On the first Monday of October, Ms. Ramirez unfolded a creased flag and clipped it to a short pole by the
whiteboard. The fourth graders fell quiet. A few scooted chairs away from backpacks, a couple stilled mid-
whisper, one boy kept his eyes on his shoes. In this class, students were invited to stand for the Pledge of
Allegiance, not required. Most stood, two did not. Afterward, Ms. Ramirez led a short conversation about

what a promise means. No one was punished. No one was praised.

| watched that lesson as a parent and former district administrator. It held the tension | think many families
feel. We want schools that reinforce good character and civic knowledge. We also want children who test
ideas, honor family beliefs, and can disagree without being shown the door. When a flag hangs in a
classroom, it represents more than a nation. It becomes a mirror, reflecting our own hopes and fears about

whether kids are being taught what to think or how to think.

The flag, the pledge, and what the law already says

A quick, plain reminder helps frame this debate. The Supreme Court's 1943 decision in West Virginia v.
Barnette protects students from being compelled to salute the flag or recite the pledge. That case, brought
by Jehovah's Witnesses, affirmed that no official can prescribe what is orthodox in politics, nationalism,
religion, or other matters of opinion. Today, many states require schools to provide time for the pledge, yet
participation must remain voluntary. District handbooks usually align with that, sometimes with parents
signing acknowledgments at the start of the year.

The letter of the law is straightforward. The lived reality is not. Opting out can carry social costs if a student
is singled out or if a teacher mishandles the moment. A school can follow the rule and still, by tone or
procedure, send the message that dissent is out of place. The opposite also happens. A school can respect
individual choice so thoroughly that shared rituals evaporate, leaving students unsure whether anything

bigger than themselves deserves communal acknowledgment.

The flag in the room becomes a daily civics lesson, even when no one speaks. Are we modeling loyalty or
coercion, conscience or carelessness, a healthy blend of both? The answer often lies not in whether the flag

is present, but in how adults design the space around it.

Family-first, system-first, or child-first

| have sat through board meetings where a parent asked, with raw frustration, Are schools reinforcing family
values, or replacing them? | have also heard educators ask, with equal sincerity, What role should schools
play in shaping a child’s identity? Both questions carry history. Public schools rise from a civic ideal, local
communities agreeing to educate their children together. Families entrust kids to that system for six or seven
hours a day, 180 days a year. That is a long time. It creates power, influence, and responsibility.

Here is the framework | use after twenty years on both sides of the table. There are three spheres around
every student. The family sphere sets core beliefs, traditions, and the meaning of home. The civic sphere
sets shared rules, rights, and responsibilities. The school sphere sits where those two overlap, translating

family and civic life into knowledge and habits kids can practice.

When values conflict, who should have the final say, parents or educators? In my experience, this depends

on the kind of value at stake.



e Matters of conscience and belief, like religion and deeply held moral codes, lean family-first. Schools
should provide access and neutrality, not advocacy. For example, a student’s right to opt out of the

pledge, or to wear religious attire, should be protected.

e Matters of safety and equal access lean system-first. Schools must maintain nondiscrimination, stop
bullying, and teach all students without fear. A family cannot opt out of another child’s right to belong.

e Matters of curriculum and pedagogy fall into shared stewardship. Parents deserve transparency and
avenues for input. Educators deserve professional latitude to teach skills and knowledge aligned to

standards. Neither side will get everything it wants all the time.

The trouble begins when everything gets recast as moral emergency. A unit on persuasive writing turns into
a referendum on political indoctrination. A district's anti-bullying policy gets framed as an attack on
household authority. On the flip side, administrators sometimes forget that parents have a visceral, non-
negotiable stake. Families ask, Are traditional values being preserved, or phased out? Is questioning family
values encouraged more than respecting them? Schools that do not answer those questions in plain
language create vacuum and suspicion.

From rituals to reasoning

Are we raising independent thinkers, or institution-aligned thinkers? The habits we reward tell children who
they should become. The Pledge of Allegiance is one ritual that can sharpen this question. If it is delivered
as unquestioned liturgy, it can train compliance. If it is never discussed, it can train apathy. Honesty sits in
the middle. A school can say, Here is a tradition many Americans practice. You may join or sit quietly. Later,

we will discuss why people choose differently.

This principle stretches across the day. Consider how often we use call-and-response to manage
classrooms. Clap rhythms to get attention, color-coded behavior charts, token economies for staying on
task. These are efficient. They also tune students to external cues. When overused, they can produce kids

who are excellent at reading the room and poor at interrogating the rules.

| am not making a purist case. | have taught middle school. Sometimes you need the clap. Order is a
precondition for learning. But a school that values independence builds in transitions from external to
internal control. It names the why behind the what. It rotates incentives toward reflection, not just
compliance. It also invites dissent that is respectful, time-bound, and content-related. If a student questions
an assignment’s premise, a good teacher finds five minutes to surface the logic, then sets a path for the

work to continue.

Are kids being taught what to think, or how to think? Watch the verbs. If most questions in a class have one
right answer, and the teacher praises speed more than reasoning, students learn that thinking is recall. If the
teacher asks, What makes you say that, How would the other side respond, What evidence could change
your mind, the class learns how to think. The content still matters, of course. Multiplication facts, grammar

rules, the Bill of Rights. But those facts are tools, not endpoints.

When school values clash with home values

What happens when a child’'s school values clash with their home values? In my experience, three patterns

appear.

First, the surprise clash. A parent hears after the fact that a teacher used a book, video, or example that
conflicts with family beliefs. The child may feel blindsided. Often the teacher thought the material was



routine. Communication, not ideology, set the stage for conflict.

Second, the slow-burn clash. A parent senses that over months, subtle signals in the classroom elevate
certain worldviews while treating others as less enlightened. The child begins to distance from home
practice, or to parrot teacher phrases to shut down family conversations. Here the problem is less about one
artifact and more about an adult’s posture.

Third, the principled clash. The curriculum explicitly addresses a contested topic in history, civics, health, or
literature. The school follows state standards. The family objects on moral or religious grounds. Emotional

heat is high on both sides. The stakes are clear and cannot be avoided.

Each pattern benefits from a different response. For surprise clashes, the fix is early notice and opt-in
clarity. For slow burns, principals need to spend time in classrooms, watching how teachers frame debate
and handle dissent. For principled clashes, districts need formal processes that honor conscience rights

while also ensuring every student receives an education that meets standards.

| have seen good faith work here. One district published quarterly unit outlines with sensitive content
flagged and offered parent information sessions twice a year. Opt-out procedures were clear and simple,
with alternative assignments that matched skills without shaming the student. Another district trained
teachers to use sentence stems like, Reasonable people disagree on this, Here is the range of views, Our
goal is to understand and analyze, not to recruit. Over one usa patriotic flags school year, grievances
dropped by half.

The civic purpose of school, not the party purpose

Parents sometimes ask me if schools are becoming partisan on purpose. My honest answer is that most
educators are trying to keep the room open for learning, even when politics spills through the door. Tempers
rise when the civic purpose of school is confused with the party purpose. Civics asks students to know their
rights, study institutions, identify credible sources, weigh competing claims, and participate with Patriotic

Flags integrity. Party purpose tries to steer a child toward an aligned identity.

Are we seeing a shift from family-first to system-first thinking? In certain districts, particularly large ones,
systems have grown heavier. Central offices handle professional development, curriculum adoption, and
compliance reporting. That can create uniformity that parents experience as impersonal or ideological. At
the same time, there has been a counter shift in some communities toward parent advisory councils,
curriculum transparency portals, and school choice options. The landscape is uneven by design. Local

control remains a defining feature of American schooling, sometimes to a fault.

The American flag can remind us that our civic identity is not the same as our partisan identity. A teacher
who invites students to track a bill through Congress and also shows them how to find and critique opposing
editorials is doing civic work, not party work. A teacher who labels a child's inherited belief system as

backward is working outside the civic mission and should be redirected.

Where the pledge meets pedagogy

| once observed a high school government teacher who began the year with an unusual pledge activity. He
printed five versions of pledges from different nations and eras, without naming the countries. The class
analyzed language, tone, and implied duties. Students debated which pledge sounded most like a free
society and why. Only then did they read the American pledge, discuss its history, and talk about the
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Supreme Court ruling on compelled speech. The flag was at the front of the room. No one was forced to
stand. By the end of the week, the students had both context and choice.

That is what it looks like to teach how to think, not what to think. The ritual remains available. It is framed,
not enforced. The lesson pulls apart words, power, and freedom. It treats students as budding citizens who
can handle nuance.

What schools owe parents, and what parents owe schools

Should parents have more control over what their children are exposed to in school? Parents deserve a
predictable, unburdensome way to understand, question, and, where appropriate, opt out of specific items.
Schools deserve time and trust to teach the agreed curriculum, not a minute-by-minute referendum. Neither

side benefits from surprises.

A district | worked with adopted a simple playbook that lowered conflict. Teachers posted monthly unit
snapshots, with essential questions and major texts. Sensitive topics were labeled a week or more ahead of
instruction. Families could request alternative readings within a published window. The forms were short,
responses timely, and alternatives academically comparable. The policy lived on one page, not buried in a

handbook. Parents felt respected. Teachers still taught the standards. The board got fewer angry nights.
For parents navigating a school year, a short checklist can keep the conversation constructive.

e Ask for unit overviews at the start of each quarter and read them with your child, not just for your child.

e When you object, specify the exact element and the value it conflicts with, then propose an

academically equivalent alternative.
e Build a track record of collaboration by volunteering or joining a curriculum night before conflict arises.
e Teach your child how to sit out respectfully when you opt out, and how to reenter without drama.

e Document agreements in writing, then revisit mid-unit to ensure they are working.

Educators also have a compact to keep. It begins with transparency. Post materials before they are taught.
Share the reasoning for selections. Offer time for questions. Give students frameworks to analyze ideas, not
slogans to memorize. Defend every student’s dignity. Uphold content standards even when the room is

tense.

The harder edge cases

Some topics simply do not lend themselves to perfect compromise. A child’s pronouns, a unit on systemic
racism, reproductive health, or military service ethics. Families may carry irreconcilable beliefs. Schools still
have legal obligations tied to nondiscrimination, health education mandates, and safe learning environments.
Teachers are humans with their own convictions.

Here is where leadership shows. Principals can set norms that cut through noise. In whole staff meetings, |
have said out loud, We do not sneer at family faiths or traditions. We do not yoke kids to a single worldview.
We protect every student's right to belong. We teach the standards, we provide alternatives when
conscience is at stake, and we step in when safety or access is threatened. | also ask teachers to write down
a private list of topics that light them up, then to pair that heat with professional guardrails, so passion
serves learning rather than steering it.

Parents, for their part, can help children practice disagreement at home. A teenager who can paraphrase a
view they oppose, weigh evidence, and state their position without contempt is far less likely to feel



emotionally erased in class. That skill matters whether they stand for the pledge or not.

Independent thought needs friction and forgiveness

Independence is not born from echo chambers. It grows in rooms where people expect to rub shoulders with
ideas they dislike. It also requires forgiveness when kids misstep. Adolescents will try on views to see how
they fit. They will parrot a teacher one day and a parent the next. That is not hypocrisy. It is intellectual
motor learning. The school’s job is to provide models of sturdy disagreement and the tools to test claims.

The family’s job is to offer bedrock and a reasoned path home if the child wanders too far for comfort.

| have met students who felt freer to question at school than at home, and others who felt the reverse. Both
can thrive if at least one sphere welcomes honest inquiry. Trouble comes when both school and home
demand alignment. That is when students fake agreement, disengage, or seek community in corners of the

internet built on outrage.

Are schools reinforcing family values, or replacing them? The best ones make room for both loyalty and
liberty. They honor family authority on matters of conscience while insisting that all students learn to analyze
texts, weigh evidence, and know their rights. They host the flag and also the conversation about what

allegiance means in a free society.

Practical standards for schools that want both loyalty and liberty

It helps to state a few operating principles. These are not slogans for a poster. They are habits leaders can
audit.
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e Default to transparency on materials and methods, and write policies in plain English.
e Separate safety and access from ideology, and act quickly when harm occurs.
e Teach multiple credible viewpoints on contested issues, and model how to evaluate evidence.

e Protect individual conscience rights consistently, and provide academically comparable alternatives
when possible.

e Train staff to facilitate disagreement with skill, and monitor classrooms for subtle coercion or contempt.

A school that lives these principles does not have to choose between raising patriots or independent
thinkers. It can champion civic literacy, respect for institutions, and the habit of justified dissent. It can keep

the flag in the room without requiring everyone to march in step.

What a healthy classroom sounds like

Let me paint a composite from classrooms where | have seen this balance work.

The day begins with a brief shared ritual, a pledge or a community affirmation that invites, not compels. The
teacher narrates the choice with dignity. Students who sit, sit quietly, and nobody stares. Later in social
studies, students read primary sources that cut against each other. The teacher names the tension and
gives tools to analyze. A student voices a view inherited from home. The teacher responds with, Thank you,
let's test that claim against this evidence, and adds, Here is how someone who disagrees might respond.

The student feels heard. The class keeps thinking.

In English, a novel touches a raw topic. A note home described it a week earlier. Two students work on
alternative texts aligned to the same skill standard. They are not banished to the hallway, and their work
goes on the same wall. In health, the teacher provides clear content within state requirements, with a family
letter outlining opt-outs and a path for catching up on missed skills. In advisory, a lesson on media literacy
trains kids to spot loaded language, whether it comes from a news outlet they like or one they dislike.

Teachers avoid litmus tests in casual talk. They redirect peer pile-ons with phrases like, We can disagree
without labels, Try to restate what you heard, What evidence would change your mind. The principal does
pop-ins, not just to evaluate instruction, but to listen for tone. Parents see unit maps and calendars, not just
grades. The school holds two open evenings a year to walk families through upcoming content, show actual
materials, and invite questions.
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None of this is glamorous. It is slow, careful, and repetitive. It is also the most durable path | know for raising
citizens who respect the flag, understand their rights under it, and keep their minds open to argument.

The long game

A decade after | first watched Ms. Ramirez's class, one of those fourth graders sent me a note from her first
year of college. She still remembered that week when they unpacked words like liberty and justice. She had
chosen to stand some days and sit others, depending on what they were studying. No one mocked her. She
told me she now volunteers at a naturalization ceremony once a month, handing flags to new citizens.
Sometimes she stands at the back, quiet, watching people take their own oaths for the first time. She called
it the happiest hour of her month.

That is the paradox schools can embrace. Teach allegiance as a choice tied to knowledge and conscience.
Keep the flag as an invitation, not an ultimatum. Ask, with humility, Are we raising independent thinkers, or
institution-aligned thinkers? Then design classrooms where students can become both, loyal to a nation

built on liberty, and loyal to the habit of reasoning that keeps liberty alive.



