Go fight the Public School

A year or two ago my son mentioned that he had a public high school science project that required him to interview three people for opinions about An Inconvenient Truth, the propaganda piece on global warming by Owl Gore (misspelling on purpose).  I was irritated that they would clutter up the curriculum with such drivel, and gave my opinion very clearly based upon my acquaintance with a previous apocalyptical document by a group of “world renown scientists”, the Club of Rome who authored The Limits to Growth.  That book predicted that we would run out of oil in 1992 unless the government took control over our lives and saved us from ourselves.  My son thought I was pretty radical at the time, but was surprised to discover that a scientist we knew also had serious qualms about Gore’s movie.  I soon forgot all about it.

Until I found out that my daughter’s summer assignment for Advanced Language Arts this year as she entered Junior High was to read two fictions and one “non-fiction”; An Inconvenient Truth, and then discuss her thoughts, feelings and opinions about the book with her classmates.  The Education Committee of our conservative grassroots organization had just been discussing the prevalence of liberal political indoctrination that now infests our public schools.  Here they were doing it in my own back yard!  I sent the following email to the Superintendant within three hours.
Mr. x,

I have reviewed the 2009-2010 Curriculum Guide for Buckeye Junior High School and am very disturbed to discover that the curriculum specified for Grade 7 Advanced Language Arts is unacceptable.  The curriculum prescribes that two books must be read, one fiction and one non-fiction.  The student is given two choices for fiction.  The student is not given a choice for a non-fiction book, but is instead required to read a specific book.  Unfortunately, the particular book specified to be read is not non-fiction, but thinly disguised political indoctrination that has been thoroughly discredited by the scientific community; An Inconvenient Truth by Al Gore.  Never mind that nobody cares about "global warming"; after this past winter most people would actually be in favor of some.

In seventh grade and especially for advanced seventh graders, I would think that we could find more relevant non-fiction books in the areas of civics, economics and character traits that would provide students with more accurate information, greater relevance to their lives as they near their teens, and certainly more lasting benefits as they grow into adults.  

Do you want to give whoever is in charge of setting the curriculum another try, or would you prefer to open it up to public discussion?

I copied two members of the media on my email.  His response after removing the media from the CC was:

Mr. Woods,

Thank you for your note.  I have asked our Junior High School Principal, Mr. Y, to research this issue and respond to your e-mail.  This should be forthcoming in the next day or two.  Once again, thank you for your interest in our curriculum and your child's education. 
So he put me in my place by delegating to his Junior High School Principal.  Who put me in my place by delegating it to his Language Arts teachers who put spoke down to me in the following:

Mr. Woods,

Thank you for your e-mail and thoughts on the selection for the 7th grade advanced summer reading.  I shared  your concerns with our 7th grade Language Arts teachers and received the following feedback:

"In addition to reading the book, the students also research other opinions on the issue.  This helps instruct students about bias, the workings of our government, and how to determine fact from opinion.  The students are expected to examine all the information and form their own opinion about the issue. The thoughts of each student are also expressed through a position paper that incorporates reasoning skills.  In addition, because of the various thoughts and opinions, the topic creates discussion and dialogue among the students."  

It is a topic that is in the news on a daily basis, one that the students will find interesting and educational.  We feel it is an excellent learning and educational opportunity for the students in a variety of ways.  

Hopefully this helps alleviate some of your concerns.  We look forward to working with you and all of the parents of the incoming class of 7th grade students for the 2009-2010 school year to provide a positive educational environment for our students.

How about that.  A concerned parent was now outnumbered by one Superintendant, one Principal and four Language Arts teachers.  Not to worry.  Instead of arguing with them on their chosen ground, I took the high moral principle they invoked to silence me, “instructs students about bias” and “how to determine fact from opinion” and used it against them in the following response.  By the way, every time they took the media, the Superintendent and the Language Arts teachers out of the CC on the distribution, I put them back in.  My wife had begun forwarding a copy of the email chain to the other members of our Education Committee and to members of MCFAN who lived in the Buckeye School District.  Here is my next response, back to the Superintendent who wanted me to delegate me to his subordinates:
Mr X,

Below is the response I received from Mr. Y, your Principal at Buckeye Junior High School.  You may wish to read it before continuing to read my response to his response.

I appreciate the timeliness of the response.  I also understand your need to delegate this matter to your Junior High School Principal, who in turn needed to delegate it to the teacher(s?) conducting the class(es).  I did not realize that teachers had that much authority over the curriculum and content.  I presume that you will be doing the same shortly with your High School Principal, as I have learned that the film An Inconvenient Truth is being shown over a period of several classes at the High School as well.  I am looking forward to the High School Principal’s justification as well, to see if it is similar.

I absolutely and totally agree with and support the goal stated by the Junior High School Language Art Teacher(s); to help instruct students about bias and how to determine fact from opinion.  Unfortunately, by not providing an alternative “non-fiction” source of information presenting the other side, the exact opposite of that goal is more likely to ensue, and it is likely to be interpreted by some as political indoctrination in our public schools.  Most children will take the path of least resistance and assume that the book is fact rather than opinion, if only because of their perception that if it has been published and especially if it has been promoted by their school and its teacher, then it must be true.  The language of the Language Arts teacher is revealing.  He/She refers to thoughts, opinions, discussion and dialogue about the book.  But the book is not referred to as being a thought or opinion, but as a “source of information” and in the absence of an alternative, is the only source of information rather than thought or opinion.  Most kids won’t take the initiative to research other books or publications on their own, without such direction being given by the teacher.  Most kids won’t elicit opinions from any sources other than their own family and close acquaintances, who have probably not researched the issue either.  Moreover, I believe that the children’s questions and interpretations of the responses are likely to be prejudiced by their only “source of information”; to which they have been exposed; the book.

 The Language Arts teacher may be unaware that An Inconvenient Truth is seldom presented in British public schools anymore, because it cannot be legally presented without a disclaimer about it containing “opinion” stated as fact, manipulated data and having partisan politics as its basis.  He/she may also be unaware of The Limits To Growth, a similarly apocalyptical “non-fiction” book published in 1972 which similarly predicted man made doom, and similarly led inexorably to the conclusion that government must assume control over our lives, in order to protect us from ourselves.  That book too was widely promoted by academia at the time.  Unfortunately The Limits to Growth and the world renown economists who published it outlived their credibility in 1992 when the world did not run out of oil as the book predicted.  This loss of credibility may already be happening with the “global warming” issue, as it has definitely dropped in the public interest surveys and has had its name changed to “global climate change”.  

 If your teachers need help finding alternative content to bring balance to the classroom, help students detect bias and determine fact from opinion, let me know.  I can consult with a few friends and I think we will be able to provide you with the other side of this issue in a fairly short period of time, so that you can revise the curriculum appropriately and issue an update.  Alternatively, there may be some other issue that would be more suitable for helping the children to develop skills in detecting bias and distinguishing between fact and fiction.

I look forward to hearing of your revised plans to help children learn to form their own judgments.

In addition to the Superintendent, the Junior High School Principal, the Language Arts Department and the media, I also forwarded the entire email chain to a member of the Board of Education whose voter history (available from the Board of Elections) indicates that he is probably a conservative, and whose post is subject to re-election this year.  He immediately sent me a strongly supportive response.
A few days later one of our MCFAN members alerted me to a special meeting of the Board of Education, and my wife flew into high gear getting the word out to our MCFAN people in this school district.  The following is a summary of that Board of Education meeting.
This is a quick summary of tonight's special meeting of the Buckeye Board of Education.  The purpose of the meeting was to discuss and vote on a proposal to expand the school by six classrooms, and as a related issue to discuss the pending leasing of the now vacant Litchfield Elementary School by a third party for a day care center as well as other potential uses.

 After the discussion and vote, (the Board Member I had forwarded the email chain to) noticed that there were several members of the public in attendance, and invited comment.  Two people posed questions related to the forementioned real estate issue.

 After they finished with the real estate issue, I arose and introduced myself and my issue; the use of An Inconvenient Truth as a non-fiction book in Buckeye Public Schools.  I mentioned that I had come to merely observe and had not planned to present an issue until a regular meeting, but would take the opportunity to raise the issue.  

 I then essentially restated the case I had communicated in emails.  After I finished, five other people arose to support my case.  Two of those people were not members of MCFAN, and one of them was a total stranger to all of us, but his son was suffering retaliation from a high school principal for not having the right opinions about “An Inconvenient Truth” and jumped at the opportunity to speak out about it.  In the midst of these public comments the Superintendent made one feeble attempt to defend the school's having chosen to use An Inconvenient Truth in the classroom, and then gave it up.  

After we were done the Board Chairman mentioned that my email had been circulated to all of the Board members, and that they very much appreciated my having brought it to their attention.  After the meeting several Board Members individually thanked me, and they committed to me that An Inconvenient Truth would either be accompanied by a book offering a second viewpoint, or completely eliminated from the curriculum, probably the latter.  The Superintendant made a similar commitment, but he seemed much more stressed about it than the Board of Education members did.  I had the feeling that the next time I contacted him, I would be treated with the kind of respect that a taxpayer and a parent should be able to expect.
I met the fellow whose son has been experiencing retaliation for his views out in the parking lot where we exchanged contact information.  I will follow up with him and if the indoctrination and intimidation of his son (and other kids being subjected to Owl Gore's propaganda) do not stop, I plan to go back to the school board (and to the media) for Round Two concerning a personnel issue.  Our Education Committee identified the retention of “bad teachers” as another problem we have to solve, just like “liberal indoctrination”.  

 I have since suggested a number of books on global warming that the school district could use instead of An Inconvenient Truth, and I have been assured that the schools are working diligently on correcting their curriculum.  Trust but verify, as Ronald Reagan used to say, and let them know you are on a regular basis.  I figure I need to monitor this for at least six more months to ensure that the problem doesn’t come back.  Fortunately, I have kids in both the Junior and Senior High School who will keep me informed.  And the word gets around.  Their friends will let them know.
This victory was a first for many who participated in it.  And it was a relatively easy win.  We didn’t have to make this battle a media event although we had paved the way for that, and we didn’t have to defeat anybody in an election although we had done our homework on that as well.  Even so, there are a number of things to be learned from this victory.  Build your grassroots organization in advance.  Become informed in advance.  “Timing is everything.”  When the time is right develop a winning strategy promptly, then mobilize your resources and engage.  Once you have won, consolidate, extend and sustain your victory.  Last but not least, applaud each other for their contribution and celebrate the win.
Many people are fearful of that first conflict.  It is the fear of the unknown.  But I submit to you that each and every one of you have done something far more daring, far more scary, far more uncertain at some time in your life.  Each and every one of you having never done it before, never knowing if it would work or what the outcome would be, raised yourself up to a standing position by holding onto something in your parent’s house, and then let go of what you were holding onto , to stand on your own two feet for the very first time.  Be bold.  Change the world.  Make your Creator proud.
In God We Trust

Jim Woods
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