election—until President Trump won and they stopped. But American democracy clearly remains under threat.

			The far right has convinced many Americans that our democracy is broken because they actually want to break our democracy. And it might be working. Even before Trump and his supporters tried to overthrow our democracy, a 2017 poll found that almost a quarter of Americans said they would prefer a system of government in which a “strong leader” could make decisions without interference from other branches of government. A 2024 poll was even more ominous. Over 60 percent of respondents agreed with the phrase “What our country really needs is a strong, determined leader who will crush evil, and take us back to our true path.” One in four respondents strongly agreed. Most respondents also agreed our nation has to “smash the perversions eating away at our moral fiber and traditional beliefs” and “silence the troublemakers spreading bad ideas.” These are authoritarian-primed perspectives.

			In 2024, our nation elected a candidate who campaigned on similar narratives and worse, threatening to use the military to seek vengeance on his political enemies while also promising to abolish the federal Department of Education. As we’ve already discussed, at the start of his second term in the White House, Trump has swiftly made good on those threats, enacting his anti-education, anti-pluralism, anti-government agenda while arguably sidestepping Congress and undermining the Constitution—major threats to the American system. Elon Musk hacking away at the federal government is case in point. Suffice it to say, the richest man in the world presumably has little understanding of the ways in which federal funding for school lunches, Veterans Affairs hospitals, and Social Security helps average Americans. But even more disturbing is that, at the time of this writing, Republicans in Congress proposed massive cuts to Medicaid, food assistance, and student loans in order to pay for tax cuts for the super-rich. Meanwhile, Musk—whose companies made $8 million per day in 2023 from contracts with the federal government—started dismantling federal agencies that oversee his businesses.

			Trump’s attacks on government go hand in hand with his attacks on education and democracy. Just as attacking teachers primes Americans to be willing to dismantle public education, convincing people that our nation’s government is nothing but waste and fraud makes them less likely to mind when their power to shape that government is taken away. “Trump has been conditioning Americans throughout this campaign to see American democracy as a failed experiment,” argues Ruth Ben-Ghiat, speaking about the 2024 election. “He has used his campaign to prepare Americans for autocracy.”

			Democracy is an idea. It only continues to exist if we believe in it and understand it. Foreign policy leader Richard Haass observes, “One major reason that American identity is fracturing is that we are failing to teach one another what it means to be American. We are not tied together by a single religion, race, or ethnicity. Instead, America is organized around a set of ideas that needs to be articulated again and again to survive. It is thus essential that every American gets a grounding in civics—the country’s political structures and traditions, along with what is owed to and expected of its citizens—starting in elementary school.” In other words, what makes us Americans isn’t a singular identity or a singular ideology but a shared belief in democracy and the freedom and liberty for all that democracy creates. That belief is our shared creed. Remember, the first official motto of the United States—still emblazoned on our nation’s seal and most of our currency—is e pluribus unum. Out of many, one.

			Fascists and oligarchs want to divide us—attacking those who are different and turning us against each other so they can destroy America’s democracy and hand disproportionate power to a few of their chosen elites. But I know that we, the people, believe in the promise of our nation—that all of us are created equal—and that working together while thinking for ourselves is the essence of American liberty. And who helps each and every one of us learn how to work together and think critically? Public school teachers. Public school teachers strengthen democracy.

			Ryan Richman is a high school history teacher at Timberlane Regional High School in Plaistow, New Hampshire. He tries to engage his students by showing how historical events relate to and inform the present, often by bringing current events into his classroom. So he gives his students a weekly assignment—to find something in the news and bring it to class, prepared to talk about how that current news event relates to history. According to Ryan, most of the stories his students bring in are about oppression. Those are the current events that catch their attention. “They’re about the Rohingya genocide, they’re about the Uyghur genocide, which are going on right this second,” says Ryan. “They’re about Black Lives Matter.” He’s responding to his students’ interest and helping them make connections with national and world events of yesteryear.

			Before his second presidency, during which Trump unleashed an all-out attack on “diversity, equity, and inclusion” as a misinformation-fueled smear to destabilize public education writ large, in September 2020, during his first presidency, Trump signed an executive order banning what he called “divisive concepts” in diversity training within federal agencies. With that cue, Republican legislators in at least twenty states introduced “divisive concepts” laws to restrict how teachers discuss inequality and injustice.

			New Hampshire passed one such law in 2021. The law itself was convoluted and vague, mandating among other things that students not be “taught, instructed, inculcated, or compelled” to believe “that one’s age, sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, race, creed, color, marital status, familial status, mental or physical disability, religion or national origin is inherently superior to people of another” or that any person might be “inherently racist, sexist, or oppressive, whether consciously or unconsciously.” So would talking about the Rohingya genocide and tying it to other ethnic cleansing campaigns in history violate the law or not? It wasn’t remotely clear. In fact, the vagueness of the law was the point—to sow confusion about what could or could not be taught and thus create a broad chilling effect. When the New Hampshire law was passed, the state education commissioner created a website encouraging the public to file complaints accusing teachers of violating the statute. And the far-right organization Moms for Liberty literally pledged a $500 bounty “for the person that first successfully catches a public school teacher breaking this law.”

			As the New Hampshire Bulletin noted, “The new teaching law comes as social studies classes have embraced new teaching methods. Gone is the strategy of rote memorization of dates and battle names. In its place is a model by which students lead discussion of thorny historical issues, and use research to arrive at their own conclusions.” This “inquiry method” is meant to emphasize critical thinking. But laws like the one in New Hampshire inhibit teachers from encouraging students to debate and discuss and think for themselves.

			Would the New Hampshire law mean that Ryan’s students couldn’t discuss a topic like affirmative action and the recent Supreme Court decision, which was not only in the news but affecting them as soon-to-be college applicants? What if they were debating the topic? If a teacher shared research data showing the benefits of affirmative action, would that violate the law? What if the teacher was overseeing a class discussion where a student criticized affirmative action and the goal of racial justice? Would that break the law? In 2021, Ryan and two other New Hampshire public school teachers joined with two parents to sue the state, arguing that the law was unconstitutionally vague and would make it impossible to comply with New Hampshire state education laws that require all schools teach about “intolerance, bigotry, antisemitism and national, ethnic, racial or religious hatred and discrimination [that] have evolved in the past, and can evolve, into genocide and mass violence.” The brief filed in their lawsuit went on to state:

			
				New Hampshire law thus requires students to examine—and it follows that teachers shall provide the instruction for students to learn—controversial events from multiple perspectives and ideologies and learn to defend and challenge differing views on a wide variety of topics. In short, New Hampshire state law promises to develop students into well-rounded, well-educated young adults who are prepared to embrace all the challenges, complexities, privileges and responsibilities of American citizenship, who are prepared to live in an increasingly diverse world, and who can compete successfully in the New Hampshire, national and global economies.

			

			In other words, historically, New Hampshire’s education laws not only encouraged but mandated that students be equipped with critical thinking skills. But the politically motivated “divisive concepts” law wanted to censor teachers and control not just what students learn but what they think. The vagueness of the law was the point—so teachers never knew what was and wasn’t permissible.

			In May 2024, a federal judge ruled that the anti–critical thinking law was unconstitutional. U.S. District Judge Paul J. Barbadoro wrote that the law amounted to “viewpoint-based restrictions” that were so vague they would open the door to “arbitrary and discriminatory enforcement.”

			As a final exam question, Ryan often shares a passage from writer and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel. It was Wiesel who said, when receiving the Nobel Prize, “I swore never to be silent whenever and wherever human beings endure suffering and humiliation. We must always take sides.” In their final essays, Ryan asks his students to reflect on Wiesel’s insights on bystanderism in the context of present-day events. And Ryan says that his students—the liberal ones, the conservative ones, and all the students in between—often draw connections to racial oppression in the United States. They’re thinking critically about the present and the past and making those links. Which, frankly, we want them to do, right? We don’t want the leaders of tomorrow to forget about the mistakes of the past—lest they repeat them. We history teachers have a saying—that “past is prologue.” We have to talk about—and think critically about—all aspects of history, honestly, fully, with all perspectives reflected and debated, so that we create well-rounded, informed, thoughtful citizens armed with the skills of critical thinking. That’s the point. That’s what teachers do.

			Ryan Richman adds, “I won’t be badgered into whitewashing the experience that my students deserve.” I stand with Ryan and every other teacher in America committed to the dispassionate teaching of honest history and developing the muscle of critical thinking among our nation’s young people.

			To be clear, K–12 teachers have never been able to just teach whatever they wanted. There have always been guardrails and requirements in place. Every state has curriculum frameworks—state laws that lay out what students are expected to learn, and often limit what students can be taught. Teachers know this when committing to teach. We not only work within these frameworks, we support them—because they’re based on commonsense pedagogical theory and learning goals with age-appropriate concepts and benchmarks. We don’t have carte blanche to teach whatever we want, and teachers take that code of conduct seriously. As I have long said, we teach students how to think, not what to think.

			So imagine my surprise when Republican Glenn Youngkin, during his 2021 campaign for governor of Virginia, piggybacked on that idea, saying, “We must start teaching our children how to think, not what to think” (emphasis mine)—as if teaching critical thinking was something teachers were not already doing. Often, the far right’s accusations against us are in fact confessions about their own actions. They are the ones who want to control what students are taught, learn, and even think. The campaign Youngkin ran for governor was described as “tapping into culture war fights over schools,” and when he won, his first act in office was to ban teachers from teaching “divisive concepts.”

			Teachers work so hard to equip students with critical thinking skills—so they can see all sides of an issue and figure out the truth for themselves. Teachers must have latitude to teach core curricula and facts in ways they believe will be interesting and motivating for their students. That’s why the AFT has committed to defending teachers who get in trouble for teaching honest history and basic truth.

			Truth isn’t an agenda. Truth is how we build common understanding from a starting place of fact and reality. Students need exposure to all ideas and perspectives—including those they disagree with—so they can form their own. And reckoning honestly with the past is essential to understanding our present. But deliberately and misleadingly romanticizing the past by whitewashing history and trying to control what we know and what we think are common fascist tactics. In his aptly titled book Erasing History, Jason Stanley explains that authoritarians are routinely guilty of “erasing perspectives and events that are unflattering to the dominant group, and replacing them with a unitary, simplified account that supports [their] ideological ends.” This is, for the record, what Donald Trump is trying to do in misrepresenting the January 6, 2021, insurrection as “a day of love”—not only pardoning all those convicted of seditious conspiracy and violence but going so far as to delete the Department of Justice’s case records. He is literally erasing history.

			Republican Governor Ron DeSantis tried to do the same thing with statewide curriculum reforms in Florida. In 2023, DeSantis’s administration put into place a new curriculum for Florida public schools in which teachers instruct students about the positive benefits of slavery—“how slaves developed skills which, in some instances, could be applied for their personal benefit.” Defending this misrepresentation that tries to recast slavery and white enslavers in a more flattering light, DeSantis heaped praise on the curriculum and said, “They’re probably going to show that some of the folks that eventually parlayed, you know, being a blacksmith into doing things later in life.”

			As Vice President Kamala Harris fired back in response, slavery “involved rape. It involved torture. It involved taking a baby from their mother. It involved some of the worst examples of depriving people of humanity in our world. How is it that anyone could suggest that in the midst of these atrocities, that there was any benefit to being subjected to this level of dehumanization?”

			It’s one thing to expose students to differing viewpoints. It’s something else entirely for far-right politicians to deliberately skew perspectives on history in order to constrain or control what students think. Critical thinking means looking clearly at and scrutinizing all facts and perspectives, including as they pertain to our nation’s history. Fascist indoctrination intentionally strips criticism from the nationalist portrait. In 2023, DeSantis also banned public schools in Florida from teaching AP African American Studies. The course, which covers basic history such as the origins of the African diaspora and the Harlem Renaissance, was referred to by DeSantis’s Department of Education as “woke indoctrination” that “lacks educational value.” Bear in mind, AP classes are important for students pursuing college, but in Florida, white students participate in the AP system at much higher rates than Black students—even before the AP African American Studies course was removed.

			But while DeSantis’s Florida has been “among the most aggressive states in limiting what educators can teach,” in 2023 alone, according to the National Conference of State Legislators, “lawmakers in 30 states have proposed new restrictions during the past year on what schools can teach about the nation’s racial history.” Despite Donald Trump pledging during the early days of his second term to “bring school back to the states,” the fact is that states and local school boards control virtually all aspects of education policy and decision-making. It’s always been that way. In fact, federal law limits the role of the federal government when it comes to deciding what schools teach and how they are run. So while much of our attention may be focused on national rhetoric and cuts to funding that are meant to help students with disabilities and schools in low-income communities, the fact is that state-level efforts to curb what teachers can teach and undermine public education are far more consequential and thus worrying. Meanwhile, President “bring school back to the states” Trump keeps trying to interfere with the autonomy of states and local communities in deciding how they run their schools. For instance, in an April 3, 2025, memorandum, Trump’s Education Department threatened to withhold federal funding from public schools unless state education officials can verify that they’ve ended all “diversity, equity and inclusion” initiatives. Make no mistake, this is not the federal government leaving education to states and local communities, but the Trump administration very much trying to control what public schools teach—while also fomenting outrage and division to undermine public education.

			These crackdowns are, on their surface, based on lies and fearmongering that teachers are spreading some radical “woke” agenda. But what do teachers actually teach? In 2022, the American Historical Association (AHA) launched a comprehensive study of what is being taught by U.S. history teachers in over three thousand middle schools and high schools nationwide. What did they find? “A majority of history educators embrace an approach to the past that is grounded in helping students recognize the importance of respectful attention to multiple perspectives, even those with which they may vigorously disagree.” The AHA research also shows that most teachers are using a variety of materials from a variety of sources. In other words, they’re just doing their jobs—helping students learn and form their own complex opinions about our nation’s complex history. Isn’t that a good thing? Don’t we want students to learn both our nation’s achievements that make us proud and the failings that make us strive to do better? Shouldn’t teachers be free to answer students’ questions? Isn’t that our job? Research shows that inclusive curricula lead to higher academic engagement and higher graduation rates. Students should have the freedom to learn. And teachers should have the freedom to teach—without the fear that good teaching will get them fired.

			But, the AHA study also reported, politically motivated laws that restrict what teachers can teach have been “extremely corrosive of teacher morale and detrimental to the integrity of good history teaching.” Research by RAND found that this torrent of enacted and proposed legislation targeting even the mention of “controversial” topics—sweeping and open-ended restrictions on what can be taught—has teachers teaching on eggshells. Arguably, that’s the point—fascists want to create a climate where teachers are constantly harassed and feel under suspicion. A 2023 survey by RAND found that two-thirds of teachers in the United States say they have limited discussions of political and social issues in their classrooms. Many said they self-censored because they feared losing their teaching licenses or because they did not trust that administrators would defend them from parent complaints.

			The push for high-stakes standardized testing, under the 2001 federal No Child Left Behind law and beyond, has only made this worse. As Washington Post education reporter Valerie Strauss notes, research has consistently shown that “standardized test scores are most strongly correlated to a student’s life circumstances.” Not to mention that our goal as a society shouldn’t be to produce young people who are skilled at test prep and knowing which bubbles to fill in on a form. We need young people who can understand the world around them, empathize with and live in a nation with others, and work together to solve problems. Americans agree. Even a majority of Trump voters believe that it is important to increase education funding focused on “preparing children to work well in a diverse environment as adults.” That’s the important learning that public school nurtures. But teachers don’t have time to teach critical thinking and incorporate project-based learning on civics if they’re constantly forced to teach test prep.

			If we really want to safeguard democracy, not only should we stop undermining critical thinking in education, but we should start expanding civics education to grow real civic understanding and engagement. In the United States, while reading and math scores have been going up for decades, civics knowledge has been in decline. As of 2024, more than one-third of Americans can’t name all three branches of government. Over one in ten can’t even name one. About one in five Americans cannot name a single freedom guaranteed by the First Amendment. Meanwhile, worldwide, as civics scores have dropped, autocracy has risen. This is not a coincidence. In 2024, Republican strategist Sarah Longwell noted, “You go into a focus group and you say, do you think Donald Trump’s an authoritarian? The number one thing that people say back to you is, what’s an authoritarian?” Americans can’t prevent fascism if they don’t understand it—or understand what’s at stake in our democracy.

			As of January 2023, “Only eight states and the District of Columbia require a full year of high-school civics education. One state (Hawaii) requires a year and a half, 31 require half a year, and 10 require little or none.” We have the chance to change this and dramatically increase investments in civics education nationwide. Which is exactly what Raphael Bonhomme is doing in his classroom.

			Bonhomme is an elementary school teacher at School-Within-School at Goding Elementary School in Washington, D.C. His passion about his students and helping them be engaged citizens in the world is infectious.

			In one of Raphael’s lessons, his third-grade students look at the inner workings of Advisory Neighborhood Commissions in D.C., which are nonpartisan neighborhood groups elected to inform city policymaking. The third graders come up with their own policy proposals, imagining themselves as members of an Advisory Neighborhood Commission. And then Raphael even has a real-life D.C. city council member come to class to listen and respond to the students’ policy ideas.

			Raphael focuses on hands-on learning to make civic concepts tangible and help students reflect and share their learning in real time with each other. “This kind of learning works because it taps into more than one type of intelligence,” he explains. “Students feel empowered and connected to their own work.” And, of course, they’re learning about civics while building critical thinking skills.

			Through AFT’s Share My Lesson, Raphael shares his curricula ideas with teachers around the country. And he is now a member of AFT’s civics design team, a national group of teachers creating curricula and professional development for elementary, middle, and high school educators. Teachers are designing new curricula for civics education and defending democracy. And that’s what the fascists are so afraid of.

			Teaching Democracy

			In my office in Washington, D.C., I have a picture of a group of my history and government students from when I taught at Clara Barton High School in the 1990s. Now, that was an underfunded high school filled with kids who were too often underestimated. And the most heartbreaking thing was that they often underestimated themselves. We often competed in the We the People civics competition, a nationwide contest for high school students that not only tests their knowledge of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights but also their skills in applying civic knowledge to real-world issues and policy debates. And in 1995, after we won the city competition, we raised money to get ourselves to the New York State competition, and when we won first place, we raised money to get ourselves to Washington, D.C., for the finals. They were excited, they worked so hard, and they were so disappointed when they came in fourth. They worked for hours and hours. They stretched themselves and relied on each other. And there were times when they were really mad at me and my co-teacher Dr. Leo Casey because we pushed them so hard.

			But I was so proud of my students. I watched them weave their lived experiences into legal arguments that were as sophisticated as I had heard experienced lawyers make in courtrooms and boardrooms. And they placed fourth out of the entire country! My AP kids at a non-elite technical-skills-focused public school in New York City! I still beam with pride thinking about what they did. And you know who was even more proud? Their parents. These students learned what they were capable of and showed how smart and talented they were. And they learned how to take a loss and still hold their heads up high. I had the deep honor of being a part of that as their teacher. When I spoke at the Democratic National Convention in August 2024 and talked about the valuable lessons I learned from my students, this is what I meant. My students taught me how, with hard work and support, they could do anything. And I knew that by learning civics and critical thinking, they were preparing to be the informed citizens and leaders of the future that our nation needs.

			Al Shanker, my mentor and arguably one of the greatest union leaders and civic leaders of the twentieth century, said that the essential job of our public schools is “to teach children what it means to be an American.”

			“One is not born into something that makes you an American. It is not by virtue of birth, but by accepting a common set of values and beliefs that you become an American,” Shanker wrote. And the point of schools is to inculcate and safeguard the very important foundational principle and practice in the United States that is democracy. “If we want democracy we have to demand it,” writes historian Timothy Snyder, “and we have to be able to educate children who will make and remake it.”

			In 2003, the AFT published a statement signed by over a hundred American leaders, from Congressman John Lewis to businessman Eli Broad, reaffirming the role of education in democracy. It reads, “democracy is the worthiest form of human governance ever conceived” and continues:

			
				We cannot take its survival or its spread—or its perfection in practice—for granted. We must transmit to each new generation the political vision of liberty and equality that unites us as Americans, and a deep loyalty to the political institutions put together to fulfill that vision.

			

			“The process of education has naturally enough been the basis of hope for the perdurance of our democracy,” wrote Justice Felix Frankfurter in a 1952 Supreme Court case striking down loyalty oaths for teachers and other public employees. “To regard teachers—in our entire educational system, from the primary grades to the university—as the priests of our democracy is therefore not to indulge in hyperbole. It is the special task of teachers to foster those habits of open-mindedness and critical inquiry which alone make for responsible citizens, who, in turn, make possible an enlightened and effective public opinion.”

			To the extent that teachers ever proselytize, it is in the sense that Justice Frankfurter evokes—as “priests of our democracy.” Congresswoman Barbara Jordan noted in 1995 that the term “Americanization” had “earned a bad reputation” as racist and xenophobic. But she redefined and reclaimed it. “Americanization means becoming a part of the polity—becoming one of us,” Jordan said. “The United States has united immigrants and their descendants around a commitment to democratic ideals and constitutional principles. People from an extraordinary range of ethnic and religious backgrounds have embraced these ideas.” That is what teachers do. We knit together shared belonging, understanding, and purpose—the foundations of American democracy. And in that regard, teachers are preaching. We’re preaching democracy. As we should be. It’s been the point of public education all along.

			Critical thinking is the heart of democracy, the muscle at the core that keeps democracy healthy and strong. We don’t tell our students who to vote for, we don’t tell our students what to believe. We teach them how to think for themselves, why democracy is important, and how they’re an important part of making it work and making it better. But rather than help teachers build a stronger America based on knowledge and truth and freedom of thought, fascists use fear, bullying, and culture wars to try to shut down teaching and democracy.

		

	
		
			2

			Teachers Foster Safe and Welcoming Communities

			When Lyndon Johnson was in college, long before he was the thirty-sixth president of the United States, he needed to take time off from school to earn money to pay his tuition. So he went to work as a teacher in Cotulla, Texas. He taught fifth, sixth, and seventh grades at a segregated school of Mexican American students along the Texas border. And though Johnson himself had grown up poor, he was still shocked by the extreme deprivation of his students, whom he witnessed diving into garbage cans to find food to eat. “I shall never forget the faces of the boys and the girls in that little Welhausen Mexican School,” Johnson would say years later.

			Remember that Johnson took that teaching job in the first place because he needed money for tuition. Nevertheless, just like the 90 percent of teachers today who spend their own money on school supplies for their classrooms, Johnson took money out of his own paycheck to pay for extracurricular activities at the school. (During the 2023–2024 school year, it’s estimated that teachers spent on average at least $800 of their own money on school supplies for their classrooms, even though they are still paid 26 percent less than their peers with the same levels of education.) Johnson also organized student debates, spelling bees, and sports teams. He embraced what teachers call “project-based instruction,” making skill more relevant and fun. His interventions were so transformative that the superintendent of the district took notice and named LBJ, then just twenty years old, as principal of the entire school.

			By all accounts, Johnson’s experience of working in an extremely poor school district and witnessing discrimination against his Mexican American students accounts for why he later fought so hard for civil rights and made the War on Poverty the centerpiece of his presidency. As President Johnson himself explained, “You never forget what poverty and hatred can do when you see its scars on the hopeful face of a young child. I never thought then [that] I might have the chance to help the sons and daughters of those students and to help people like them all over this country. But now I do have that chance—and I’ll let you in on a secret—I mean to use it.”

			In June 1965, a year after he signed the Civil Rights Act, and just months before he would sign the Voting Rights Act, President Johnson gave a commencement address at Howard University. Johnson declared, “Freedom is the right to share—share fully and equally—in American society…to be treated in every part of our national life as a person equal in dignity and promise to all others.” But, he famously continued, “freedom is not enough.” Recognizing that people are equal is necessary but not sufficient to achieving our nation’s promise. “You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then say, ‘you are free to compete with all the others,’ ” Johnson said. “It is not enough just to open the gates of opportunity. All our citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates.”

			Johnson was echoing what he learned in Cotulla and what all teachers know—that we can never achieve equal opportunity if we don’t first believe that all children and all people are equal and then support them in every way possible to level the playing field. Writer and activist adrienne maree brown says that each and every human being—simply by virtue of existing—deserves safety, dignity, and belonging. Safety, dignity, and belonging are prerequisites to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. It’s that sense that you fit in the world, that your dreams are valid, that your needs deserve to be met. Teachers actively create safe and welcoming school communities, because otherwise, learning takes a backseat. Learning competes with all the other life challenges.

			When we talk about public education, we’re not just talking about reading, writing, and math—which are, of course, vitally important. We’re talking about leveling the playing field so kids have what they need first to survive so that they can then succeed. It would be ideal if every child arrived at school with the financial, physical, and emotional resources they need to be able to buckle down and learn. But for a multitude of reasons, too many children don’t have their basic needs met. Too many children don’t have enough to eat. Too many children are ostracized because of where they’re from or the disabilities they face. We don’t just need public schools to work for well-adjusted, well-off children who arrive at school ready, willing, and able to learn. The promise of public education is that it will also help the children struggling through their parents’ divorces, the children with undiagnosed learning challenges, the children who can’t sleep at night because of gunshots in their neighborhoods, the children who arrive to class with their bellies grumbling, the children who are being sexually assaulted or abused or orphaned. In my case, I relied on extra support from my teachers to get through my father losing his job and the shame he felt from being laid off. Schools need to be a safe harbor welcoming every single student and giving them the support they need—ensuring each and every child has what they need to walk through those gates of opportunity.

			That’s the story of America. When my grandparents and great-grandparents came to the United States from Eastern Europe at the turn of the last century, it was in public schools where they learned English and embraced American culture and built the skills they needed to climb the ladder of opportunity. They loved America and they loved being Americans. The story of my Jewish Eastern European immigrant ancestors is the same as that of many others—Italians and Irish and Filipinos and Mexicans and so many more. It’s also the story of education post–Brown v. Board of Education—of how the federal government and courts, after being pushed and prodded by the civil rights movement, made public schools more inclusive and more just. The story of how expanding quality educational access for Black and brown Americans has generally been a consistent priority since the 1960s, supported morally and legally by leaders of both major political parties until, frankly, the rise of Donald Trump and the MAGA right.

			Public schools are the public square in which our unique nation is stitched together. Public schools are the public square through which our nation constantly evolves. And from immigrant education to desegregation, public schools have always been where America fights for its future. No matter where they come from, no matter who they are, no matter how much their parents earn, every child deserves to feel safe and welcome in their classrooms so they can learn the skills and tools they need to blaze their own path to the American dream.

			But fascists don’t believe in the equal worth and dignity of all children or in leveling the playing field to give every child a fair chance at the American dream. Instead, fascists want to demonize some groups of children and Americans so they can sow fear, hatred, and division—literally the opposite of an environment that is safe and welcoming. Far-right extremists are constantly otherizing and fearmongering whatever and whoever is different—whether anti-LGBTQ, anti-Black, anti-immigrant, anti-Semitic, anti-Muslim, anti-disability—basically, anti-everyone who is not white, straight, Christian, and generally well off or even rich. This reflects a belief that certain groups of people are inherently superior—that is by definition what it means to have a “supremacist” worldview. “The true engine of supremacy isn’t belief—it’s power,” explains Eric K. Ward of the organization Race Forward. “Whether racial or religious authoritarians genuinely see certain groups as superior or simply wield that claim to justify white dominance, misogyny, and anti-LGBTQ policies is beside the point. Supremacy isn’t about conviction; it’s about enforcing hierarchy by any means necessary.”

			When fascists repeatedly demean and dehumanize certain communities and groups of students, that’s not just based on political tactics but is their fundamental worldview. They attack inclusion because they believe in exclusion and hierarchy.

			Fascists Oppose Pluralism

			Far-right extremists attack LGBTQ students, Black students, immigrants, and others not because of “political disagreement” but because the far right fundamentally believes those communities don’t belong in America’s future. What unites far-right ideologues, oligarchs, and autocrats throughout history and today is the idea that certain groups of people are inherently inferior to others. Whipping up resentment serves an autocratic and polarizing agenda, no doubt, but it also fuels actual hate and violence directed toward communities that fascists would rather not exist. Fascists don’t want to create safe and welcoming schools because they don’t want those communities to feel safe or welcomed at all—anywhere. They’re often explicit about this.

			Most of us would like to believe that the idea that certain groups of human beings are inherently inferior is a relic of a distant, forgotten past. But sadly, the ideology of superiority and hierarchy are alive and well among the modern American fascists. American Renaissance is a magazine, website, and “bursting at the seams” annual conference for “Klansmen, neo-Nazis and other white supremacists.” Jared Taylor, who runs American Renaissance, said in 2005, “Blacks and whites are different. When blacks are left entirely to their own devices, Western civilization—any kind of civilization—disappears.” Taylor is just one of many white supremacists who have rallied behind Donald Trump and praised him for “acting in the interests of whites.” Laura Loomer—who traveled with Donald Trump during his 2024 presidential campaign—spoke at an American Renaissance conference, calling herself a “white advocate.”

			Fascists attack books in school libraries that criticize white privilege because fascists embrace white privilege. They don’t want it criticized. They want it strengthened. Let’s be clear, this isn’t remotely true of all white people—thankfully not even most. And when we learn the honest history about racism, we don’t feel bad about ourselves but learn about the mistakes of our forebears that we don’t want to repeat. One can argue that the real reason fascists don’t want young people to learn about the mistakes of the past is because fascists don’t want to avoid those actions, they want to repeat them.

			Fascists see pluralism as a threat and argue that white people need to be “protected” from multiracial democracy. This is the essence of the “great replacement” theory—a racist conspiracy theory that the increasing diversity of the United States is intended to diminish the power and influence of white Americans. This is what Trump evokes when he says undocumented immigrants are “not human” and are “poisoning the blood of our country,” or that “a lot of these illegal immigrants coming in, they’re trying to get them to vote.” It’s the same offensive conspiracy theory former Republican Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich evoked when he accused the left of supporting immigration in order to “drown traditional, classic Americans.” But the “great replacement” conspiracy ultimately isn’t just about immigration but the larger question of who belongs in America—including who belongs in America’s schools. It’s a fight about whether all children—regardless of race, ethnicity, or income—get a fair shot at the American dream.

			The subtext of this hatemongering is that the far right believes it’s bad for America to become more diverse because the far right believes people of color are inherently inferior to white people. During the 2017 “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, white supremacists marched down the streets holding torches, giving Nazi salutes, and chanting, “Jews will not replace us.” White supremacists believe that white people are superior and racial and ethnic diversity is a threat to them and the nation. It’s the same supremacist worldview and tactics the far right employs when they allege that trying to make America’s universities and businesses more diverse and inclusive is an “attack” on America.

			Just as they’ve done throughout history, autocrats and would-be autocrats exploit the supremacist worldview to pit their supporters against some dangerous, undeserving “other.” Far-right leaders foment resentment and hate against “others” in order to convince “us” that those leaders are on our side, whipping us up into a desperate frenzy so we’ll vote for anything or anyone we’re told might help. For instance, that’s why in February 2024, Trump—who was then running for president—helped tank a bipartisan proposal in Congress that would have secured the border while also creating some new pathways for immigrants. Trump didn’t want to actually solve migration in a way that would make the country better. “The border is a very important issue for Donald Trump,” explained then–Republican Senator Mitt Romney. “And the fact that he would communicate to Republican senators and Congress people that he doesn’t want us to solve the border problem—because he wants to blame [then-President] Biden for it—is really appalling.” Solving problems means addressing them instead of inflaming them. Solving problems is the opposite of exploiting them.

			Fascists and their enablers aren’t always explicit that they see people of color and women and other marginalized groups as inherently inferior and undeserving. But in 2024, a batch of leaked emails revealed the truth. “The core of what we oppose is ‘anti-discrimination,’ ” wrote Scott Yenor, a professor leading anti-diversity activism for a far-right think tank. “Our sexual culture will not be healed until we once again agree that homosexuality belongs in the closet and that a healthy society requires patriarchy.”

			How does this supremacist worldview shape the far right’s vision for schools and education policy? To pick just one example, the Keystone Christian Education Association is an organization of conservative Christian schools and churches with a mission to “protect and promote historical and biblical Christian education.” A report the organization issued said the problem with public schools is that they indoctrinate students in “pluralism, world peace, and a United Nations agenda.” Just so we’re clear, they’re saying that pluralism, world peace, and the United Nations are bad. Further lambasting public schools, the organization wrote that “today’s system brings students from diverse and unknown families into a united school environment” where they “are expected to be part of the common community wherein all are equal and all are respected.” The report goes on to say that diversity and equality are taking over “the nicest” communities.

			The Keystone Christian Education Association is not unique. For example, as of 2023, the Network for Public Education identified 273 charter schools “designed to appeal to conservative white families”—incidentally, more than a quarter of which are operated by for-profit companies. Another example of one of these charter schools undermining pluralism and basic equal treatment? The Roger Bacon Academy charter school network in North Carolina requires girls to wear skirts because they are supposed to be treated “more gently” and “regarded as a fragile vessel that men are supposed to take care of and honor.”

			This fundamentalist ethos about the inherent superiority of some groups of students is not only wrong in principle but creates real threats to the well-being of children. Take the example of right-wing TikTok influencer Chaya Raichik. Raichik has routinely spread false rumors alleging “wokeness” in public schools, such as one about schools installing litterboxes for students who identify as cats, and she has called for teachers who come out as gay to their students to be “fired on the spot.”

			In August 2023, Raichik reposted a video in which a Tulsa, Oklahoma, school librarian said her agenda is “teaching kids to love books and be kind.” Raichik recaptioned the post, accusing the librarian of pushing a “woke agenda.” After Raichik’s post, the district “received bomb threats for six consecutive days.” (Oklahoma’s far-right school superintendent not only retweeted Raichik’s post but then rewarded Raichik—who is not an Oklahoma resident—by appointing her to a statewide educational advisory committee.)

			And yes, kids have been harmed; at least one student’s death can be tied to this hate. Amid the extremist anti-LGBTQ climate that Raichik and others have deliberately stoked, Oklahoma Governor Kevin Stitt signed a law in 2022 preventing trans students from using the bathroom that matches their gender identity. A few months later, a sixteen-year-old nonbinary student named Nex Benedict started being bullied at school. In February 2024, Nex was knocked to the ground during a fight with three older girls in the girls’ bathroom. The next day, Nex died. Among other outcries for action, parents and advocates in the state pointed fingers at Raichik and others for stoking a climate of violence. But Raichik herself has proudly embraced the label of a “stochastic terrorist”—“someone who inspires supporters to commit violence by demonizing a person or group.” Meanwhile, Raichik’s influence has only risen; in February 2025, The New York Times documented how tweets from Raichik were directly influencing Trump’s education policies and Musk’s efforts to gut the Department of Education. Meanwhile, Vice reports that schools in Minnesota, Wisconsin, Oregon, California, Colorado and elsewhere also received bomb threats after Libs of TikTok posts about them.

			It should be obvious that the opposite of dehumanizing and demeaning groups of students isn’t promoting one identity or another. That’s ridiculous. As a teacher, my job is to make sure students feel safe and welcome no matter who they are or what they believe. That’s our job. So if that self-proclaimed “stochastic terrorist” had children in my classroom, my job would be to make them feel as welcome and included as every other student and make sure they had the same access to the same quality education. My job isn’t to teach you to agree with me. My job is to teach you how to think. My job is to teach you to have self-confidence. My job is to teach you resilience and kindness and compassion and critical thinking skills and problem solving. My job is to engage you. My job is to prepare you for life, for college, for your career, and for civic engagement. What students do with that knowledge and those tools—whatever path they choose—is entirely up to them.

			Fascists are the ones who want to impose their ideas and intentionally make some groups of students feel inferior while protecting the supremacy of other students by, say, not teaching painful subjects like slavery because it might make white students feel bad. Teachers just want to teach the truth while meeting kids where they’re at and supporting every kid to be themselves, whoever they are.

			The majority of Americans side with teachers. Even amid the deeply divisive 2024 election, with fascist race-based fearmongering reaching a fever pitch, a majority of Americans still agreed that “the fact that the U.S. population is made up of people of many different races, ethnicities and religions strengthens American society.” Americans like pluralism and most believe that all of God’s children deserve dignity and respect and should be treated equally. During the 2024 election, economic fear about inflation and the cost of living were the dominant issues. But Trump did everything he could to pin America’s fears on immigrants, trans kids, and the boogieman of diversity, equity, and inclusion—trying to turn people against the simple idea that everyone deserves compassion and opportunity. And since becoming president again, Trump has doubled down by trying to end diversity, equity, and inclusion in the government and beyond.

			Yet in spite of that, and in spite of what extremists will try to tell you, the majority of Americans support LGBTQ rights and believe in racial equality and agree we can do more as a nation to advance women’s equality. And while we don’t always agree about how to achieve equality or whether trans kids should be playing sports, almost two-thirds of the country agrees that “overcoming racism requires changes in laws and institutions as well as in individual attitudes.” When it comes to schools, 71 percent of Americans favor helping school districts to “have more racially and economically diverse student bodies” and “providing more resources to the school districts that serve students who need the most help.” And Americans overwhelmingly agree that our schools should be “safe and welcoming for every child, no matter how they learn, what language they speak at home, or whether they are transgender or not.”

			Americans are a good people who want to do good by each other and help those in need. And no matter how much the fascists shake their fists, teachers create welcoming schools where every student feels included, regardless of the barriers that history or life circumstances have put in their way. School staff level the playing field by ensuring students’ basic needs are met, so they can focus on learning and achieving. And teachers work to create a supportive community where children won’t be bullied or harassed because of their identities or beliefs. Like I said, fascists want to exacerbate problems and divisions so they can exploit them politically. Teachers solve problems—for students, families, and communities. That begins, even before a single textbook is cracked, with fostering a sense of safety, dignity, and belonging for every child. Perhaps nowhere in America is this clearer than in McDowell County, West Virginia.

			The Case for Supporting All Students

			McDowell County is one of the poorest places in America. Once the thriving epicenter of coal production fueling our nation’s industrial boom, in the last half century or so the county lost about three-quarters of its population. Jobs left the county, too. As of 2013, almost half of the students in McDowell lived with someone other than a biological parent. Between 2006 and 2012, West Virginia had the highest rates of opioid addiction in the United States. In 2015, McDowell had the highest opioid death rate in the nation—more than forty-five times the national average. In 2022, the median household income in McDowell was $28,235—dramatically less than the national median of $74,580 the same year. In 2022, one-third of the county lived in poverty, almost three times the national average. In 2022, the suicide rate in McDowell, the highest in the state, was almost twice the national average.

			Of course, McDowell’s public schools have suffered as the community has struggled and the tax base has declined. But even if McDowell had the greatest schools in the nation, it’s impossible to imagine children in those circumstances doing as well in class as children in rich communities in Connecticut or California. That’s because children in McDowell—just like poor kids in cities and rural communities across the country—often arrive at school without their basic needs met. They need extra help to be ready to learn. You can have the best teachers in the world—but, as The Washington Post noted, children in places like McDowell County who arrive at school every morning “carry burdens that hang over them like haze from the nearby coal mines.” State takeover of the schools didn’t move the needle. A new superintendent who started the job “armed with a turnaround strategy” threw out his plans on the first day of his job. Like so many other dynamics in the region, the education system seemed permanently broken.

			McDowell had tried every reform strategy under the sun, with little impact. When Gayle Manchin was First Lady of West Virginia (her husband, Joe, would later become a U.S. senator) and she was also on the West Virginia Board of Education, she knew all too well the challenges the schools were facing—and failing to fix. So she reached out to me and AFT to help. We partnered with Democrats and Republicans as well as local and national businesses and really anyone else who would agree to work together to create meaningful support and opportunity for every student in McDowell. For instance, at the time there were no dentists in McDowell County. That meant that even if parents could afford dental care for their children, they’d have to drive hours to the dentist, which meant the parents missing work and kids missing school. And of course, many parents simply couldn’t afford that visit to the dentist. The result was a lot of children with significant dental issues, literally trying to focus on a math test while their little heads were throbbing with toothaches. So we created a mobile dental clinic that travels around the schools in McDowell, doing teeth cleanings for kids and taking x-rays when needed.

			The program is part of the community schools model—where schools create a welcoming and safe environment for all students by providing wraparound services students, families, and communities need to thrive. Recognizing that schools are an essential hub of communities—and in many places, like McDowell, the only source of community support—this model makes schools a one-stop shop for services that students need to be ready to focus and participate in the classroom.

			In McDowell, that means things like a closet where children can get shoes or winter coats. Early intervention programs that provide books and reading instruction to children before they reach school age. Investments in career and technical education that expand job skills and entrepreneurship. Mentorship programs. New after-school programs in science, technology, and math. A juvenile drug court to divert young nonviolent offenders to treatment instead of jail. Expanded mental health counseling in schools. And so much more. In McDowell, we even built housing for teachers—the first new multistory construction downtown in the county seat of Welch in fifty years—because we knew it would help this great community attract and retain great teachers. Community schools are a major strategy to systematically meet the needs of the kids and families we serve, from adult literacy to student learning to industrial policy.

			McDowell reminded me why unions need to be involved not just in economic fairness but economic growth. This isn’t just a rural issue. Schools in cities, suburbs, and small towns across the country could thrive with this same investment. That’s why I’ve worked to spearhead other projects in rural, suburban, and urban communities to kick-start economic renewal and growth—including, as I’ll discuss more in the next chapter, career and workforce development education tied to specific economic investments and job growth. We can’t create opportunity without jobs—good, secure American manufacturing, health care, service, finance, and technology jobs that will help our students build their futures and build our nation’s future. Care and career go hand in hand. If kids don’t have the basic supports and resources they need to be able to sit in class and learn, they can’t possibly achieve. If they feel powerless or without agency in the present, it’s hard to engage them to see a possible better future. And if there aren’t any available jobs, then many wonder what’s the point. Just like we need wraparound solutions for the whole child, we need wraparound solutions for whole communities. That’s just another way of talking about community revitalization and economic development. This is what healthy communities do. It’s what churches and Kiwanis clubs did in the past and schools are called on to do today—where in our increasingly atomized society, schools remain one of the most enduring hubs of community. With the right resources, schools can do even more good for students as well as families and communities.

			As the first part of that equation, the community schools approach works. In McDowell, we cut the dropout rate by more than half, high school graduation rates rose, and scores on academic testing started to get closer to national averages. More broadly, research shows the community schools approach is effective in supporting students and improving educational outcomes. A comprehensive analysis synthesizing findings from 143 research studies on community schools found that “well-implemented community schools lead to improvement in student and school outcomes and contribute to meeting the educational needs of low-achieving students in high-poverty schools.” The researchers concluded that community schools strategies help “children succeed academically and prepare for full and productive lives.”

			The community schools model also works to support families and communities in ways that help students outside of the classroom. From legal clinics for immigrant families in Kansas City, Missouri, to financial literacy classes for parents in Cincinnati, to food pantries for families in Washington, D.C., and White Plains, New York, community schools help families get what they need so kids can arrive at school ready to learn. Because while all kids have God-given potential, not all kids are given the resources they need to thrive. They need extra support to be able to achieve their dreams. These supports are so important to teachers and so integral to how we care for every single student that in 2019 the AFT local in Los Angeles—United Teachers Los Angeles—went on strike to expand community schools instead of charter schools in the city. The union won. Thanks to the teachers’ union, Los Angeles pledged to create thirty new community schools programs in high-need areas and invest $400,000 in each program over two years. That means more support and opportunity for tens of thousands of students.

			We know that children don’t just carry backpacks to school, they carry baggage—and if we want them to learn, we need to support them in every sense possible to be ready to learn. That’s why teachers also work on policy solutions to poverty and addiction and health care and homelessness—because we care about children and families and every facet of their well-being. That’s what healthy, compassionate, fair societies do. It’s not about helping just one group of students, but all kids and all communities. When students from West Virginia to Washington State and everywhere in between get what they need to learn and thrive, those whole communities and our whole nation thrives.

			But fascists and oligarchs and extremists simply don’t care. They don’t think kids and families who are struggling should get extra support because they don’t believe those kids and families are deserving. Frankly I don’t know what’s in the hearts and minds of these extremists. Some of them are undoubtedly supremacists who believe that only certain people or races or religions are meant to succeed. Some of them are just greedy elitists who don’t want their taxpayer money going to help people they think are less deserving. Either way, the result is that they undermine the common good—and then discard and abandon programs that nurture the common good by helping communities thrive.

			Community schools help all kids and families access opportunity. Fascists and oligarchs just want to hoard opportunity and power for themselves and the billionaire class they represent. They cut programs and blame teachers when education stumbles. Plain and simple. Fascists pretend that inclusion pits one group against another, when the reality is fascists want to pit children and communities against each other—and don’t care if some children and communities suffer. The far right sees life through the lens of competition, and if some kids can’t run the race, it’s the fault of their families or their genetics—and, either way, not something for society as a whole to worry about. As teachers, we know better. That’s why teachers fight for an America that is inclusive, that understands diversity is a strength not a weakness, and that supports the opportunity of all schoolchildren to learn and thrive.

			I wish every parent and every politician would work with us to make sure every child has a warm coat and a notebook and hot meals and whatever else they need to thrive. But at the very least, I wish all our political leaders would support teachers as we fight for children to be physically and emotionally safe in school—in school, and in general. Which brings me to two societal threats and their profound impact on our children—gun violence and social media.

			Guns in Schools

			On December 14, 2012, the children in Abbey Clements’s classroom settled down quickly. They were really quiet because they were going to make paper snowflakes before math for a PTA holiday luncheon. Then, suddenly, during their “Morning Meeting,” they heard a loud noise in the hallway. At first Abbey thought it was a bunch of metal folding chairs getting knocked over. Then she realized it was bullets. Abbey rushed her class of second graders at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut, into the coats hanging in the classroom, away from the view from the outside door. She had to open that classroom door to lock it from the outside and pulled two kids who were in the hallway into her class. Abbey quietly sang Christmas songs and read to them to try to distract the seven-year-olds from the sounds of gunshots coming over the school loudspeaker. Many of the children were crying. Over and over, they would say things like, “I want my mommy, I’ve got to get out of here!” Abbey was terrified, too, even when the police came to get them out. How could she be sure it was really the police and not the gunman?

			That day at Sandy Hook, a man armed with an AR-15-style assault weapon fired 154 rounds in less than five minutes. He killed twenty-six people. Six were teachers and staff. And he killed twenty students, little children who were just six and seven years old.

			As of 2022, gun violence was the leading cause of death for children in the United States between the ages of one and seventeen. We have more victims of gun violence, many times over, than any other nation in the free world. And many of those victims are children killed by mass shootings in our nation’s schools. Since my election as president of the AFT in 2008, there have been literally too many mass school shootings to count. Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida: fourteen students and three staff shot and killed, February 2018. Santa Fe High School in Santa Fe, Texas: ten students and faculty shot and killed, May 2018. Oxford High School in Oxford Township, Michigan: four students shot and killed, November 2021. Robb Elementary School in Uvalde, Texas: nineteen children and two teachers shot and killed, May 2022. And too, too many more.

			Between January 1, 2022, and May 24, 2022—the day of the Robb Elementary School shooting in Uvalde—there were twenty-seven school shootings in the United States. That’s twenty-seven shootings in just 144 days, less than half a year, amounting to roughly one shooting per week. In the supposedly greatest nation on earth—or in any nation—that’s unconscionable. Especially when we know there are straightforward measures we can take to decrease school shootings, such as expanding safe storage and background checks for gun sales and restricting military-grade assault weapons and high-capacity magazines.

			In the aftermath of Sandy Hook, I led my union in speaking out to demand commonsense gun violence prevention, and then pressed other union leaders to do the same. I took a lot of flak for being the head of a teachers’ union speaking out about sensible gun violence prevention laws. There are a lot of hunters and other gun owners in the labor movement and they’d been convinced by years of NRA messaging that talking about “commonsense gun safety” somehow meant I was trying to take away all their guns. Indeed the NRA went after me and the AFT for speaking up to protect schoolchildren. In one video they made, the NRA—the singularly powerful corporate gun lobby most responsible for blocking commonsense safety reforms and continuing the unfettered spread of weapons of war most commonly used in school shootings—had the audacity to say, “Randi Weingarten and the AFT are one of the greatest threats to our children.” That’s just galling. Teachers are literally sacrificing their lives blocking their students’ bodies from bullets. Because it’s our job to protect our students. And a strong majority of Americans—including a majority of gun owners—support commonsense gun violence prevention. But the NRA perpetually, callously blocks any change.

			I remember when I first got the call about the Sandy Hook Elementary school shooting. It felt like someone ripped my heart from my chest. I don’t usually cry easily, but in a split second I, like so many others, sobbed for days. To think of these children, these tiny little children, being slaughtered in the place they should associate with nothing but possibility and joy. And then to think of teachers—AFT members like Anne Marie Murphy, a fifty-two-year-old special education teacher who was killed by the Sandy Hook gunman as she literally shielded her students with her own body. Why aren’t our political leaders throwing themselves between the gun lobby and our children? Why was this not the single most important issue in the last election and every election?

			Parents should be able to send their kids to school in the morning and not have to worry if they’ll come back alive at the end of the day. Children should feel safe—and be safe. And teachers should be able to focus on teaching, instead of using their bodies—and giving their lives—as human shields. If as a nation we continue to refuse to take even the most basic steps to prevent school shootings, we are failing our children.

			We must find ways to confront our excessive gun culture in America. But instead of banning assault rifles, fascists and the far right want to ban books? Books aren’t killing children, assault weapons are. But Donald Trump and other extremists have called to roll back even the bipartisan gun safety measures enacted after the Uvalde massacre. After a school shooting in Iowa during the 2024 election, Donald Trump told America to “get over it.” Later, he attacked commonsense gun control and said Americans need their guns “for entertainment and for sport.” While the Project 2025 extremist playbook for Trump’s second presidency has extensive plans for book bans and restrictions on freedom of thought, it would also expand unfettered access to guns nationwide. They clearly think their extremist interpretation of the Second Amendment is more precious than the life of a second grader. And they are more interested in fomenting divisions than making our children actually safe.

			I am so grateful to Abbey Clements and her fellow educators Sari Beth Rosenberg and Sarah Lerner, who, instead of giving up, created Teachers Unify to End Gun Violence. This teacher-led advocacy organization continues to press for commonsense reforms that could save the lives of more students. If only our politicians would listen to teachers, families, and students instead of the gun lobby.

			Addressing Social Media, Technology, and Loneliness

			In our politics today, the NRA and gun manufacturers have more clout than defenseless schoolchildren, their families, and their educators. That’s why America, unlike other nations, doesn’t have the commonsense gun safety laws we clearly need. Likewise, today, technology companies and their billionaire owners and investors have more clout than the young people whose attention and well-being they’re exploiting for profit. That’s why our nation has failed to address how social media and technology addiction are causing an anxiety and loneliness crisis among our youth.

			Today, young Americans are experiencing higher rates of anxiety, depression, and suicide. In the 2024 World Happiness Report, out of 143 countries studied, American adults ages sixty and older were the tenth happiest—but young Americans under the age of thirty ranked sixty-second. Economist Carol Graham attributes the mental health crisis among youth to growing uncertainty about the world, including cost of living, the future of jobs, and climate change. But without a doubt, Graham points a finger squarely at social media.

			Research shows that teens who spend more than three hours a day on social media are at twice the risk of experiencing symptoms of depression and anxiety. Excessive time spent on social media is also correlated with increasing eating disorders, suicidal thoughts, and anxiety and decreasing self-esteem. Nearly half of teens in the United States say they’ve been bullied or harassed online, and we know that the more time spent online, the higher the rates of exposure to bullying. In polling conducted in the United States in 2022, almost a third of thirteen-to-seventeen-year-olds said they had been called offensive names online. More than one in four teen girls said they’d had false rumors about them spread online, and almost one in five said they’d been sent explicit images they didn’t ask for. Meanwhile, research shows the more time young people spend online and the higher they score on metrics of social media addiction, the more likely they are to engage in cyberbullying. It’s a vicious cycle—one that COVID only made worse by increasing the amount of time kids spent online while decreasing in-person social interactions.

			In 2023, the surgeon general of the United States, Vivek Murthy, declared loneliness to be a nationwide epidemic. In fact, it’s a global crisis. Survey data of fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds shows that while before 2012, the rate at which teens reported loneliness was rather static, between 2012 and 2018 levels of reported loneliness doubled. What happened in 2012? That’s the year that smartphone ownership in the United States and in other countries studied passed 50 percent. In the years that followed, in the United States as well as Canada and the United Kingdom, rates of loneliness, depression, and self-harm among teens sharply increased. Murthy himself blames cell phones and teen social media use for the epidemic of loneliness. The surgeon general’s 2023 advisory on “Social Media and Youth Mental Health” notes:

			
				Up to 95% of youth ages 13–17 report using a social media platform, with more than a third saying they use social media “almost constantly.” Although age 13 is commonly the required minimum age used by social media platforms in the U.S., nearly 40% of children ages 8–12 use social media.

			

			In a finding that will surprise no parent or grandparent of school-aged children, 72 percent of high school teachers in the United States say that cell phone distraction is a major problem in classrooms. And in a finding that will be no surprise to teachers, 59 percent of parents feel their teenagers are addicted to their phones.

			But here’s what might surprise everyone—50 percent of teenagers self-report that they’re addicted to their phones and almost two in five say they spend too much time on their phones. And one in four teens say they think they spend too much time on social media. Perhaps even more significantly, almost three-quarters of teens report they “feel happy or peaceful” when they don’t have their phones, and almost half say they feel less anxious. Isn’t it our job as adults to protect our children from things that even they know are hurting them?

			And yet parents and teachers are left to deal with these challenges all on their own. Plus schools have to grapple with disruptive and even dangerous behavior linked to “viral challenges” on social media—like challenges to destroy school property, or slap a teacher, or report hoax school shootings. While cell phones distract students, the fallout from social media clearly distracts teachers and administrators. The burden shouldn’t be on parents and teachers alone to parse and police every new, highly addictive technology while simultaneously dealing with the trail of emotional and physical consequences they can leave in their wake.

			Meta’s own internal research about Instagram showed how the algorithms they created are harming young people—especially adolescent girls. But did the company do anything about it? No—they just tried to bury the research. The giant tech corporations prioritize preying on children instead of protecting them. And it goes without saying that, with President Trump literally giving tech billionaires the best seats at his inauguration and handing over leadership of the government to tech billionaire Elon Musk, instead of hoping for more strict government oversight of the tech industry, it looks likely we can count on the opposite. Which means it’s our job as teachers, parents, and the larger community to fight back.

			That’s why the AFT, working with partners like the American Psychological Association and ParentsTogether, has called for clear and necessary safeguards on social media—and is pushing to get them enacted. This includes making sure that social media platforms set the strongest safety features as defaults, protect the privacy of young users, shield them from risky algorithms, and identify and implement changes that deter overuse and addictive behavior. Honestly, this is really the bare minimum of what we should be demanding of these multibillion-dollar omnipresent corporations.

			And we’re not just crossing our fingers and hoping tech companies do the right thing. We are pushing for change. In 2024, thanks to the advocacy of teachers, parents, and children’s rights organizations, the U.S. Senate passed the Kids Online Safety Act (KOSA) and the Children and Teens’ Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA). With overwhelming bipartisan support (only three out of the hundred senators voted against the measures), these laws would “give parents new tools to protect their kids online, hold social media companies accountable for harm, require consent before data can be collected and ban targeted advertising to kids under 17.” But Meta, the trillion-dollar technology behemoth behind Instagram and Facebook, succeeded in stopping the measures from coming up for a vote in the Republican-controlled House of Representatives at the end of 2024. As of this writing, neither bill has come up for a vote again. And with Elon Musk, who owns the social media platform X, as Trump’s right-hand partner, it’s unlikely serious regulation of social media and technology will be revived anytime soon.

			But thankfully, Democrats in California and New York enacted state laws requiring technology companies to take steps to curb the addictive qualities and negative effects of social media. New York, led by the New York State United Teachers and parents, banned cell phones during class time. And several hundred school districts across the country have filed or joined lawsuits against the companies behind TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and YouTube—taking on how the platforms recommended harmful content to children and not only aren’t doing anything to stop it, but in fact design the platforms to incentivize addiction—including among young users.

			But when our nation prioritizes the profits of tech companies over the well-being of people, especially children, trying to find solutions can feel like playing Whac-A-Mole. Along comes AI and parents and teachers have to figure out how to make sure students are still doing their own original work, rather than having advanced computing systems do it for them. The sad reality is that parents, educators, and communities will continue to struggle to support children and teens around the harms of technology until the tech companies and our government leaders actually prioritize protecting the safety and well-being of our youth.

			Building the Great Society

			Confronted with these and other societal challenges, teachers never give up. In fact, we step up, over and over again, doing whatever we can to support our students.

			Lillian Keys grew up in McDowell County, West Virginia. And she didn’t know that where she grew up was anything other than perfect until she went somewhere else. That happened when Lillian went off to college at Concord University in Athens, West Virginia—just over an hour’s drive from where she came from but apparently, to some, a world away. During her English class in her first year, when Lillian mentioned that she was from McDowell County, another student audibly gasped and said, “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. I’m so glad you made it.” That student probably wasn’t trying to be cruel, they were just reflecting the expectations for kids from one of the poorest communities in the nation.

			Lillian remembers being in middle school and one of her teachers making an extra effort to engage her in class. “We were reading a book about the ballet and…I did ballet at the time.” So Lillian’s teacher said, “Why don’t you bring your pointe shoes and then show everybody, because nobody around here knows what those look like.” As Lillian recounts, “It was not that big of a deal to her, I’m sure. But it was a big deal to me.” That single moment, from all those years ago, made Lillian feel special. It made her feel seen and filled with potential. And it helped change the trajectory of her life.

			Now, you might think this story ends with Lillian going on to become a professional ballerina. But that’s not the inspiration she took from that moment. Instead, she went on to be a teacher—and decided to be a teacher right back home in McDowell, a community desperately in need of hope and opportunity and the same sort of inspiration that Lillian knew made such a difference in her life.

			Sitting in her classroom at Mount View High School in McDowell County, Lillian points to her seating chart and tells the story of every child in her tenth-grade English class. Lillian knows this student’s mama. She lives across the street from this other student’s grandma. This one lives down the road. That one Lillian taught ballet.

			I can tell you stories like this from all across the country, amazing teachers working so hard, bringing so much innovation, passion, and moxie to help their students learn, grow, and thrive. There’s Michael Shunney in West Warwick, Rhode Island, an industrial design teacher who uses the latest in 3-D rendering and printing technology to excite his students about careers in science and engineering. There are educational support personnel leaders Wretha Rawls Thomas and Denetris Jones, who, with a grant from our union, run community events where families and students from Houston can get groceries, hot meals, mental health consultations, blood pressure checks, and free books—to help all families thrive so more students are ready to learn. There’s Clare Berke, an English teacher in Washington, D.C., who runs a journalism class in career and technical education where students go out in the real world and report on national stories. And there are thousands and thousands of others, all across our nation.

			Teachers have a hard job even in the best of circumstances, but these teachers bring passion and purpose to students, families, and communities that too many have written off. Teachers don’t just care about kids, they care about families and entire communities—and create opportunity for all.

			When Lillian Keys was a student in McDowell, she didn’t quite realize how many of her peers were homeless or how many had family members struggling with addiction. These are still challenges today—in McDowell and across the United States, where 1.2 million school-aged students experienced homelessness during the 2021–2022 school year alone. Over the past decade, overdose death rates have tripled nationwide. So what does Lillian Keys do in the face of these and other challenges confronting her community and her students? “It comes to a certain point where, it’s like: Okay, you have to give them even more opportunities.” That’s why one morning I found Lillian Keys doing what no one might expect at a high school on the grounds of an old strip mine in a community with some of the highest rates of poverty and overdose in the nation. She was teaching them Othello.

			That sends a powerful message to her students. Kids who go to Harvard read Shakespeare. Kids who go on to become doctors and lawyers read Shakespeare. Kids who live in New York and Paris read Shakespeare. And so should kids who live in McDowell County, West Virginia—kids who might go to college, who might stay in McDowell or move elsewhere, who might become doctors or lawyers or electricians or mechanics. Or teachers. Those kids deserve the same opportunities, the same knowledge, the same ability to dream and create whatever future they want as every other child in America.

			Teachers like Lillian Keys show up every single day, often to teach students who bring innumerable challenges from home and life into the classroom. But they believe. They believe their students can learn. They believe their students can grow. They believe their students are filled with potential and hopes and dreams and goals—and that their job as teachers is to spark and support that potential. Teachers believe in all students. Our nation needs to believe in all students, too. And then we need to work in meaningful ways to create opportunity for every child in school and after school.

			Yes, we’re asking schools to do more by not only teaching students but supporting many of their basic needs. But that’s only because fascists and their anti-government enablers among corporations and the super-rich have been gutting public services for decades, leaving schools to pick up the pieces. During the 2022–2023 school year, over half of public school students—over twenty-five million children—were so poor that they qualified for free or reduced lunch at school. Children can’t learn math or reading when their stomachs are grumbling; that’s child psychology 101.

			If conservatives weren’t constantly trying to cut funding for food stamps, there wouldn’t be hungry children who rely on school breakfast and lunch as their only square meals of the day. And yet those on the far right still attack the government for funding free lunch for children and shame children who need help. During his first presidency, Donald Trump tried to kick almost a million children off the free lunch program and also fought to make school lunches less healthy. Meanwhile, many Republican governors have turned down federal funding that would allow them to expand school lunch programs to feed hungry children during the summer. As Republicans further restrict which children qualify for free lunches, many other children simply can’t afford to pay. School lunch debt is soaring nationwide. The response? In one instance in Salt Lake City, forty elementary school students with unpaid lunch debt had their meals literally taken out of their hands and thrown in the trash. That’s cruel and inhumane. These are hungry children, for God’s sake. And yet in March 2025, Donald Trump issued an executive order to close the federal Department of Education—jeopardizing funding that in part goes to support high-poverty schools as well as support services for students with disabilities. Both the Project 2025 blueprint for Trump’s second term and congressional Republicans’ 2025 budget proposals pledge to cut school lunches. And one Republican congressman, Rich McCormick of Georgia, said that children who get subsidized lunches “sponge off of the government” instead of “actually getting a job and doing something that makes them have value.” That’s just abominable on so many levels. Meanwhile, as of this writing, our union is fighting alongside parents and communities to do everything possible to stop Trump from gutting programs and spending that Congress approved to help our nation’s children.

			In a perfect world, we wouldn’t need schools to be the center of all social services. All children would arrive at school each morning fed and clothed and healthy and ready to learn. But that’s not the world we live in and it’s certainly not the world authoritarians want to create. Almost ten million school-aged children—more than one in ten young people nationwide—live in poverty. More than half of students in poverty say they come to school hungry in the morning, which we know diminishes their ability to focus in class. Almost half of students living below the poverty line have not had a recent vision screening. These are just some of the challenges that low-income students bring to school each day that drastically reduce their readiness to learn compared to their better-off peers.

			“Our schools cannot be improved if we ignore the disadvantages associated with poverty that affect children’s ability to learn,” writes education scholar Diane Ravitch. “Children who have grown up in poverty need extra resources, including preschool and medical care.”

			Teachers step into this void, providing the support students need and creating equal opportunity in a world where both equality and opportunity are constantly under siege from the right. Sure, it’s demoralizing that we’re being asked to do more than ever at the exact same moment that teachers are being attacked and school funding is being slashed. It would just be so much easier if we didn’t have to keep fighting off high-stakes testing, privatization, education funding cuts, attacks on our latitude to teach, and cuts to all other services that students and families need. Teaching is hard even in the easiest of circumstances, in well-funded schools in well-resourced communities. Teaching in low-income communities in disinvested schools while teachers are constantly under political attack is challenging, to say the least. But that’s the job. And teachers are honored to do it.

			And when we support all children, and include all children in the full promise of public education, all children benefit—as does our nation as a whole. According to the School Superintendents Association, “Study after study has shown that students in integrated schools have higher test scores, are more likely to graduate, show stronger critical thinking skills and have reduced racial biases.” There’s a reason the first public schools in America were called “common schools.” Every child—of every religion, every ethnicity, every belief—is promised a seat in public education, where they interact with all kinds of other children and discover what they have in common. That’s essential because when we understand what we have in common, we believe in the common good—including constantly rededicating ourselves to the idea that every child should be included in education and every public school should be excellent. Whether you live in Manhattan or Mobile, Alabama, rural Idaho or suburban Illinois, your kids are supposed to get a great quality education at great public schools. Every child and every classroom is a building block for America’s future. When we turn away from inclusive education, we abandon the essential ideals of our nation—of liberty and justice for all.

			Lyndon Johnson once said that “education is the only valid passport from poverty.” Three years after President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act, and two years after the Voting Rights Act became law, the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. wrote a book that asks a question as relevant then as it is today: Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community? And King proposed an answer, that racism and injustice could never be solved “unless the whole of American society takes a new turn toward greater economic justice.” “In a multiracial society,” King explained, “no group can make it alone.”

			President Johnson shared a similar vision, which he called the “Great Society.” “The Great Society,” Johnson said, “rests on abundance and liberty for all. It demands an end to poverty and racial injustice, to which we are totally committed in our time. But that is just the beginning. The Great Society is a place where every child can find knowledge to enrich his mind and to enlarge his talents.” Teachers are building that great society one classroom at a time. But we need help, and our students need help, yet fascist and authoritarian behaviors are making things even worse.
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			Teachers Create Opportunity

			Since the civil rights movement, there has largely been a consensus—at least among mainstream leaders in both parties and the majority of Americans in general—that inclusive education and opportunity for all are inextricably linked. That means that in order to challenge racial and economic inequality and the effects of historical discrimination, we have to ensure that children of all races, all classes, all backgrounds have access to quality public schools so they can achieve the American dream. But sadly, far from challenging inequality, fascists and their far-right allies condone or even champion inequality. In this regard, American history is repeating itself, and not for the best. Today’s attacks on public education are rooted in our nation’s history of segregation.

			Robert Russa Moton was a high school for Black students in Prince Edward County, Virginia, during the Jim Crow era of segregation in the United States. The law at the time said public education had to be provided to students of all races but at “separate but equal” schools. Of course, the “equal” part was just on paper. The main building of Robert Russa Moton High School was so overcrowded that the district built tar-paper shacks—basically, glorified chicken coops. Originally designed to hold 180 students, the school was bursting at the seams with over 470. The cooplike shacks “had no plumbing” and were heated with woodstoves. As one student at the school described it:

			
				These structures were cold and drafty and heated with pot-bellied stoves. The students who sat closer to the stove were too hot and the other students were too cold. During the winter, we often sat in class wearing our coats and boots to keep warm. When it rained, we helped our teachers place pails around the room to catch the water and, at times, opened our umbrellas. We moved our desks around so that water would not drip on our notebooks. We were not comfortable in our classrooms. This was not fair.

			

			There was also “no dedicated gymnasium, no cafeteria, no science laboratories, and no athletic field.”

			In 1951, Barbara Johns was a sixteen-year-old student at Robert Russa Moton. And she had had enough of the unequal, unfair facilities. She knew she and her peers deserved better—deserved just as good an education, in good buildings, as the white students down the road. So several years before the Montgomery bus boycott and the Greensboro lunch counter sit-ins and the Selma voting rights march, in April 1951, Barbara led her fellow students in a walkout. But Barbara and her classmates weren’t just fighting for a new school—they were taking on an entire system designed to deny them opportunity.

			Barbara called the attorney for the Virginia NAACP, who said he would take the case if Barbara and other students agreed to sue not just for equal facilities but complete desegregation. Barbara’s lawsuit was eventually folded in with several others to become the landmark Brown v. Board of Education case in which the Supreme Court ruled, in 1954, that racial segregation in public schools was unconstitutional. But as we’ll see, Barbara’s story and the fight over school integration would continue.

			Just so we’re clear, in 1954, the Supreme Court—the highest court in the land—ordered schools nationwide to end racial segregation. But in reality, Prince Edward County actively resisted school integration well into the early 1970s. Then, just like now, the far right has tried to defund and destroy public education because they don’t believe in equality or opportunity for all.

			Opportunity Starts with Public Schools

			Public school teachers know what Americans know—that for our economy to really work for everyone, we need to provide access to the skills, information, and education everyone needs to be able to fairly compete. And to enable fair competition, we need to ensure that schools level the playing field and foster opportunity for all. Yes, all parents want their children to learn how to get along with others and be good citizens, but what every parent hopes is that an education will help their children prepare for and succeed in their lives as adults. That’s what public schools do. Our goal as public school teachers and support staff is to equip every single child with the skills and knowledge they need to thrive in our nation’s economy and achieve their dreams.

			Education democratizes opportunity. That is the main throughline of this book—that public education, democracy, and opportunity for all are inextricably intertwined and absolutely essential in the United States of America. Public schools are the foundation of the American dream. Quality public education is the only way the kids of janitors have a shot at competing with the kids of CEOs. Fascists and oligarchs know this—which is why they are so keen on attacking teachers and destroying public schools.

			Economist John N. Friedman has shown that twenty-five students having a great classroom teacher for just one year will increase their collective lifetime earnings by $1.25 million. But even in an economy that’s often rigged for the rich, the effect of education is profound. For instance, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has found that, worldwide, if students in low-income countries were simply equipped with basic reading skills, 171 million people could escape extreme poverty. With education, children from relatively poor families not only earn more than their own parents but earn more than “many of their peers with more advantaged family backgrounds who did not obtain equivalent education,” finds Ron Haskins of the Brookings Institution. Still, Haskins notes, schools can and must do more to help poor and working-class students access opportunity. Friedman writes, “With the right level of investment, education can not only provide more pathways out of poverty for individuals, but also restore the equality of opportunity that is supposed to lie at America’s core.”

			In 2011, President Barack Obama said, “A world-class education is the single most important factor in determining not just whether our kids can compete for the best jobs but whether America can out-compete countries around the world. America’s business leaders understand that when it comes to education, we need to up our game. That’s why we’re working together to put an outstanding education within reach for every child.” Competition works in the economy, but it doesn’t work when we’re talking about children. Our job is to prepare all kids to succeed. You see, the thing is, if I have twenty kids in my class and in the first grading period, ten of them get As and Bs but ten get Cs and Ds, as a teacher I still have an obligation to all of them. I have an obligation to help them all succeed. Capitalism produces winners and losers, but in public schools our job is to help every child win.

			That’s why it’s important not just to understand education as a common good but a public good—available equally, to everyone, and financed by the public. “Access to education does not belong in the marketplace,” writes Diane Ravitch. “Like police and fire protection, public parks, public highways, and clean air and water, public schools are public goods, funded by and belonging to the public.” Inequality doesn’t fix itself. In fact, if we don’t prioritize equal opportunity through education and other public policies, inequality will just compound and worsen.

			Just as the children of the super-rich shouldn’t be the only ones who get clean air and clean water, they shouldn’t be the only ones with access to a high-quality education. In fact, arguably it’s even more important for poor and working-class and middle-class kids to get a great education, so that they have a shot at climbing the ladder of opportunity when their rich peers already start at the top rung.

			And yet today, too many Americans—and a majority of young Americans—say that the American dream is out of reach. Without a level playing field, the American dream is an illusion—or, worse, a lie. Strengthening public education is one of the only vehicles we have to ensure that all children have the opportunity to thrive and achieve in America. A majority of voters and parents say that one of the most important goals for our public schools is to ensure that “all children, regardless of background, have opportunity to succeed.” George Washington Carver was born enslaved and went on to become a professor and one of the most important scientists of the early twentieth century. He once wrote, “Education is the key to unlock the golden door of freedom.” From college prep to apprenticeships to other career and technical pathways, public schools give every single American that key of opportunity.

			But oligarchs and extremists do not believe in education for all. In fact, as we show below, many fight against the fundamental idea of education for all by privatizing public resources while questioning whether we should even have public schools. This is the agenda behind school vouchers—which take taxpayer funds away from public schools and give them to private schools.

			Fascists Oppose Broad-Based Opportunity

			The history of vouchers begins in the wake of the Brown v. Board of Education decision, right back in Prince Edward County. As historian Nancy MacLean writes, “In 1955 and 1956, conservative White leaders in Virginia devised a regionwide strategy of ‘massive resistance’ to the high court’s desegregation mandate.” And the centerpiece of that “massive resistance” strategy was giving taxpayer money to white families to subsidize the cost of segregated private schools—the birth of what are now called school vouchers.

			In 1954, Gallup found that the majority of Americans—55 percent—supported the desegregation goals of the Brown v. Board of Education decision. This was the early days of the civil rights movement. The far right feared that support for integration would only grow. And so they decided to strategically exacerbate racial resentment, using America’s public schools. Instead of embracing public schools as places where children go to learn together and build a shared future, the far right cast integration as a threat to white children and white well-being. “The mixing of races in the schools will mark the beginning of the end of civilization as we know it,” South Carolina Governor James Byrnes declared in 1954. North Carolina judge I. Beverly Lake said, “If we must choose between a generation of inferior education and the amalgamation of our races into a mix-blooded whole, let us choose inferior education since that is an evil which another generation can correct, while miscegenation is a tragedy which can never be undone.”

			And so that’s what the far right chose. When Prince Edward County, Virginia, was finally forced to integrate its schools in 1959—five years after the Brown ruling—the local government decided to shut down all of the county’s schools instead of integrating. Local officials voted to cancel school taxes for the year and, instead, created a whites-only private school, similar to others popping up around the country, known as “segregation academies.” At the same time, Virginia created a voucher program, giving taxpayer money to white students so they could attend the private segregation academies. Things went on like this in Prince Edward County until 1964, when yet another Supreme Court case forced the county to reopen its public schools. Even then, the county only allocated $189,000 to funding integrated public schools while it spent $375,000 on private school vouchers. This is the legacy of school vouchers. And the politicians and activists pushing for vouchers today are using the same playbook that segregationists did in the 1950s and 1960s—starve public schools and funnel public dollars into private hands.

			From the very beginning, vouchers have been promoted by extremists who don’t want the government to play any role in creating equal opportunity and just want to hoard their tax money. It was the prominent conservative economist Milton Friedman who, in 1955—the year after Brown v. Board of Education was decided—wrote a manifesto proposing school vouchers as a strategy for privatizing education. He saw the backlash to integration as an opening to push an extreme anti-government, anti–public school agenda. “In my ideal world,” Friedman said in 2004, “government would not be responsible for providing education any more than it is for providing food and clothing.” In 2006, Friedman would be even more explicit, advocating to “abolish the public school system and eliminate all the taxes that pay for it.”

			Friedman, notably, went on to confirm his fascist bona fides when he advised Chile’s authoritarian military dictator Augusto Pinochet. He helped Pinochet institute universal school vouchers in Chile, which research shows was “largely found to have exacerbated inequality, reduced public school enrollment and [had] minimal to no impact on student achievement.” Nevertheless, when Friedman died in 2006, the right-wing Heritage Foundation praised him as the “Father of Economic Freedom.” The Heritage Foundation is also the institution that produced the Project 2025 playbook for Trump’s second presidency, which calls for enacting universal school vouchers nationwide. To be clear, the privatization schemes Friedman pushed under Pinochet are the same ones Trump’s allies want to impose on America today.

			Today, those supporting school vouchers come from several camps. Some are without a doubt still avowed segregationists. They don’t like the idea of their children “mixing” with diverse others, whether because of race or sexuality or who knows what. Then there are those who are simply wealthy elites who don’t care about other people’s children and just want to cut their own tax bills and shrink government in any way they can—who see vouchers as a shortcut to defunding public education or ending public schools altogether. The billionaire Koch family, for instance, have been among the leading proponents—and financial backers—of school vouchers in the United States. In 1980, David Koch ran for vice president on the Libertarian Party ticket by agreeing to bankroll the party. The Libertarian Party platform that year read:

			
				We advocate the complete separation of education and State. Government schools lead to the indoctrination of children and interfere with the free choice of individuals. Government ownership, operation, regulation and subsidy of schools and colleges should be ended.

				As an interim measure to encourage the growth of private schools and variety in education, we support tax-credits for tuition and other expenditures related to an individual’s education.

			

			The Koch/Libertarian Party platform spells it out loud and clear. Vouchers are a means to an end—the end of public education as we know it.

			Then there are those motivated by religion, who don’t want their children to attend secular schools that teach evolution instead of creationism or other biblical teachings. Many of these proponents are billionaires—showing how the motivations are all tangled up together—but education policy scholar Josh Cowen notes that these religious extremists believe deeply that “religious education is fundamental to their religious practice.” For instance, billionaire Betsy DeVos is one of the nation’s leading advocates and funders of the voucher movement and served as secretary of education in Donald Trump’s first administration. In 2001, DeVos told a gathering of ultra-wealthy Christian conservatives, “Our desire is to…confront the culture in which we all live today in ways that will continue to help advance God’s kingdom.” Her husband added that they have bankrolled the voucher movement because “the church—which ought to be in our view far more central to the life of the community—has been displaced by the public school.” Instead, they bankroll the voucher movement so more children can attend religious schools so “more and more churches will get more and more active and engaged in education,” leading to “greater Kingdom gain.”

			Amid these disparate motivations, the thing that unites the most vociferous backers of school vouchers is extreme wealth. The vast majority of families who receive taxpayer-subsidized vouchers were not enrolled in public school, but were rather homeschooled or already attending private school. In other words, despite the clever branding, vouchers don’t give most families a “choice” but rather reimburse them for decisions they were already making—and affording—previously. And the majority of the families taking advantage of voucher tax credits earn over $200,000 per year, placing them among the top 10 percent of the wealthiest Americans. Which means that, in reality, vouchers don’t give all families choices but merely reimburse wealthier parents for their preexisting decision to provide their children with a private education. In Texas, after legislators from rural and urban areas, both Democrats and Republicans, repeatedly defeated Republican Governor Greg Abbott’s campaign for vouchers, billionaire donors backed Abbott’s successful push to oust Republicans in the state legislature who rightfully said vouchers would harm their rural communities.

			Vouchers are not a broad-based program. “This is, at the end of the day, about subsidizing private schools,” says Cowen. Vouchers take money from shared, public schools and funnel them to wealthy, private interests. Alec MacGillis sums up:

			
				The risks of universal vouchers are quickly coming to light. An initiative that was promoted for years as a civil-rights cause—helping poor kids in troubled schools—is threatening to become a nationwide money grab. Many private schools are raising tuition rates to take advantage of the new funding, and new schools are being founded to capitalize on it.

			

			But also, writes MacGillis, the strategy to start with marketing to needy kids and then expand benefits to wealthy elites is part of a “decades-long effort by a network of politicians, church officials, and activists, all united by a conviction that the separation of church and state is illegitimate.” Thus, billions in taxpayer dollars have been redirected from public schools mainly to private, religious education.

			In order to funnel public money to private, religious schools, the far right has resorted to undermining and attacking the Constitution’s separation of church and state, one of the most important freedoms in American society. For instance, Republican Congresswoman Lauren Boebert of Colorado once declared, “The church is supposed to direct the government. The government is not supposed to direct the church. That is not how our Founding Fathers intended it and I’m tired of this separation of church and state junk. That’s not in the Constitution.” She’s wrong.

			The very first section of the First Amendment to the Constitution reads, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Thomas Jefferson wrote that that clause amounted to an important “wall of separation between Church and State.” That’s because Jefferson and our other Founding Fathers wanted to prevent the government from inserting itself into religion and believed faith would thrive by being individually chosen rather than collectively enforced. They were right. Research has found that nations which officially establish and preferentially fund a dominant religion have substantially lower rates of engagement in that dominant religion compared to states without religious favoritism. Arguably, America has more churches than any other nation in the world not in spite of separation of church and state but because of it. As my wife, Rabbi Sharon Kleinbaum, and I wrote in an op-ed in 2024, “America has had a strong wall separating church and state for nearly 250 years. This wall has strengthened religion and the ability of public schools to help all children thrive.”

			Still, whatever the singular or mixed motives of voucher proponents, the end effect of vouchers is always the same—to funnel our shared taxpayer money toward elites and bankrupt public education. But voucher advocates have always understood they can’t sell the idea of ending public school as we know it by handing over taxpayer money to private schools and elites. Thus voucher proponents pretend they want to “fix” public education by giving families a “choice.” So, state by state, the first voucher programs they try are limited—just for poor kids or just for students with special needs. They cleverly frame vouchers as an equity tool for children and families who, to be sure, are most often being left behind by underfunded public schools. This is an Orwellian playbook the far right loves, like when they restrict voting rights and purge voting rolls claiming that they’re “protecting democracy.” You can almost count on the oligarchs and extremists to be doing the exact opposite of what they’re claiming. Because once those narrow voucher programs get passed, voucher advocates then push to make them “universal”—so the taxpayer vouchers become open and available to all families. But the term “universal school vouchers” is really a misnomer. They only benefit a few wealthy families, while hurting everyone else and all public schools in general.

			This is painfully clear from the example of Arizona. In 2006, the state passed a voucher program limited only to students with disabilities and students in foster care. These are among the kids who often struggle to get adequate support services when public schools are underfunded or lack specialty staff, so the appeal to families and the public in general seemed both compassionate and compelling. Plus voucher advocates could point to that narrow, initial version of the program to argue that vouchers didn’t really hurt public school budgets. But then, year after year, Arizona expanded the program—to kids with military parents, kids attending schools classified as “failing.” Finally, in 2017, having inoculated the public to the idea of vouchers, Arizona legislators made them “universal.” Overnight, instead of a couple thousand students being eligible, 1.6 million Arizona students could get vouchers. In 2018, 65 percent of Arizonans voted in a ballot measure to repeal the universal voucher legislation. Nevertheless, Republicans ignored the will of the people and kept trying to expand vouchers over and over, finally instituting a universal voucher program statewide in 2022.

			But what we know now is that Arizona’s “universal voucher program” does not benefit all Arizona students. Three out of four students who receive taxpayer-funded school vouchers were already attending private school before they got their vouchers. In other words, those students’ families could already afford private school without taking taxpayer money away from public education. Not surprisingly, the majority of voucher money goes to the wealthiest zip codes in the state. Meanwhile, in 2024, Arizona faced a massive budget “meltdown”—a $1.4 billion budget shortfall that nonpartisan researchers attributed mostly to voucher spending. When the far right says they want “school choice,” what they really mean is “no choice but bankruptcy.” Meanwhile most parents don’t really get to choose; it’s the private schools that ultimately get to pick and choose which kids they accept.

			Vouchers are not a strategy to fix public education. “Voucher programs have been in place for more than three decades,” reports Diane Ravitch, “and they have not produced academic gains for students who use public money to transfer from public to private schools; recent studies of vouchers in Louisiana, Washington D.C., Indiana, and Ohio consistently show that, if anything, such students often lose ground academically.” Vouchers are a strategy to end public education.

			“This is the goal of the privatizers,” writes Ravitch: “Starve public schools.” The agenda is simple, Ravitch continues: “Everyone gets a voucher and public schools go away.” Nationwide, while state funding over the last decade increased by just 1 percent per year after adjusting for inflation, state spending on tax breaks and subsidies for private schools increased by 408 percent, or $7 billion. The wealthy don’t want to share opportunity—they want to hoard opportunity by funneling money into private education that benefits their own children and no one else.

			And yet, despite the constant drumbeat from the right and massive backing from wealthy donors, school vouchers have been rejected by voters every time they’ve ever been on a ballot. In 2024, even with President Trump winning a resounding victory, voucher measures on the ballot failed in Kentucky, Nebraska, and Colorado—by wide margins. Even the reddest county in Nebraska—which voted 95 percent for Donald Trump—voted against vouchers. Because red, blue, and in between, the American people know what teachers know—that when we strengthen public schools, we strengthen opportunity for all.

			The Battle to Create Opportunity for All

			For some students, the path of opportunity runs through college—and great public schools prepare their students to get into college and succeed once they’re there. But for many students, creating opportunity means building the skills they need to join the workforce right after high school, whether as licensed health care workers, mechanics, graphic designers, or entrepreneurs. That’s why my union has pushed and prodded public schools across the country to invest in career and technical education, apprenticeships, stackable credentials, and other job readiness training for high school students. The hands-on learning of career and technical education builds critical thinking skills in an applied, safe, goal-oriented environment. Because, yes, kids need to learn John Locke and Shakespeare, but they also need practical career-oriented skills for the future. While billionaires push privatization, teachers are building real pathways to economic mobility through career and technical education.

			And parents want more non-college pathways for their students, particularly since about two out of five high school graduates don’t go on to college. Families with children in career and technical education programs are even more satisfied than other families with the education system. Plus students who participate in career and technical education programs have higher rates of graduation and earn higher wages in adulthood. Investor and economic analyst Steve Rattner notes, “The number of Americans earning more than their parents has been steadily decreasing over the past 80 years.” Which makes it even more important to follow the research showing that students who don’t go on to college can have great professional careers—with strong wages—if they have the right technical training and job experience early on. And in the digital and AI era, it turns out that career and technical education can help lead to long-term, secure jobs. That’s why the overwhelming majority of Americans—82 percent of voters—agree that the government should increase funding for skills training in our nation.

			Yet in 2022, the federal, state, and local governments spent 775 times more supporting colleges and universities than career and technical education apprenticeship programs. Our nation desperately needs to expand domestic manufacturing to compete with the rest of the world. The Biden administration’s CHIPS and Science Act put $280 billion in funding for new domestic manufacturing of semiconductors in the United States, and we need the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) workforce that will drive the industry. That’s where career and technical education comes in.

			Just one example of innovation in career and technical education can be found in Peoria, Illinois—a struggling city that has historically represented so much of the Midwestern Rust Belt’s economic promise and peril. For over a hundred years, the construction equipment manufacturer Caterpillar has been manufacturing tractors in Peoria, and still makes its large track-type tractors there today. In recent years, the city has worked hard to diversify its economy and bring in tech start-ups and other new industries. But people kept leaving Peoria, moving elsewhere for opportunity. The city’s career and technical schools would complain that there weren’t jobs for their students when they graduated. But at the same time, businesses in Peoria complained they couldn’t find enough qualified workers to fill jobs. How was that possible?

			Jeff Adkins-Dutro, the president of the AFT local union in Peoria, realized the problem was that schools and businesses weren’t communicating and coordinating their needs. So Jeff brought together business leaders and school leaders, along with other community figures in Peoria, to create an integrated “Pathways to Prosperity” plan to make sure that the career and technical education offerings in the school district would more directly support the skills and labor needs of businesses in the community. For instance, Jeff collaborated with business leaders and the local government to align career pathway courses and create a robust internship program for students to get hands-on experience. In the 2016–2017 school year alone, the Pathways to Prosperity project created over four hundred internships and job placement opportunities in fields ranging from manufacturing to health services to city government. Our union nationally gave financial assistance to the project through our AFT Innovation Fund, which made it possible for Pathways to Prosperity to hire a staff person to coordinate the program and keep it going.

			Peoria student Kianna Pittman was worried about finding a job when she graduated. But a career and technical education class her senior year changed everything:

			
				One day we visited Alcast Company, which manufactures aluminum castings. The plant’s five buildings include a computer numerical control machine shop and a foundry, where metal is melted into giant hot pools and molded into castings for parts supplied to customers like Caterpillar and Amazon. There’s also a core building, where workers make the sand cores that fit inside the metal molds, and a finishing building, where the parts are sanded or grinded down until they’re perfect and ready for shipping. And then there’s the maintenance department, with technicians who are trained to maintain and repair all the plant’s machines. Everything I saw was so cool. I knew immediately that I needed to work there.

			

			Not only did Kianna get a job at the Alcast plant, but the company paid for her associate’s degree in industrial applied sciences. That’s a lot of work, plus school—often leading to eleven- or even fourteen-hour days. But Kianna loves what she’s doing. Kianna is such a great example of the Pathways to Prosperity program’s success that she was recently asked to speak at the year-end dinner for the Woodruff Career and Technical Center that she attended. Kianna talked about how career and technical education “shows you what’s possible and gives you the skills to create a great future for yourself.”

			In central New York State, Micron is building a 2.4-million-square-foot semiconductor manufacturing plant that will bring fifty thousand jobs to the region. With the state government and our affiliates in New York State and New York City, AFT and Micron have created a pilot program in ten school districts that will prepare middle school and high school students for these high-tech jobs. The program includes hands-on learning as well as an emphasis in critical thinking and problem-solving skills, which are as important for technology as they are for democracy. And in Syracuse, New York, Micron and the Governor Kathy Hochul combined $74 million in joint funding to build a brand-new science, technology, engineering, arts, and math (STEAM) high school—the first county-wide STEAM high school in the state.

			In the Cleveland Metropolitan School District, the Lincoln-West School of Science and Health is based within the MetroHealth hospital, creating incredibly unique hands-on learning for students studying for careers in health care. In addition to their more traditional high school courses, students learn advanced health care protocols like CPR and defibrillator use and eventually complete an internship working in the hospital. Students are assigned mentors and attend presentations by different hospital network professionals to learn more about all of the career possibilities in health care. And juniors and seniors can enroll in an accelerated credential program to be certified as state-tested nursing assistants while still in high school. As Lincoln-West principal Juliet King puts it, “We are building a school-to-workforce pipeline.” Other nations are ahead of the curve in building technical training programs through public-private partnerships. In Switzerland, for instance, nearly two out of three young Swiss students between the ages of sixteen and eighteen participate in combined vocational and educational training. Swiss employers invest heavily in apprenticeship curriculum development to make sure that the training programs match workplace needs. And it pays off. According to the Urban Institute, “Most Swiss employers recoup their investments during the apprenticeship.” This overall investment in a strong vocational and technical education program may help explain why Switzerland has one of the highest per capita GDPs in Europe as well as one of the lowest rates of unemployment.

			Here in the United States, more than eight out of ten voters across the political spectrum support increasing government funding for skills training. And it was encouraging that Trump’s current Education Secretary in his second term, Linda McMahon, said during her confirmation hearings that vocational and technical education should be “front and center”—that our country needs “more postsecondary pathways, career-aligned programs, apprenticeships and on-the-job learning.” I agree. And this could have been a great opportunity to work together. But, as Mark Lieberman and Brooke Schultz of Education Week explain, some of the Trump administration’s cuts to the U.S. Department of Education “have contradicted the Trump administration’s stated priorities, such as the slashed research funding for studies on career and technical education, which presumptive Education Secretary Linda McMahon has emphasized. DOGE axed the first congressionally mandated national survey of CTE programs in a decade.” In fact, the Association for Career and Technical Education (ACTE), a membership group of CTE educators, said that the Trump education funding cuts “run counter to” the goal of creating “access to high-quality CTE programs and related opportunities.”

			While fascists want to break public education, break our economy, and break the American dream, teachers want to work with parents, communities, and businesses to build the future. In school districts across the country, teachers are engaging students who might otherwise check out of classes or school altogether through providing real-world, applied learning opportunities and training. And teachers are working with CEOs, chambers of commerce, Republican and Democratic mayors, parents, and whole communities to strengthen pathways of opportunity for all. Because opportunity for all is possible when every child has access to a high-quality public school.

			Money Matters

			Imagine the difference it would make for America’s children if we did everything we do in our best schools in every school nationwide. That requires not only best practices but something our country has never done—summoning the will to adequately fund all schools. And that’s made extra challenging by the fact that public schools in our country receive a significant share of their funding—more than four out of every ten dollars on average—from local taxes. Local funding for public education means that wealth and income inequalities between communities shape inequalities in schools.

			For instance, Panther Valley School District in Pennsylvania spends $10,313 per pupil per year, while New Hope-Solebury—less than two hours’ drive away—spends $28,437. That’s because the average income in Panther Valley is $42,433 while the average income in New Hope-Solebury is $154,229. Those kids in Panther Valley are undoubtedly super hardworking and bright and have passionate teachers who really believe in them—but how are they supposed to have the same access to opportunity as the kids in New Hope-Solebury at schools with more than twice the resources? Especially when the kids from New Hope-Solebury are mostly starting off a few rungs up the ladder of opportunity with wealthy, connected families who can afford tutors and extracurricular activities and all other sorts of added advantages.

			Nationwide, we see how schools are disproportionately impacted by the differences between funding streams. Black students are three and a half times more likely to live in school districts that are “chronically underfunded.” Rural schools are also often underfunded and have lower average teacher pay, both of which contribute to achievement gaps. This is one big reason why federal government funding appropriated by Congress and distributed by the Department of Education is so critical—because these funds go to help address funding gaps and thus level the playing field for these students. A child’s potential in life should not be bound by demography or geography. And to be clear, these disparities don’t just reflect a wealth gap—they reflect a policy choice. We could fund every school equitably and adequately tomorrow if politicians wanted to. And if the far right and oligarchs weren’t doing everything they could to stop it.

			I often think of a story education scholar and writer Jonathan Kozol tells. He’ll be talking about education reform at a fancy dinner party in New York City and the people around the table will invariably ask if more money is really the way to fix public schools. Dripping with sarcasm, Kozol then points out that the very same people asking that question are often paying gobs of money to send their own children to private schools because, presumably, they do in fact think that more spending means better education.

			The fact is, money matters. One study found that when a district increases per-pupil spending by 10 percent, high school graduation rates rise by 7 percent and average wages for students once they enter the workforce also go up 7 percent. And a study of ten thousand school districts found that when schools pay teachers more, they attract more experienced teachers and have better retention and better morale—and student achievement goes up, too. In fact, economist Eric Hanushek spent decades arguing that spending more money on schools wouldn’t make them better until, after a comprehensive review of dozens of studies, he realized he was wrong and changed his tune.

			And yet the average starting salary for teachers in the United States was $44,530 during the 2022–2023 school year—which is below the annual mean wage for all workers in the United States in 2023, including for jobs that don’t require college degrees and years of training and certification. That pay gap has been worsening. According to the Center for Economic and Policy Research and the Economic Policy Institute, in 1996, teachers earned on average 6 percent less than comparable workers when adjusting for education, experience, and demography. As of 2023, that pay gap had mushroomed to 26 percent. Now imagine how much worse it would be if teachers didn’t have a union. If our nation wants great schools, it needs to pay a salary that attracts and retains great teachers.

			But attacks on teacher integrity on top of low pay and poor conditions have led to more and more teachers leaving the profession—or not joining the profession to begin with. Once upon a time, 75 percent of parents said they would want their children to become teachers. Today, it’s only 37 percent—mainly citing poor pay and benefits, the stresses and demands of the job, and lack of respect or being undervalued. Between the 2010–2011 school year and 2020–2021, enrollment in teacher training programs has declined by 45 percent, leading to three hundred thousand fewer trained teachers annually than before. Teacher vacancies in the country have reached crisis-level proportions. In response, districts are hiring more uncertified teachers, which harms student outcomes.

			An AFT task force I convened to study and respond to teacher vacancies found record low job satisfaction ratings for many school personnel and almost 80 percent of teachers dissatisfied with their current working conditions. Meanwhile, because of the shortages, school districts have filled posts with an estimated 270,000 underqualified teachers nationwide. We’ll learn in the next chapter why teachers form unions to fight for better wages and better working conditions, but these are the sorts of challenges we’re up against every single day when anti-government extremists and oligarchs continually push to cut government programs on which ordinary Americans rely.

			Yet the fact remains that our nation has some incredible public schools. More often than not, they’re in incredibly wealthy communities. My friend Lily Eskelsen García, former president of the National Education Association, often said we should use those excellent, well-funded public schools as “living models.” Instead of pilot project after pilot project and accountability metric after accountability metric trying things to “fix” poor schools that no wealthy community would ever stand for, Lily threw down the gauntlet. “No more experimenting on our most disadvantaged kids,” she said. “What works with our most advantaged kids is exactly what will work with every kid: Equal access. Equal opportunity. Equal respect.”

			“Public education is not broken,” writes Diane Ravitch. “It is not failing or declining. The diagnosis is wrong, and the solutions of the corporate reformers are wrong. Our urban schools are in trouble because of concentrated poverty and racial segregation. But public education as such is not ‘broken.’ ” Yet there are certainly people trying to break it.

			Senator Bernie Sanders is correct when he says, “Over the past decade, there has been a coordinated effort on the part of right-wing billionaires to undermine, dismantle and sabotage our nation’s public schools and to privatize our education system.” And they’re not shy about it. Billionaire Vivek Ramaswamy, an ally and once-appointee of Donald Trump has said, “I favor school choice on steroids…. Starve the bureaucracy in those broken public schools.” What happens to the children whose families can’t afford private schools even with vouchers, or who don’t have private schools in their communities, or who need special education services that private schools refuse to provide? The billionaires don’t really seem to care.

			Billionaires pushing privatization don’t care about the well-being of children; they care about their wealth and the workforce needs of their profit engines and little more. In their book A Wolf at the Schoolhouse Door: The Dismantling of Public Education and the Future of School, Jack Schneider and Jennifer Berkshire elaborate: “What good is it to Walmart or Amazon if their employees read poetry in their spare time or understand American history? What use is it for the affluent class if lower- and middle-income earners can paint or play an instrument?” The point, they explain, is, “Give the public whatever minimal education is necessary, but no more.” Billionaires want lower school taxes—as if they need more money—and they want the masses to be just educated enough to work for them, but not so educated that they feel empowered to demand change.

			Extremists pushing vouchers don’t care about your kids, your schools, or your communities. In stark contrast, teachers believe in all children and want to build a ladder of opportunity for everyone. Public school teachers fight every single day to help every child—and fight for the funding schools need so all students can get ahead. And the good news is if we stop funneling resources to private school vouchers and instead focus on funding all public schools adequately, we can make opportunity more equitable, too. When we invest in public education and support public school teachers, we strengthen opportunity for all.

			Where Charter Schools Factor In

			As we’ve seen, the history of school vouchers is inextricably tied to efforts to undermine integrated, equitable, quality public schools for all. The history of charter schools, on the other hand, is more complex.

			Charter schools are quasi-public schools that operate with taxpayer money and are tuition-free for students, but operate outside of the traditional administration and oversight systems of public schools. At their best, charter schools are a way for local governments and nonprofits to experiment—like laboratories of innovation that try out new models and methods that might eventually be applied to and improve public schools more broadly. But at their worst, charter schools are rife with corruption, push a privatization mindset, and don’t actually produce better educational outcomes.

			The push for charter schools is a hallmark of neoliberalism—which argues the free market is better at doing everything, including running public services like education. The argument is that if schools are run like businesses, they’ll supposedly introduce “competition” into the “marketplace” of public education while mandating “efficiencies” like circumventing teachers’ unions and standards to which public schools are held. Charter schools have all the privileges of public schools—namely, the taxpayer funding—but few laws require any accountability. Many charter schools are free to pick whichever students they want, teach whatever they want to teach, and hire and fire teachers as they see fit, ignoring requirements about teacher qualifications and training. In theory, a free market approach might seem alluring. But the model can be—and often is—abused. Research shows that charter schools continue to under-enroll special needs students, for instance—which isn’t surprising when you realize that “efficiency” means refusing students whose learning needs are harder and more expensive.

			Now, like Al Shanker, I thought we should not simply reject charter schools—that they could be an important vehicle for innovation. In fact, in 2008, when I was the president of the United Federation of Teachers in New York City, I cofounded a charter school in the Bronx to see if we could use the laboratory of education model in partnership with unionized teachers, as opposed to opposition. It remains among one of the most effective charter schools in the Bronx. So I don’t remotely think the idea of charter schools is inherently bad. But what I do believe is that the private market model is not inherently better when it comes to education. We’ve known for years that when you control for differences in socioeconomic status, private schools aren’t any better at educating children than public schools. And a 2016 internal audit by the federal Department of Education at the end of the Obama administration—which aggressively pushed an expansion of charter schools in the neoliberal model—found that the lack of accountability posed a serious “risk of waste, fraud, and abuse.”

			For instance, in Pennsylvania, “cyber charter schools” have taken about $1 billion per year from local public schools. The state’s push toward charter schools has exacerbated a dynamic where public schools statewide are severely underfunded by $6.2 billion but charter schools in Pennsylvania are often running a surplus, which is tantamount to profit. In the case of cyber charter schools—virtual-only “schools” that you’d think we all learned are bad ideas during the pandemic—in some cases, their budgets have grown by 92,000 percent. And what do they spend it on? Well, according to one investigative report, Pennsylvania’s cyber charter schools spent $21 million in one school year alone on advertising and gift cards. One cyber schools company accumulated $88 million in real estate—purchased with taxpayer money—including several parking lots and an old Macy’s that don’t seem remotely related to the business of trying to teach children online. Of course, if a public school mismanaged money like this, the privatization crowd would immediately demand its closure. But when charters do it, they call it “innovation.”

			But students must have learned more at these “innovative” schools, right? Wrong. At one of these schools, PA Cyber, only 31 percent of students scored proficient or better in English language arts assessments, compared with 55 percent of students statewide. And only 13 percent of PA Cyber students were proficient in math, compared to 38 percent statewide.

			Why? When you make schools like businesses, you make profit the goal—not education. Those cyber charter schools are spending millions on gift cards to lure parents to enroll their kids not because it’s good for their kids but because the charter schools get more taxpayer money the more students enroll. And they could spend that money on making their educational experience better but they don’t because that’s not their goal. Their goal is profit.

			Plus, unlike public schools that serve all students, charter schools get to pick and choose. In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, corporate opportunists turned New Orleans’s entire education system into charter schools and were quickly sued by parents and the Southern Poverty Law Center for not admitting and providing services for students with special needs. The lawsuit led to an independent oversight monitor being put in place. Meanwhile, 54 percent of New Orleans schools earned D or F ratings in 2022. Schools that “failed” were routinely closed—meant to punish teachers and administrators, but it’s really the upended students who suffer. When a school isn’t working, you don’t close it, you fix it—because those children and communities rely on it working. Recognizing this, in 2024, New Orleans began slowly restoring its public school system. In the fall of 2024, a brand-new pre-K-through-eighth-grade public school opened, welcoming three hundred bright and excited students into a building vacated by a charter school that closed.

			Let’s be clear—the model of pure hypercompetitive capitalism isn’t just a problem for schools but for communities as a whole. In New Orleans and across the United States, thirty-nine million Americans—more than one out of every ten people—live in “food deserts” where they are at least a mile from a grocery store, because private companies have determined those communities aren’t worth serving. Unfortunately, we also have opportunity deserts in our country, whole neighborhoods and communities that private industry, private housing developers, and private schools have written off. Capitalism produces great wealth but also staggering poverty. According to U.S. Census data, the percent of children living in poverty more than doubled from 5.2 percent in 2021 to 12.4 percent in 2022. More than one in ten Americans currently lives in poverty. And the share of Americans in the middle class has shrunk over the last ten decades. We can’t put millionaires and billionaires in charge of designing an education system that works for all. They’ll only keep systems that work for themselves—and then, as soon as they can, replace us all with as much artificial intelligence as they can get away with.

			The answer isn’t to make public education more like capitalism—making children compete in an extreme, cutthroat, winners-versus-losers framework. Nor is the answer to privatize public schools and cut education spending, which only helps billionaires and tech entrepreneurs who want to operate with no regulations or guardrails and want their taxes slashed. The answer is to work to make sure all children have a fair shot at success. Privatization builds consumers. Public schools build citizens. That is, of course, why oligarchs and fascists want to destroy them—and precisely why it is essential that we have public schools.

			Opportunity for All

			Despite the aggressive expansion of vouchers and charter schools, American families remain overwhelmingly committed to their local public schools. An overwhelming majority of American parents report they’re happy with their children’s public schools. And in states like Ohio which was early in the push for vouchers, as of 2021, only 2 percent of the state’s 1.7 million students use vouchers and 6 percent are enrolled in charter schools, “most of which are rated D or F by the state,” reports Diane Ravitch. Public education remains America’s opportunity engine, and America’s families continue to believe in—and support—public schools.

			Two decades after Brown v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court was asked to address inequality and segregation in schools that resulted not from explicit policies but because communities remained unequal and divided. The court ruled in Milliken v. Bradley that districts weren’t required to address this more insidious, widespread de facto discrimination.

			Justice Thurgood Marshall, the first African American judge appointed to the Supreme Court, wrote a stinging dissent to the Milliken case, stating that “the very evil that Brown I was aimed at will not be cured but will be perpetuated.” Marshall, who had been one of the NAACP attorneys who litigated the Brown case, added a stark warning: “Our nation, I fear, will be ill-served by the Court’s refusal to remedy separate and unequal education, for unless our children begin to learn together, there is little hope that our people will ever learn to live together.” Teachers know there cannot be equal opportunity for all without equal access to quality, public education. Just like there cannot be democracy without integration. The American dream isn’t a private commodity. It should never be apportioned based on skin color or wealth or religious faith. In the United States of America, we remain committed to the universal ideal that everyone deserves access to education because everyone deserves access to opportunity.

			I’m proud that our union has always stood on the side of equal opportunity for all. In 1951, we became the first union to stop giving membership to segregated locals. And in 1957, we expelled locals that refused to desegregate. And when Prince Edward County’s segregationists shuttered the public schools, gave private school vouchers to white students, and left Black students without schools, our union also stepped up. In the summer of 1963, local Black community leaders in Prince Edward County worked with the AFT to bring educators from the North down to Virginia to run free schools for the county’s Black students. In fact, these schools were one of the inspirations for the freedom schools that were part of the civil rights movement’s Freedom Summer in Mississippi a year later in 1964. Many of the same AFT members went on to teach in those freedom schools, too. And today, AFT members continue to work tirelessly, day in and day out, to improve our public schools as engines of opportunity for all.

			Barbara Johns—the student who started the protests at Robert Russa Moton High School—never got to study at an integrated school in Prince Edward County. Following the Brown v. Board of Education lawsuit, she received so many death threats—including the Ku Klux Klan burning a cross in her yard—that her parents sent her to live with relatives in Alabama. And after college, Barbara settled down in Philadelphia. And do you know what profession she chose? She became a teacher, working as a librarian in the city’s public schools.
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			Teachers Build Strong Unions

			Karen Lewis was born into a family of teachers on Chicago’s South Side. Early on she understood the promise of education, but also the challenges. She went to Dartmouth College the year it finally admitted women, becoming one of the last Ivy League schools to do so, and she was the only Black woman in the class of 1974. Karen loved chemistry and went to medical school, planning to become a doctor. But when she realized she “hated medical school,” she went into teaching instead “and fell madly, passionately in love with it.”

			But it wasn’t until she served on a local school council that Karen got involved in labor organizing. During her time on the school council, she witnessed a principal use his power to enrich his friends. Karen said, “That got me involved with the union, which I saw as the only protection against unfairness.” She understood that it isn’t one leader who makes a movement, it takes all of us working together. Teachers, families, and communities make a movement.

			In 2010, Karen was elected to lead the Chicago Teachers Union (CTU), representing tens of thousands of teachers in one of the country’s most complicated school districts in one of our nation’s most complicated cities. In the 1960s, as the city’s Black community grew, the Chicago school superintendent made waves when he erected portable buildings to address overcrowding in segregated Black schools rather than enroll those students in white schools nearby. In 1979, mismanagement led to multiple missed paydays when the district literally ran out of money. In 1995, the Republican state legislature voted for mayoral control of the city’s schools, unleashing “an era of school reform focused on accountability, high stakes testing, austere budgets, and zero tolerance policies.” The act also severely limited the collective bargaining rights of the city’s teachers.

			Jan Resseger, former chair of the National Council of Churches Committee on Public Education, explains that the city established multiple privatized charter schools and then managed the district “like a stock portfolio—phasing out weak schools and schools that would become under-enrolled due to competition. The school district would keep on authorizing new charter schools to keep marketplace competition alive.” It made schools into winners and losers by design, and the losing schools were always those serving communities with high concentrations of poverty, with the greatest challenges. In many cases, the schools were the one public institution of any real substance in a community, and Chicago Public Schools would come in and close them down, replacing them with charters in which the community, parents, and educators had no voice.

			But the expansion of privatized charter schools accelerated under-enrollment in public schools in poor neighborhoods, and subsequently fifty “under-enrolled” schools on Chicago’s South and West Sides were closed. The closures affected twenty-nine thousand students and eleven hundred staff. In 2015, twelve parents and education advocates held a thirty-four-day hunger strike to protest the shuttering of Dyett High School in Chicago’s Bronzeville neighborhood. They won and the city agreed to reopen the school with $14.6 million in renovations. “We’re tired of our children and our communities being demonized and being blamed for being underserved,” said Jitu Brown, one of the leaders of the hunger strike.

			Meanwhile, Chicago became ground zero for new “accountability standards” that measured student and teacher performance by test scores. But measuring student and teacher performance by scores on standardized tests merely forced teachers to teach to the test instead of actually changing the social, economic, and structural dynamics that improve educational outcomes. The result was that when Karen Lewis was elected head of the Chicago Teachers Union in 2010, Chicago’s public schools—and most importantly, Chicago’s public school students—were still struggling. That year, the graduation rate for the city’s high schools was just 55 percent. Many other cities were struggling with similar challenges around their schools. But it was Karen Lewis who was the catalyzing force in a groundbreaking campaign not only to transform the trajectory of Chicago’s public schools but to set a new tone nationwide.

			What made Karen Lewis dangerous to the far right was that she didn’t just want better wages for teachers—she wanted to transform the entire system for the better. She saw that public schools couldn’t improve unless communities were strengthened, too. So she fought not just for teachers, but for housing, health care, and inclusion. Karen drew on and expanded a model of community-oriented unionism called “Bargaining for the Common Good”—bargaining not only around teachers’ salaries and benefits but putting community-wide demands on the negotiating table.

			Bear in mind, in 2012, 86 percent of Chicago public school students came from low-income families. Over ten thousand of the district’s students were homeless. As we discussed before, it’s hard for those children to walk into a classroom ready to learn and achieve at the same level as their well-off peers. And just holding teachers and young people to test-based standards isn’t going to change that—it’s just going to lead to poor schools having even fewer teachers. Karen understood that what was at stake was much bigger than a contract fight. It was a power struggle over the future of public education.

			As we explored in chapter 2, one thing that strengthens public schools and communities as a whole is the community schools model, including more classroom supports and wraparound services. That’s why in their negotiation with the city in 2012, Karen and her members were pushing not only for smaller class sizes and a nurse and social worker in every school but for more resources to help marginalized students, restorative justice programs that would direct kids in crisis to counseling rather than the criminal justice system, and city investments in housing to address the crisis facing homeless students. And the union also pushed to end school privatization and stop the drastic budget cuts that were hurting working families across Chicago. According to the Chicago Teachers Union, the city’s efforts to privatize Chicago’s public schools and impose standardized testing would “cheapen” the district and hurt the already struggling district by leading to teacher layoffs. The real answer was necessary investments to support struggling students.

			In the private sector, when a union is bargaining a contract in a contentious environment, it may decide to hold a vote to authorize a strike. The right of private-sector workers to strike is protected under the National Labor Relations Act. But there is currently no federal law that protects the right of public-sector workers to strike, or even to collectively bargain, for that matter. Those rights are governed by a patchwork of state laws. So, for instance, in states like Illinois and California, public employees can form unions and decide to strike. In states like New York and Rhode Island, they can organize and collectively bargain but are prohibited from striking. And, as we’ll see, in states like Wisconsin the right to organize has been severely restricted. In Texas, the right to collectively bargain is prohibited for all workers except police and firefighters. And just as the far right has undermined public education, they continue to try to erode the rights of workers to have a union or a voice at work. In the first few months of 2025 alone, Utah banned collective bargaining for public employees, including teachers, and legislators in states including South Dakota and Kentucky have advanced legislation that would further weaken their already weak labor rights. And in March 2025, President Trump signed an executive order undermining the collective bargaining rights of many federal workers.

			Even when it’s allowed under law, a strike isn’t something to be undertaken lightly. And in the years leading up to 2012, labor strikes in the United States were relatively uncommon. In fact, nationwide, 2009 saw just five major strikes—the fewest number since the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics began tracking them. By September 2012, when the Chicago Teachers Union was weighing a strike, Chicago hadn’t seen a labor strike in a quarter century.

			Then–Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel got a new anti-union law passed requiring that, in order for the union’s collective bargaining team to call for a strike, 75 percent of CTU’s members had to approve the strike authorization. What was Karen Lewis’s response? She told her members, “Brothers and sisters, if we don’t have 75 percent of our members in favor of a strike, we shouldn’t strike. A strike is not something you do lightly.” When they finally had the vote, 90 percent of CTU members voted to authorize the strike.

			For nine months leading up to the strike, Karen and her members worked tirelessly, going back and forth with the city and school management on a number of details pending in the contract, which also required complex state law to be taken into account. But when Karen and her union decided to strike, wages were not the only issue. The teachers went on strike because of the overemphasis on standardized tests that wouldn’t actually measure student progress or help students achieve but only lead to 28 percent of teachers in the district losing their jobs as the systematic privatization of the district increased.

			Remember, Chicago had become a testing ground for billionaire donors and some corporate-minded Democrats who wanted to introduce market-based competition to “reform” public education. Arne Duncan is a prime example. Now, Duncan seemed to genuinely want to help Chicago schools. He was born and raised in the city, his mom an educator who ran an after-school program for low-income Black students, a program Duncan worked at early in his career. But somewhere along the way, he bought into the idea that public schools would miraculously work better if they were run like corporations. Before Duncan was secretary of education for President Barack Obama, he was head of Chicago Public Schools. As Chicago education organizer Jitu Brown and education professors Eric Gutstein and Pauline Lipman write, Duncan was “the central messenger, manager, and staunch defender of corporate involvement in, and privatization of, public schools, closing schools in low-income neighborhoods of color with little community input, limiting local democratic control, undermining the teachers union, and promoting competitive merit pay for teachers.” And he helped make Chicago “the incubator, test case and model for the neoliberal urban education agenda,” explains Lipman.

			The 2012 Chicago teachers’ strike, writes William O’Keefe of the Illinois Policy Institute, “not only marked a pivotal moment for Chicago but also ignited a nationwide labor movement.” “The strike was the first teacher work stoppage directly related to the unfair effects of corporate school policy,” notes Kurt Hilgendorf of the Chicago Teachers Union. Reports Chicago Teachers Union Vice President Jackson Potter, “After facing 30 years of corporate education ‘reform’ that demonized teachers and led to massive privatization of public schools across the United States, teachers everywhere were ready to fight back.”

			What the city government didn’t count on was that, hard though it was to have schools closed for seven days, polls showed the Chicago community supported the teachers in the strike. Parents joined teachers on the picket line, often bringing their kids. After all, parents knew that Karen and the Chicago Teachers Union were fighting for their students—which is why so many parents supported the strike. “I’m going to stay strong, behind the teachers,” said one parent who joined the picket line with teachers. “My son says he’s proud, ‘You are supporting my teacher.’ ” As one striking teacher explained, “I am protesting because teachers have not been included in school reform talks, and sadly the only way to get our voices heard has been to strike. In the long run it will hurt our students more to give up this fight.” Another teacher recounted a sign she saw on the picket lines that said, “Together we bargain—alone we beg.” That’s the power of unions.

			The strike worked. According to Kurt Hilgendorf of the Chicago Teachers Union, “the strike and the resulting contract were clear victories for teachers and students.” For instance, the union secured important pay raises, won commitments to hire additional teachers, and limited the impact of standardized testing.

			Plus the Chicago Teachers Union inspired communities across the country to fight against corporate reform-oriented “austerity” budget cuts and privatization and, instead, advocate for community schools programs. Fed up with attacks on public schools and public school teachers, unions and communities joined together to demand more for our students, our teachers, and our schools. Strikes and protests erupted not only in reliably blue cities like Los Angeles, Oakland, and Denver but in red states like West Virginia, Oklahoma, and Arizona. Teachers, parents, and students showing up to protest wore red, hence the nickname for the movement, “Red for Ed.” After decades of the far right dramatically underfunding schools, pushing privatization, and demonizing teachers—not to mention corporate Democrats often doing the same—parents, teachers, and communities across the nation were joining together to fight for the common good. Because that’s what unions do. Just like teachers fight for what students need, unions fight for what communities need. And we all do better when we all do better.

			Why Fascists Attack Unions

			Why do oligarchs, autocrats, and the far right hate unions so much? And what are the lengths they go to and strategies they use to try to undermine unions? To understand that, it’s important to first understand how unions work.

			On the one hand, they’re like any other membership organization that people join because of shared interests. If you care about the environment and want more green space in your community, you might join a garden club or local environmental group. Well, if you care about your job and want to make sure you and other workers are treated fairly at work, you start a union or join one that already exists.

			But unions have power that few other organizations do because, legally, they can represent groups of members in a workplace and bargain on behalf of those workers over the terms and conditions of work. And the right to do so—the right to form a union and collectively bargain with other workers—is protected under a mix of federal and state laws.

			Unions are also unique in that they are democratic organizations. Each is organized differently depending on its constitution and bylaws, but in the AFT, we have chapters called “locals.” They’re basically organized around the employer that members work for. So, for instance, my local is Local 2—the United Federation of Teachers in New York City, where most of its members are educators working for the New York City Board of Education. All told, in the AFT, we have more than three thousand locals nationwide and those locals represent educators, health care workers, and public employees—about 1.8 million members in all.

			Our union operates democratically. Locals have constitutions and elections. The members of the locals elect the leaders of their chapters. And in the AFT, we also have state federations that do a lot of lobbying and other representation services for the members in that state. All of the leaders are elected, including, in the case of national unions like mine, the members electing leaders of their national unions. I am elected to a two-year term by the members of the AFT at its biennial convention.

			Together, we express shared interests with a shared voice. One of the best examples of this is through collective bargaining, which is the way that unions and the employers they work with arrive at a contract—where the terms and conditions of the working relationship are agreed upon. The way collective bargaining operates varies throughout the United States. Sometimes—like with the United Auto Workers and the “Big Three” U.S. car companies, or with the Teamsters and UPS—there is one national contract. All the employees represented by the auto workers at GM are covered by the same collective bargaining agreement, just like the machinists at Boeing and the Teamsters at UPS.

			In the public sector, often the bargaining is much more localized. So for education, it is normally a local union like the United Federation of Teachers in New York City that bargains with the New York City public school district. And a stone’s throw away, in White Plains, New York, the White Plains Teachers Association bargains with the local school district there. In addition, the way in which unions bargain is also varied. For example, some local unions use a lawyer to bargain with an employer, while some form a small committee of union leaders to do the bargaining. When I was president of the United Federation of Teachers local in New York City, I worked to change the way we bargained to create a very large bargaining committee of over three hundred people who were representative of all the different members and constituencies. Whatever the size or strategy, it’s called “collective bargaining” because workers are coming together through their unions to negotiate as a group with employers on work-related issues. And workers have power in those negotiations because of their members joining together as one.

			Unions make a powerful difference in the lives of working people. Unions raise wages for their members by an average of 10 to 15 percent. Over nine out of ten union members have employer-sponsored health benefits and paid sick days, significantly higher rates than for non-union workers. And union workers are more likely to have employer-sponsored retirement plans than non-union workers.

			But, importantly, where there are strong unions, average wages are higher across the board even for non-unionized workers. For every 1 percent more that private workers are unionized, wages for non-union workers go up 0.3 percent. And the effect is even greater for workers without college degrees.

			It’s no surprise that fascists don’t like unions. Unions make life better for all working people. Fascists rely on what political scientist Jean Hardisty called “mobilizing resentment,” but that strategy doesn’t work if there’s no resentment to mobilize. Fascists need extreme economic inequality to provide the fertile ground for scapegoating immigrants and other vulnerable minorities. And the same playbook used to crush unions is deployed to silence journalists, demonize activists, and suppress voters—because fascism can’t survive in a world where we, the people, have power, information, and opportunity.

			Plus, of course, some fascists are oligarchs—or are aligned with oligarchs—who personally reap the benefits of wealth inequality. Elon Musk—remember, the wealthiest person in the world and the top supporter of Donald Trump’s second presidential campaign—has profited by exploiting workers. Musk reportedly gloated about his employees trying to impress him by working twenty hours a day and sleeping in the office. And a U.S. appeals court ruled that Musk illegally threatened that Tesla workers would lose benefits if they unionized. He once said he disagrees with “the idea of unions” because they create “a lords and peasants sort of thing.” Labor reporter Steven Greenhouse comments, “That the world’s richest human dissed the idea of unions should certainly be seen as a selling point for unionizing. Musk’s statement shows that he realizes that unions can be highly effective in harnessing the collective voice and power of workers.” As a result of Musk’s philosophy, non-unionized Tesla workers earn significantly less than auto workers covered by the United Auto Workers union—in some cases as much as 40 percent less. Meanwhile, amid mounting accusations of abuse against workers at SpaceX, Musk filed an audacious suit in federal court arguing that the National Labor Relations Board is unconstitutional. This is one of dozens of lawsuits that Musk’s SpaceX, Jeff Bezos’s Amazon, and other corporations have filed against the NLRB.

			Look, no institution is perfect. That’s why I work tirelessly to make the labor movement more effective, just like I work tirelessly to strengthen public schools. But while schools and unions face almost constant scrutiny, wealthy, powerful special interests are often let completely off the hook. For instance, when some of the largest private banks in America made massive mistakes, leading to the 2008 financial crisis, they weren’t held accountable. They were bailed out and propped up. So bear in mind that when the friends of these bankers and other billionaire special interests attack unions, they don’t really believe in “accountability” in any real sense. They just want to destroy the ability of unions to be a check on their unfettered power.

			The fourth reason fascists fear teachers is because teachers belong to strong unions. Even amid attacks on unions in general, and public-sector unions in particular, teachers are the most unionized profession in the United States. And teachers organize to strengthen unions and the union movement as a whole. Unions increase economic opportunity and fairness for workers. Unions strengthen democracy. And unions—especially public school teachers’ unions—fight for what children and families need. And that includes fighting to defend public education. Fascists don’t like any of that.

			The History and Legacy of Labor Unions

			President Franklin Delano Roosevelt said, “It is one of the characteristics of a free and democratic modern nation that we have free and independent labor unions.” Labor organizing, however, predates democracy. In ancient Egypt, tomb workers who went without pay for eighteen days put down their tools, marched together toward the city, and staged sit-ins. In the Middle Ages, merchants and craftspeople in Europe formed organizations called guilds that would collectively manage trade and prices.

			The earliest forms of labor organizing in pre-revolutionary America were enslaved Blacks and enslaved Native Americans leading rebellions throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In 1794, the first known union in the United States—a union of shoemakers—was founded in Philadelphia. Mill workers in Lowell, Massachusetts—including girls as young as twelve—formed the first union of working women in the nation, and in 1834 went on strike over wage cuts. In 1867, around three thousand Chinese laborers building the Transcontinental Railroad launched what was at the time the largest strike in the nation’s history, stopping work to demand better wages.

			The National Teachers Association was founded in 1857 when local teachers’ unions in ten states came together to “advance the dignity, respectability, and usefulness of their calling.” Later, my union—the AFT—was founded in 1916 when teachers groups in Gary, Indiana; Scranton, Pennsylvania; Washington, D.C.; Chicago; and New York decided to join forces. They formed the AFT because they knew they could do even more to help their schools and their students by working together and using their collective voice. Over the years, we’ve grown to become one of the largest unions in the country, but that throughline remains the same—that we fight for what teachers and students need. (Remember, I used to run the United Federation of Teachers in New York City, which was the second AFT local in history and therefore is “AFT Local 2.” The Chicago Teachers Union joined first, so it’s “AFT Local 1.” When she ran the Chicago Teachers Union, Karen Lewis would often tease me that she’s number one and I’m number two!)

			Unions have done more than raise wages for union and non-union workers. In the mid-1800s, Americans regularly worked twelve hours a day or even longer. Between 1890 and 1910, almost one out of every five children between the ages of ten and fifteen was working. And conditions were abysmal. As just one example, the nation was rocked in March 1911 when the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in lower Manhattan caught fire. Poor ventilation meant the fire spread quickly and locked doors and a single faulty fire escape meant workers couldn’t get out. That day, 146 burned alive or leapt from windows to their death.

			But it was only because unions pressed for change that, in 1938, the federal government passed the Fair Labor Standards Act. The law established a maximum workweek of forty hours and required that anyone working more than that be paid overtime. Plus the law established a federal minimum wage and banned child labor. It would take over thirty more years for unions to win the Occupational Safety and Health Act in 1970, creating minimum workplace safety and health standards.

			As the power and influence of unions grew, so did attacks from employers. It became common for businesses to “spy on, interrogate, discipline, discharge, and blacklist union members.” So unions also pressed for and won the National Labor Relations Act. Enacted in 1935, the law guarantees workers “the right to self-organization, to form, join, or assist labor organizations, to bargain collectively through representatives of their own choosing, and to engage in other concerted activities for the purpose of collective bargaining or other mutual aid or protection.” This is the foundation of labor rights—giving real voice and workplace democracy to millions of American workers who had for too long been powerless.

			The National Labor Relations Act made it easier for workers to form unions if they wanted to—and it turns out they wanted to. As President Joe Biden often points out, “The middle class built America, and unions built the middle class.” Unionization peaked in 1954, when 35 percent of American workers belonged to a union. But new unions kept being built and workers kept organizing. In 1962, Dolores Huerta, Cesar Chavez, and others started the United Farm Workers of America and, with it, a powerful movement for immigrant workers in America. “Once you see the outcomes and the results, and you see how many people are helped and benefitting,” Huerta said, “you want to keep on doing it.” Because as unionization goes up, incomes for working people rise, too. And, overall, income inequality goes down when unionization rises. It is incredibly powerful to look at historic charts of union membership versus income distribution in the United States. When unionization rates rise like a mountain, income inequality craters into a valley. Unions level the playing field. But, of course, the opposite is also true. When unionization declines, income inequality rises.

			How Fascists Undermine Unions

			It’s one thing for business owners or the government to disagree with labor unions about wages and other aspects of a contract negotiation. But attacks on the very existence of labor unions is a hallmark of fascism, as Jason Stanley explains. “Antipathy to labor unions is such a major theme of fascist politics that fascism cannot be fully comprehended without an understanding of it,” writes Stanley.

			“Fascism is most effective in times of severe economic inequality,” explains journalist Spencer Bokat-Lindell. Teachers’ unions, as we saw in chapter 3, work toward the exact opposite goal—fostering more opportunity for all. But fascism also relies on individuals in society feeling isolated, what philosopher Hannah Arendt called being “atomized.” After all, when we don’t know our neighbors, it’s easier for fascist propaganda to turn us against each other. Unions show how our fates are linked and not only deliver better material conditions but make people feel connected to each other and engaged in their lives, jobs, and communities. Labor unions “promote solidarity across differences that fascism depends on exploiting,” writes Bokat-Lindell. That’s why, throughout history, fascists and their enablers have consistently sought to undermine unions and chip away at labor rights.

			During Mussolini’s rise to power in Italy, fascist goon squads laid siege to union offices across the country and beat and tortured trade leaders. In December 1922, Mussolini’s supporters burned down the local trade union headquarters in the industrial city of Turin and killed eleven people. In May 1933, just three months after taking power, Hitler dissolved trade unions in Germany, seized all their records and assets, and jailed Germany’s labor leaders. From Franco in Spain to Pinochet in Chile to Perón in Argentina, authoritarian leaders have habitually attacked labor leaders and dismantled organized unions.

			In the United States, in 1947, anti-union politicians passed the Taft-Hartley Act, which limited the National Labor Relations Act and opened the door for states to pass anti-union “right to work” laws. Why? As with vouchers, it’s impossible to disentangle the history of right-to-work laws from opposition to racial integration.

			In the 1940s, members of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO)—a federation of labor unions started by the United Mine Workers and others —launched a major effort to organize Southern workers. The CIO was racially integrated and was trying to not only organize Black and white workers in the South but lay siege to Jim Crow segregation. But the entrenched Southern political elite rose up and defeated the CIO’s effort by stoking divisions between Black and white workers. Among them was a Texas man named Vance Muse.

			Muse, proclaiming himself “a southerner and for white supremacy,” was head of the explicitly racist, anti-Semitic, anti-Catholic Christian American Association. His organization distributed fliers arguing that unions force “white women and white men…into organizations with black African apes whom they will have to call ‘brother.’ ” Other fliers accused labor unions, which were of course actually practicing cross-racial solidarity, of “trying to pit…black against white.”

			To try to permanently hobble the ability of Black and white workers to join together, build power, and challenge the segregationist status quo, Muse used an idea first floated by William Ruggles in a Dallas Morning News editorial. Ruggles even came up with the name—“right to work” laws—to try to cleverly obscure the fact that such laws actually profoundly limit the rights of workers to choose to form a union. Right-to-work laws found success in the Jim Crow South where most Black people couldn’t vote and those who could were, like poor and working-class white people, prevented from voting because of poll taxes.

			What followed was decades of concerted efforts to attack worker rights and erode union density. In 1971, Lewis Powell wrote a highly influential memo arguing that due to the rise of labor unions, the civil rights movement, and consumer rights organizations, “the American economic system is under broad attack.” The memo was sent confidentially to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce but eventually leaked by a journalist. Powell argued that the United States was better off during the robber baron era of runaway corporate power and wealthy excess, before the reforms of the New Deal, and said that “constant surveillance” of news media and school textbooks was necessary to stop the increase in “anti-business views.” Powell’s memo would become the “blueprint for corporate power”—including guiding the ways in which big businesses and the billionaire class have tried to decimate unions ever since. Less than two months later, Powell was nominated to the Supreme Court, and eventually confirmed.

			But a seminal moment came in 1981, when over twelve thousand members of the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization (PATCO) went on strike. President Ronald Reagan ordered the air traffic controllers to return to work and then fired more than eleven thousand who didn’t. It was a significant shift in the labor movement. Historian Joseph McCartin has pointed out that although employers always had the legal power to fire striking workers, it was uncommon and frowned upon. But Reagan gave companies permission to unleash a generation of aggressive anti-union tactics—like firing union organizers and holding “captive audience” meetings with employees to spread disinformation about union drives. Corporate spending on anti-union consultants surged. Today, American companies spend an estimated $433 million per year on union-busting consulting firms. And they get what they pay for. Today, just 10 percent of the American workforce—one in ten workers—belongs to a union. Meanwhile, right-to-work laws that had spread across the South and Midwest mainly during the 1940s and 1950s found a new twenty-first-century champion in Scott Walker.

			Walker, a Republican who was first elected governor of Wisconsin in 2010, was a sort of pioneer in proto-fascist American politics. When Donald Trump, J. D. Vance, Ron DeSantis, and others blame public schools and universities for “woke” indoctrination as a way to sow division and dismantle not only public education but all public institutions, they are following Scott Walker’s playbook.

			An investigation by The New York Times called Walker “a product of a loose network of conservative donors, think tanks and talk radio hosts who have spent years preparing the road for a politician who could successfully present their arguments for small government to a broader constituency.” One of Walker’s first acts in office was to enact legislation that severely restricted collective bargaining rights for Wisconsin public employees while also cutting benefits for public union workers. The measure was aimed at the state’s teachers’ union.

			Some one hundred thousand Wisconsinites showed up at the state capitol to protest. Walker, who eventually compared the protesters to “radical Islamic terrorists,” ignored the people’s objections, as did the legislature. The anti-union bill became law. Shortly thereafter, Walker slashed public school funding by $800 million, adjusted for inflation, a whopping cut of 20 percent from the previous decade’s peak.

			Then Walker went after professors at the prestigious University of Wisconsin system. The Chronicle of Higher Education reports:

			
				He castigated faculty members as lazy and unindustrious, leading to the creation of a searchable database that tracked the number of hours individual professors spent in the classroom. Under pressure from critics angered by student protests against right-wing speakers on the Madison campus, the Board of Regents approved a policy that imposed penalties for students who interfered in the speech of other people. And, of course, Walker questioned the very purpose of college.

			

			Walker removed tenure protections for University of Wisconsin professors and cut $250 million from the university’s budget. He also secretly tried to change the very mission of the university. Embedded in state law, the “Wisconsin Idea” directs the University of Wisconsin to “search for truth” and “improve the human condition,” but Walker wanted to replace those clauses with “meet the state’s workforce needs.” It was, arguably, an attack not only on the university but on Wisconsin’s democratic ideals. “The Wisconsin Idea has always held that democracy requires an informed and engaged citizenry, and that academics and researchers should pursue the truth in order to serve that citizenry,” wrote Wisconsin native John Nichols in The Nation.

			For decades, the far right has argued that teachers’ unions aren’t fighting for what students and schools need but, rather, are standing in the way. So when Scott Walker radically undermined teachers’ unions, did public education in Wisconsin actually improve as Walker and the far right promised it would? No. Walker literally said, “I am proud to be the pro-education governor because our reforms are working”—but that was a lie. Indeed, when Walker insisted that his policies improved public education in Wisconsin, the Washington Post fact checkers dinged him, citing “inconsistent performance among grade levels.”

			More than one in ten Wisconsin teachers left the profession altogether. The teachers who remained were less experienced—almost a quarter statewide had less than five years of teaching experience. Teacher pay plummeted. And Wisconsin districts statewide faced an “extreme shortage” of applicants for teacher vacancies. So, not surprisingly, student achievement declined.

			But remember, fascists and their enablers don’t actually want to solve problems. They want to create problems that divide and distract us so they can wield increasingly unchecked power. And in that regard, Walker got what he wanted. He didn’t want to improve education for Wisconsin’s children, he wanted to limit the ability of unions to block his extremist cuts to education and other public infrastructure. In 2010, 14.2 percent of Wisconsin workers were in a union. By 2020, just 8.7 percent were. And so of course the power and influence of unions declined as well. In 2009, the Wisconsin Education Association Council had seventeen lobbyists and spent $2.5 million to try to impact state policymaking. By 2019, they had just two lobbyists and a budget of $71,000.

			Walker didn’t just break the teachers’ union—he broke Wisconsin. Wisconsin borders Minnesota, and their states and economies share many similarities, making for a good comparison. During the time Walker was governor, wages grew more slowly in Wisconsin than in neighboring Minnesota. Job growth was also slower in Wisconsin. So was economic growth as a whole. Remember, unions lift all boats. Hurting unions hurts everyone.

			Walker survived a recall election, but in 2018, Tony Evers, the school superintendent for Wisconsin, ran against him. Education was at the center of the race, and Walker bizarrely tried to boast that he’d led “record investment” in the state’s schools. Voters, frustrated with educational decline in the state, saw right through his lies. Walker was defeated. As this book was going to press, the Wisconsin state Supreme Court was considering the validity of Act 10, the law that undermined collective bargaining in Wisconsin. A lower court judge overturned the law in December 2024, ruling it was unconstitutional.

			But the far-right strategy of attacking education, attacking inclusion, and attacking democracy by attacking teachers’ unions unfortunately continues. In 2023, Florida’s Republican Governor Ron DeSantis pushed for and won a new law to undermine the state’s public-sector unions. The new union-busting law was bankrolled by the far-right anti-union Freedom Foundation—with funding from, among others, Betsy DeVos. The law made it harder for unions to collect dues and also increased the percentage of teachers who needed to vote to continue having a union—a process called “certification.” Indeed, fifty-four public-sector unions were terminated, representing more than sixty-three thousand Florida workers. But when United Teachers of Dade was up for its certification vote in Miami-Dade County—the largest school district in the state—the Freedom Foundation went a step further. The far-right group tried to lure teachers to vote for a sham union it created, vowing to “spend whatever it takes” to defeat the teachers’ union to advance their extremist, anti-union, anti-“woke” agenda. But their deception-filled campaign failed. United Teachers of Dade won recertification with an overwhelming 83 percent of the vote.

			When unions are strong, America’s middle class is strong, too. Between 1985 and 2011, when the proportion of union membership in the United States dropped by 8 percent, the number of middle-class households in the United States also dropped by 8 percent. In fact, between 1973 and 2007, data show that anywhere from a fifth to as much as one-third of the growth in economic inequality in the United States can be attributed to declines in union membership—“an effect comparable to the growing stratification of wages by education.” You can see right there how the attacks on unions and the attacks on education connect.

			Yet as economic inequality has skyrocketed and exploitation by billionaires and big business has skyrocketed, support for unions has risen. In 2024, seven out of ten Americans had a favorable view of unions—nearly the highest approval rating in sixty years. In fact, as confidence in every other major American institution—from the criminal justice system to Congress to TV news to the military—has fallen, trust in unions has increased.

			Workers fight for unions because unions fight for working people. And teachers fight for unions because they know that teachers’ unions fight for students. And we work together—as workers, as teachers, as Americans—because we know that together we can achieve things that would be impossible on our own.

			There’s No Democracy Without Unions

			Unions build the middle class. And unions also build democracy. Historian Heather Cox Richardson talks about how “regular people having agency” is fundamentally disruptive to the fascist agenda that puts all power in a singular authoritarian leader. She adds that “people feeling as if they have agency and taking a stand for their rights” is the point of democracy. It’s also the point of the labor movement. Instead of feeling isolated and “atomized” and outside of decision-making—where resentment and even conspiracy theories can fester—union members feel integral to systems of power and clear on their own power to make change. That’s good for all of us as individuals and good for our nation as a whole.

			Unions practice democracy internally by voting on leadership and contract negotiations. And they strengthen democracy in our nation not only by endorsing candidates but by encouraging people to vote. Union membership increases civic participation. In swing states like Pennsylvania and Michigan, an estimated one in five voters is a union member, and research shows that union members are at least 3 to 5 percent more likely to vote than non-union members. Political scientists Patrick Flavin and Benjamin Radcliff explain that belonging to a union is a form of “political participation in the workplace” that “translates beyond just the workplace and increases a member’s likelihood of becoming involved in the political process and, ultimately, voting.” But just like unions boost wages for all workers, not just union members, unions boost rates of voting for all Americans. Even non-union members living in states with strong unions are more likely to vote.

			Plus, of course, unions take all that agency and engagement and voice and use it to fight for what our communities need. That’s especially true for unions that represent teachers, which not only fight for members in negotiations over wages and benefits but also for what our students need to succeed. And it’s what our nurse locals are also starting to do in our Code Red campaign for patients—raising the alarm about staffing shortages in health care facilities. That’s why collective bargaining agreements often include demands for things like smaller class sizes and more social workers in schools—because we know that helps our students thrive. And research shows that when teachers are unionized, yes, teacher salaries go up, but so does student achievement. Districts with strong teachers’ unions tend to spend more money on public education, which benefits students and communities. Plus in our policy advocacy work, teachers meet with state legislators to explain, for instance, why voucher programs are bad and funding for special education is good. Teachers’ unions give teachers a voice in politics and policy that affect schools and students. No wonder fascists find us so threatening. They want to destroy democracy, knowledge, and opportunity for all—and we’re standing in their way. But in the fight for what’s right, teachers never give up. There are so many brave, incredible teachers whose lives illustrate the point. Take Lucie Aubrac.

			Lucie Aubrac was a brilliant young French woman who graduated from Paris’s elite Sorbonne college and then, in 1938, attained her agrégation in history—the most competitive and prestigious higher degree in France and a rare achievement for women in that era. Lucie worked as a history teacher in a French high school, and eventually met and fell in love with a young Jewish engineer. Then Hitler invaded France.

			When the Nazis took over the country and installed a puppet government in Vichy, Lucie became a leader in the French Resistance—again, a rarity among women at the time. Lucie still worked as a schoolteacher, but she also helped publish an underground newspaper, spread leaflets about the Nazi occupation, and delivered packages for the Resistance. In 1942, Nazis occupied most of France and the German Gestapo officer Klaus Barbie arrived in the country, where he would earn his horrific nickname as “the Butcher of Lyon.” In 1943, Lucie’s husband, Raymond, was caught up in a Gestapo raid and arrested. Barbie and his officers beat and tortured Raymond and he was sentenced to die.

			Lucie had no idea how to free her husband. But, in her memoir, entitled Outwitting the Gestapo, Lucie describes how she hatched the plan with members of the General Confederation of Labour, one of the largest trade unions in France. The union’s leaders were among those who helped Lucie learn how to use weapons during practice sessions in the countryside. And it was those same union leaders who joined her in a desperate but successful attack against the Gestapo to free her husband.

			Lucie, pregnant with her second child, went to see Klaus Barbie in person. She told him she was pregnant but lied about being married to Raymond and pleaded for her “fiancé” to be released. When Barbie refused, Lucie found another Nazi officer and entreated him to at least let her and Raymond marry before Raymond’s execution. During their “wedding” at Gestapo headquarters, Lucie communicated the escape plan to her husband. Hours later, she and the union leaders attacked a transport van and freed Raymond, along with more than a dozen other prisoners.

			Lucie and her husband went into hiding and eventually escaped to London. But when France was liberated and the new French government announced that women would—for the first time ever—be able to vote, General Charles de Gaulle appointed a consultative assembly. He named Lucie a member, as a representative for the Resistance. Thus Lucie became one of the first women ever to serve in the French parliament. She was a groundbreaking democracy fighter in every way.

			As during Lucie’s time, there are ominous threats to democracy and opportunity around the globe. Voting is the first step in protecting democracy and opportunity, but creating and joining unions is even more powerful for working people—because collective power is the true antidote to authoritarianism. As the labor strategist Michael Podhorzer puts it, “Voting is like going to a restaurant and choosing between entrees on the menu. Collective power is like sitting at the table deciding what’s on the menu.” In a true democracy, more and more people have power not just in elections but in deciding how the economy and business and schools and every aspect of society are governed and run. That’s the power of unions. And that’s what truly threatens fascists.

			The good news is that unions in the United States are growing, surging in both numbers and popularity. As I’ve already noted, support for unions has grown as Americans have become frustrated by the rise of billionaires and mega-corporations and fed up with leaders like Donald Trump who keep giving more tax cuts and privileges to the super-rich while squeezing the middle class. And unionization has grown, too. In 2021, there were 1,638 groups of employees filing paperwork with the National Labor Relations Board seeking elections to form new unions. But in 2022, 2,510 such petitions were filed—a 53 percent increase. Meanwhile, between 2022 and 2024, the AFT organized 185 new bargaining units across the fields of education, health care, and public services.

			Authoritarians and the far right fear unions building power because that power is used to make people’s lives better—to rebuild the middle class and ensure that more and more people have access to the American dream. Plus union power is used to increase wages and pensions and health insurance and other benefits. In the AFT we do all that and more. We use our power to create and spread lesson plans that promote critical thinking and knowledge instead of censorship. We use our power to proactively sit down with tech companies to write safe rules around social media and AI. We use our power to support elected leaders who increase funding for public education instead of defunding and undermining it. And we use our power to push for affordable housing and student debt relief and expanded child tax credits and other child- and family-friendly policies. Ultimately, fascists and their enablers oppose unions because we make our nation better for working families.

			We’ve long known about the corporate elite’s anti-union agenda. Delivering the Feller Memorial Labor Law Lecture at Berkeley Law in 2021, I said, “Many forces have conspired to erode union density in the United States for decades, starting fifty years ago with Lewis Powell’s memo crafting the blueprint for corporate political and economic dominance, which Chambers of Commerce followed to the letter.” Billionaires and their political shills “warn us” about unions and insist that corporations trying to squeeze out every penny of profit are really the ones who care about workers, just as the school privatizers trying to mine our tax dollars for profit allege that they’re the ones who care about all kids. Even amid all the misinformation, do they really think we’re dumb enough to believe them? Greedy private education corporations want to strip-mine our public schools and sell our students’ hopes and dreams to the highest bidder. That was true before and, I fear, is only getting worse in an era of creeping oligarchy. And of course Elon Musk, who helped bankroll Trump’s candidacy, has been appointed to a new position in charge of cutting “government waste”—where, among other things, the wealthiest man in the world has cut spending on childhood cancer research.

			And while we don’t yet know everything Trump will do—or try to do—in his second term as president, we know that prioritizing the billionaire class at the expense of ordinary Americans amounts to a great betrayal from the man who sold himself during the election as the savior of the working class. In his farewell address, President Biden issued an urgent—and accurate—warning: “Today, an oligarchy is taking shape in America of extreme wealth, power and influence that literally threatens our entire democracy, our basic rights and freedoms and a fair shot for everyone to get ahead.”

			The ultra-wealthy, ultra-right do not want students or teachers or poor people or workers to have any power or voice—not now, not ever. I don’t know about you, but I think it’s pretty clear which side to be on if you care about children, care about families, care about workers, and care about the future of our country. As Elizabeth Warren wrote in her 2014 memoir:

			
				No one is asking for a handout. All we want is a country where everyone pays a fair share, a country where we build opportunities for all of us; a country where everyone plays by the same rules and everyone is held accountable. And we have begun to fight for it. I believe in us. I believe in what we can do together, in what we will do together. All we need is a fighting chance.

			

			Our simple goal, says Warren, is “an America that builds something better for the next kid and the kid after that and the kid after that.” That’s precisely what teachers’ unions fight for.

			Two years after the 2012 teachers’ strike in Chicago, Karen Lewis was diagnosed with an aggressive and deadly form of brain cancer. But she kept leading the union while she battled for her life, not retiring until 2018. In 2021, when Lewis died at the age of sixty-seven, I was incredibly honored to speak at her memorial. Holding back tears remembering the woman who affectionately nicknamed me “mom,” I said, “Karen built a movement that enabled agency and empowerment. Not alone—that is the point. The fight for dignity and respect, to be successful, had to become our collective fight for each other.” Karen was the embodiment of the idea and the lesson that together we can do what is impossible to accomplish alone. As Chicago Teachers Union president Stacy Davis Gates says, Karen “knew that transformation only happens in the plural pronoun.”

			And as this book went to print in spring 2025, the Chicago Teachers Union announced a new tentative contract agreement with the city including a 4 percent cost-of-living pay increase for teachers, a commitment to hire more librarians and more teaching assistants, $10 million for sports programs, and expanding to seventy community schools across Chicago. It’s a transformational contract that, in this case, didn’t require a strike but did require decades of groundwork laid by Karen Lewis and Stacy Davis Gates and all the members of the Chicago Teachers Union.

			Teachers’ union leaders fight for what they believe in and believe in what they fight for. Because when teachers’ unions fight, our students, our families, our schools, our communities, and our nation win.

		

	
		
			Conclusion

			The Way Forward—For All

			Teachers are heroes in the American story. So it’s no wonder the villains are attacking us at every turn. We teach the next generation to read, write, and do math, of course, but also to think for themselves, problem solve, and understand and navigate the world around them. We teach young people to be persistent in the face of adversity. We teach them to have empathy and confidence and agency so they can pursue their dreams. These are invaluable skills for students—and invaluable schools for citizens. Knowledge, critical thinking, resilience, and the ability to relate to and work with others are essential for successful lives and successful nations. Indeed our founders understood that knowledge and education are key to the success of America and our democracy.

			Public schools are more than physical structures. They are the manifestation of our civic values and ideals. The belief that in a free society, free education must be available and accessible to all. The idea that young people deserve opportunities to prepare for life, college, career, and citizenship. The understanding that, in a pluralistic society such as ours, people with different beliefs and backgrounds must learn to work together and bridge differences. And the principle, as the Founders believed, that an educated citizenry is essential to protect our democracy from demagogues.

			It is, however, undeniable that a powerful group of autocrats, oligarchs, and far-right extremists are trying to undermine our nation’s values by questioning what we teach and defunding and demeaning our public schools. They attack diversity, equity, and inclusion because they inherently believe some people are more worthy than others. They want to pit Americans against each other while they hoard all the wealth and power for a handful of elites. They want to dismantle the Department of Education to gut opportunity. They give taxpayer money to private schools and religious schools because they want to defund public schools. They attack critical thinking and rail against “indoctrination” because they want to control what all of us learn and think. And they foment culture wars to distract us from the all-out war they are waging on the American dream. They do not want to help students or help schools. They want to end public education as we know it.

			Fascists and autocrats fear what teachers do because they know their brand of greed, hierarchy, and extremism cannot survive in a democracy of diverse, educated citizens. That’s why, like fascists and oligarchs throughout history, extremists are targeting teachers and dismantling schools.

			There are other challenges that confront educators, parents, and students—the epidemic of loneliness, the complex opportunities and threats of generative AI, the changing nature of work as we shift from the industrial model to more knowledge work. Yet instead of helping us solve these issues, fascists and their enablers will just keep creating more problems and distractions. Their ruthless agenda has a steep cost. Our nation’s schoolchildren pay the price.

			I am writing this book during the early days of Donald Trump’s second presidency. Already he has taken big steps to fulfill his campaign promise of shuttering the Department of Education. The effects will be felt by kids in classrooms nationwide. The federal Department of Education provides about one dollar in education funding for every seven dollars paid for by state and local governments, but its funding overwhelmingly goes to help low-income students and students with disabilities. That includes a lot of rural schools in red states and red communities. Students in career and technical education programs and pursuing college rely on the Department of Education, too. And let’s not forget that the agency was created by Congress and much of its spending and programs are required by Congress.

			So what would be the consequence of getting rid of the Department of Education? According to AFT’s research:

			
					
					Twenty-six million vulnerable kids in every school district—rural, suburban, and urban—would lose critical services designed to get them ahead and on grade level.

				

					
					Seven and a half million students with disabilities (15 percent of students) in every community would lose access to special education services funded by the federal government.

				

					
					Ten million students from working-class families could lose need-based Pell Grants or subsidized loans, increasing college costs for working-class families.

				

					
					Twelve million students across all fifty states would lose access to career and technical education programs designed to help them master the skills and knowledge required for employment in today’s rapidly changing economy—and for the jobs Trump says he will create.

				

			

			Just to drill down on one example, Title 1 is the federal program that provides additional funding to schools that serve low-income students. Losing that funding means already underresourced local schools will have to cut after-school programs and summer school and electives. The number of counselors and reading specialists will go down while class sizes will soar. To give just one specific example, in Mississippi—which gets over 20 percent of its funding from the federal government—cutting federal spending would likely jeopardize the state’s incredible literacy program that’s been heralded as a model for the rest of the nation and the world.

			It’s not a coincidence that extremists are trying to gut the federal role of education in the wake of a nationwide increase in white supremacist organizations and propaganda. Anti-LGBTQ hate and anti-Semitism have also increased in the United States. The Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights was established to ensure that school districts across the country do not violate civil rights laws so that our nation doesn’t repeat the ugliness of segregation or discrimination. And yet instead of using the Department of Education to protect students from discrimination, the president who has repeatedly echoed racist conspiracy theories is using the Office for Civil Rights to punish schools for any efforts at diversity, equity, and inclusion. They’re twisting and weaponizing the idea of diversity, equity, and inclusion to turn back the clock on the notion that anyone who doesn’t look like their family came over on the Mayflower nevertheless deserves a fair shot at the American dream.

			These attacks are not popular. In polling published on March 3, 2025, almost two-thirds of Americans opposed Trump’s efforts to dismantle the Department of Education. And yet Trump and Musk’s efforts reflect the broader far-right agenda to destroy the common good and remake our nation by otherizing immigrants and LGBTQ people and people of color. Meanwhile, the billionaire class wants to cut public programs like Medicaid, farm assistance, and public education so they can cut taxes, shrink government, and increase their disproportionate power and wealth. Consider Social Security, which was created to address rampant poverty among our nation’s elderly and is now relied on by 97 percent of older Americans. When Elon Musk—the wealthiest man in the world given singular, unaccountable power to fire government workers and end spending—calls Social Security “the biggest Ponzi scheme of all time,” that’s not a misunderstanding, that’s a strategy. Lie and smear to distract, destabilize, and defund. As reporter Peter Baker explains, Trump has over and over again demonstrated “a brazen willingness to advance distortions, conspiracy theories and outright lies to justify major policy decisions.” Lies about “dangerous” teachers and misinformation about “woke” public schools have set the stage for drastic cuts in public spending on education.

			And the right won’t stop at K–12 schools. They’re also attacking colleges and universities. As Cornell University president Michael I. Kotlikoff explains, “The impact of our universities derives in no small part from their ability to equip students with the skills to evaluate evidence critically, consider issues from multiple perspectives, participate meaningfully in the exchange of ideas, and grapple with the difficult and the complex—in short, to participate fully and capably in a modern democracy.” Which is, of course, why the right is also attacking colleges and universities.

			Long before he was elected vice president, Yale Law School graduate J. D. Vance spoke at the National Conservatism Conference in 2021. “If any of us want to do the things that we want to do for our country,” Vance said, it is necessary to “aggressively attack the universities in this country.” Then Vance did something surprising. He praised President Richard Nixon and repeated his famous quote, “Professors are the enemy.”

			In a 2023 campaign video, Donald Trump said a priority of his second administration is to go after academics at colleges and universities he accuses of being “obsessed with indoctrinating America’s youth.” Trump threatened to overhaul the college accreditation system with political appointees who would impose his agenda—“defending the American tradition in Western civilization” and firing what he called “Marxist diversity, equity and inclusion bureaucrats.” “It’s a bedrock principle that the federal government doesn’t tell colleges what to teach,” says the chairwoman of the Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions, Jamienne Studley. But early in his second term, the Trump administration canceled $400 million in grants to Columbia University saying it was “due to the school’s continued inaction in the face of persistent harassment of Jewish students” and pressured the university to overhaul its policies and Middle Eastern studies department. The New York Times reports, “Harvard, Stanford, the University of Michigan and dozens of other schools face federal inquiries and fear similar penalties, and college administrators have said Columbia’s response to the White House’s demands may set a dangerous precedent.”

			Combatting anti-Semitism is absolutely vital—whether it reveals itself from the left or the right. That’s why it’s stunning when President Trump was silent when Elon Musk retweeted a post absolving Hitler of blame for the Holocaust or when he, along with Trump ally Steve Bannon, made a gesture that many interpreted as a Nazi salute. We must fight anti-Semitism and all forms of discrimination, not weaponize them. “We should be holding people accountable for actual crimes, not Orwellian thoughtcrimes,” argues Jonathan Greenblatt, head of the Anti-Defamation League, speaking about immigrant students being detained and deported. “If we sacrifice our constitutional freedoms in the pursuit of security, we undermine the very foundation of the diverse, pluralistic society we seek to defend.” Attacking pluralism and freedom of belief ultimately hurts everyone, especially minority groups like Jews.

			Nevertheless, it’s clear that Trump and his allies plan to try to constrain academic freedom and free speech in higher education while attacking students, faculty, and institutions who do not comply. In Florida, we already had an early warning of this agenda. Republican Governor Ron DeSantis is attempting to turn New College of Florida—the state’s public honors college—into what’s been described as a “beacon of conservatism.” In one month alone, DeSantis removed six of the college’s thirteen trustees and replaced them with far-right allies—including none other than Chris Rufo. The new board then forced out the college president and hired a DeSantis ally for that role, too. In the aftermath, faculty report the new administration at New College is changing core courses in ways that are “driven by conservative ideologues” and will “limit students’ access to knowledge.” Meanwhile, statewide, DeSantis has weakened faculty tenure protections at public universities, mandated Western civilization courses, and asked students to complete surveys about their political leanings. It’s also worth noting reporting that shows Chris Rufo is directly influencing Musk’s DOGE and Department of Education cuts and policies through his tweets. The people pledging to sow “universal public school distrust” are now helping set the agenda.

			And while Trump ran for election in 2024 pretending to be an economic populist, his track record reveals his anti-worker agenda. In his first administration, President Trump abandoned a broad expansion of overtime protections for workers and tried to gut regulations that protect restaurant servers from having their tips taken by their employers. Trump weakened the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), which sets and enforces standards for safety that keep workers safe. He repeatedly assaulted the union rights of federal workers and appointed anti-union leaders to leadership positions in the Department of Labor and the National Labor Relations Board. Trump even worked to undermine child labor law protections and make it easier for teens to work in high-risk, high-injury jobs. Since then, several states have weakened their child labor laws.

			There’s every indication to believe President Trump will be even more aggressively anti-union and anti-worker in his second term. As we discussed, Trump has stripped union rights from federal workers. During the 2024 campaign, Trump praised his billionaire backer Elon Musk for firing striking workers. And the second Trump administration has fired thousands of federal workers. As of April 2, 2025, Elon Musk—acting as Trump’s special advisor—has overseen mass layoffs of nearly two hundred thousand federal workers. There is no transparency or oversight so no way of knowing precisely. Meanwhile, one-third of federal workers are veterans. And roughly one out of every four federal workers belongs to a union.

			Musk has especially targeted agencies like the Federal Aviation Administration and the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau—agencies we rely on to keep our planes in the air while stopping credit card companies from charging sky-high fees, but which journalists have posited Musk is attacking because they regulate his own businesses.

			Meanwhile, the Project 2025 blueprint contains clear threats to dismantle organized labor, suggesting that “Congress should also consider whether public-sector unions are appropriate in the first place.” And Project 2025 proposes repealing wage protections, gutting labor agreements, making it easier for employers to engage in discriminatory behavior, and calling to “rein in” OSHA. And because of Trump’s anti–collective bargaining executive order, about one million federal workers have lost their rights to a union contract and a voice at work.

			This isn’t, of course, all. The second Trump administration has also attacked the rule of law and broken so many other foundational norms that the first one hundred days of his presidency were as dizzying as they were dangerous. The second Trump administration has carried out mass deportations including deporting legal residents; ignored orders from the federal judiciary; pursued retribution against law firms that had been involved in cases against Trump; banned from the White House press pool news outlets whose coverage was deemed unfavorable; and cut funding for everything from food safety inspections to cancer research. Amid a deadly measles outbreak, Trump’s anti-vaccine Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. announced he was cutting ten thousand public health jobs across the government as well as local public health grants—which, among other things, resulted in canceling measles vaccine clinics that were targeting schools with low immunization rates. “Mass layoffs,” noted one public health expert, “is not how you make America healthier.” Nor is rampant economic uncertainty from broad tariffs how you make America wealthier. But as this book was going to print, there was not only no end in sight but the looming possibility that Trump could go on creating crises indefinitely. In late March 2025, Trump mused about a third term—which would involve either bending or breaking the United States Constitution.

			These are actions right out of the authoritarian playbook—make people hopeless and helpless, to just silently obey, believing this will somehow “Make America Great Again.” But the good news is people are not silent. The good news is we are not helpless. And the good news is that if we act as a community, communicate effectively, and fight not just in Congress but in courts and the court of public opinion, we will beat this corruption, cruelty, and chaos. That’s why so many Americans have been showing up to nonviolently protest this administration’s actions in communities nationwide.

			Americans want a better life and more opportunity, not less. They want to be treated with dignity and respect, and want the same for others, too. From my lifetime of working with Americans across the political spectrum, I know this to be true. We are in a profoundly consequential fight between fear and hope, between anger and aspiration, between chaos and community. And I know, with every fiber of my being, that hope and aspiration and community always win—when we fight for them. Yes, the story of America has included too many dark chapters enabled by our worst impulses. But what makes our nation great isn’t that we’ve always been perfect but we have fought for justice and have learned from our mistakes—that just as our forebearers forged a new nation to improve upon the one they fought for freedom, so too did our grandparents and our great-grandparents fight to make America more just, more fair, more equitable, more inclusive. An America of boundless opportunity. An America where the next generation has a pathway to the American dream. Just like we, in this moment, must fight for those values and that vision—and educate our children and grandchildren so that they, too, can continue to write the story of America that continues to reach toward hope and aspiration and opportunity and liberty and justice for all.

			There is no question that fascists and their enablers will continue to pose an existential threat to our students, our nation, and everything we hold dear. Because fascists fear knowledge while teachers fight for and spread knowledge. Remember: Fascists attack teachers not because of anything we do wrong but because of everything we do right. Teachers teach critical thinking that strengthens democracy. Teachers create safe and welcoming communities that meet children’s needs and promote pluralism, understanding, and inclusion. Teachers build opportunity for all. And teachers organize strong unions that give workers real power and a voice in our economy. As we’ve seen, these are unquestionably good things for students, for families, for communities, and for our nation—so much so that, no matter who they choose for president, the American people consistently side with teachers on these issues and more.

			And while we can expect the far right to keep trying to spread disinformation and fan culture wars and attack the fundamental freedom to teach, we know teachers will continue, day in and day out, to show up and stand up for the needs of our students. I agree with President George H. W. Bush, who said, “Public service is a noble calling, and we need men and women of character to believe in their communities, in their states, and in their country.” Teachers choose public service—to work as teachers in public schools—because they are public servants. Of course, like other government workers they could find jobs in the private sector, but they choose to dedicate their lives not to increasing profit but lifting up the public good. That’s who teachers are. That’s what teachers do.

			Teachers like Marlena Simmons, now a teacher at White Plains High School in New York—just a stone’s throw from where I grew up. Marlena started out as an aide and trained to become a teacher with the support of White Plains Teachers Association President Kara McCormick-Lyons. Today, Marlena runs a career and technical education program on “educator pathways” for students in high school to explore careers in education. They complete fieldwork in the local elementary school and learn about pedagogical strategies as well as reflecting on what their own perspectives as students teach them about the profession. With creative energy and inspiration, Marlena is training and supporting the next generation of teachers—which is more important than ever when our profession is facing existential threats.

			Teachers like Damiano Mastrandrea, who helps run the Brooklyn STEAM (science, technology, engineering, art, and math) Center across eight high schools in Brooklyn, where I started my teaching career. The program teaches career pathways that include cybersecurity, construction technology, and computer-aided design and engineering.

			In Texas, Karen Reyes, a formerly undocumented student, got temporary immigration status under the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, became a teacher for deaf and hard-of-hearing students and works to support undocumented students and families under the threat of deportation. In New Lexington, Ohio, vocational agriculture teacher John Lindsey not only runs career and technical education programming but also leads a project with Future Farmers of America where students care for farm animals, test soil, and learn how to grow grapes and turn them into jelly. And in Rio Rancho, New Mexico, just days before the start of the new Trump administration, public school teachers weren’t banning books, they were giving them away—240 educators and parents showing up at Ernest Stapleton Elementary School to help give away thirty thousand free books to support literacy and love of reading community-wide. In the face of fascist threats and attacks, these teachers and millions of other educators stand in the breach every single day because they care about their students and they care about the future of our country.

			Throughout my time as president of the AFT, there have been several moments when former students of mine have been the ones introducing me at speaking events. If you’re a teacher, you know exactly how proud I feel in those moments—not just seeing my students become successful, thriving adults but hearing them speak about how my class and my teaching helped set them on that path. Even if you’re not a teacher, as a parent or godparent or neighbor, you know how rewarding it is to feel like you made a positive mark on a young person’s future.

			It was during one of those introductions that a former student of mine, Tamika Edwards, said, “The role of a teacher goes far beyond preparing a lesson plan, giving a lecture, or grading exams.” Educators, said Tamika, “change the life trajectory of students.” Now, as a parent of three students in the New York City public school system, Tamika said all she wants is for her children to learn what she learned—“the value of hard work and persistence, good citizenship, and maintaining high standards.”

			Teachers and parents want the same thing. We want the students in our lives to learn how to read and write and think for themselves and, eventually, find a passion they can turn into purpose. Whether it’s a career or parenting or community leadership or chasing their American dream or all of the above. We want those who pursue careers to command jobs that come with good wages and respect. The American dream is one of the most revolutionary ideas in the history of humanity, but at its core, it’s quite simple. We want our children to be able to know more, do more, and achieve more than ourselves. That’s what I want for the young people in my life. And that’s what every teacher I’ve ever met wants for every single one of their students.

			In her final speech as our nation’s First Lady, Michelle Obama delivered a powerful message to future generations. “I want our young people to know that they matter,” she said. “Empower yourselves with a good education, then get out there and use that education to build a country worthy of your boundless promise.” Boundless promise. That’s the perfect way to capture the fundamental truth that every single child has potential and every single child deserves opportunity.

			I have a poster in my office in Washington, D.C., that a member gave me when I was first elected president of the United Federation of Teachers in New York in 1998—the job I held before being elected AFT president. I look at it every time I am in the office. Here’s what it says:

			I INSPIRE

			I ENCOURAGE

			I EMPOWER

			I NURTURE

			I ACTIVATE

			I MOTIVATE

			I CHANGE THE WORLD.

			I AM A TEACHER.

			That’s what we do. Inspire. Encourage. Empower. Nurture. Activate. Motivate. Every student. Every day. To change lives and change the world. Because teachers know about every child what every parent knows, too—that with the right support and right opportunities, they can do anything and be anything.

			The idea of public education—from pre-kindergarten through college—is filled with boundless promise. Public education is an idea as old as democracy and inextricably linked with it. The radical idea that, instead of being a nation that gives power and knowledge only to kings, we invest in education for all and the common good. But like our democracy, our public schools are fragile. If we want them to achieve their full potential, they must also be supported and nurtured—not privatized, not demeaned, not starved.

			I still believe in the power of public education because I believe in the United States of America and I know our story is only possible when we write it together. When we are all heroes in our story—all included, all with a voice, all with the power to decide our fate as individuals and as a nation. Progress isn’t only possible, it is essential. We can and must protect America’s future by preparing every child for real life in the real world—equipping them with engaging, hands-on learning and critical thinking skills, in safe and welcoming schools. Our brightest days are still ahead. And I know that letter by letter, number by number, dream by dream, teachers will keep showing up and standing up to equip the next generation of Americans—who will write their chapter of our nation’s story. May our story never end.
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