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1

THE PATRIOTISM GAP

“We want to make our children feel that the mere fact of being Americans makes them better off…. This is not to blind us at all to our own shortcomings; we ought steadily to try to correct them; but we have absolutely no grounds to work on if we don’t have a firm and ardent Americanism at the bottom of everything.”

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT


[image: image]         What does it mean to be an American? That’s what USA Today wanted to know last Fourth of July, and their readers told them.

For Jeff Stark of Dublin, Ohio, being an American is “to live in the hometown of hope and dreams…where one hot dog stand can turn into two…where a second chance always follows a first…to live in the land of eternal promise for a better day…the Wrigley Field of nations.”

Another Ohio patriot, Mel Mauer, says, “To be American is to be uniquely free.”

Kathleen Butler of Wichita, Kansas, loves America for its diversity, “We are as American as apple pie, or stir-fried rice, or enchiladas or curried chicken. And because of that we are the luckiest people on the planet.”

Being American? “It’s about appreciating my country, loving it deeply and doing what I can to make the USA a better place.” That was how World War II veteran Ezio Moscatelli of Columbia, Missouri, put his patriotism into words.

Opportunity, freedom, diversity, and duty. Four Americans…four patriots…four different ways of loving their country.

How about you? Do you love America? Are you the type who gets a lump in your throat when the flag passes by on the Fourth of July? Do you get goose bumps when “The Star-Spangled Banner” echoes in an Olympic stadium? Does a lemonade stand manned by a determined eight-year-old on a hot summer day make you smile? Do America’s unique history and values make you proud of your country?

If you said yes to these questions, congratulations! You’re probably a patriot.

But here’s a much harder question. Do you believe your children, deep down, love this country and what it stands for, just as you do? You might be surprised to find out how your kids really feel about America. This wake-up call of a statistic shocked us. It may shock you, too.



If given the chance, almost one in four young Americans under thirty say they would rather live in another country.



That’s what an Independence Day poll on patriotism taken by Fox News in 2005 found when it asked Americans: “All things being equal, would you prefer to live in the United States or would you prefer to live in some other country?”

Most of us probably feel like almost 95 percent of the respondents over thirty who said they preferred the good old USA. No big surprise there, but nearly a quarter of our young people—the very Americans who are supposed to fight the war on terror, beat back the economic challenge of China and India, and keep our country strong, safe, and prosperous—would hightail it out of here if they could!

And an even higher number of our young teens are pessimistic about America’s future. In a 2005 Time magazine cover story about thirteen-year-olds, the editors themselves were surprised at how gloomy young teens have become about America: “In a shift from just five years ago, when the new millennial teens were generally optimistic about the future…almost half, or 46 percent, believe that by the time they are their parents’ age, the U.S. will be a worse place to live in than it is now.”

A startling percentage of our youngsters have little or no hope for America’s future. Almost half, it seems, have no confidence in their own abilities to ensure that our country will remain a good place to live when they are ready to bring up their own children.

Here’s another somewhat startling statistic: In a 2006 Scholastic magazine poll, 80 percent of the kids said that they didn’t want to grow up to be president. The fact that our country was a place where a youngster from the humblest of circumstances could become the country’s leader was once very much part of the American dream. But thirty thousand children in grades 1 to 8 who participated in the Scholastic survey, said, “Thanks but no thanks” to the most important job in the world. In 2004, more than 80 percent of teens in an ABC/ Weekly Reader survey also said they didn’t want to be president. Over 54 percent, both girls and boys from all ethnic backgrounds, thought they could be president, but they’d rather not. The primary reason? They just weren’t interested.

Most families in our country have experienced a better lifestyle in recent years than Americans have enjoyed at any other time in our nation’s past, so these statistics are more than a little confusing. How can some kids today seem to be so negative or apathetic about the country that gives them so much? Why are some so downright uninterested and disillusioned they neither believe America is a special place with a special role to play in the world nor feel a responsibility to be the shapers of America’s destiny as their parents and grandparents were before them?

It’s not all kids, of course. Talk to any group of U.S. Marines or soldiers on a Baghdad street, and you’ll see what America’s young men and women can be and can do. But there’s a disturbing gap separating far too many of our young people from the vast majority of Americans who believe that we are the most privileged people on earth to live in this great country. Call it the Patriotism Gap.

If we, as a nation, allow this growing cynicism to continue to infect our youngest generations, we put them and our country’s future at risk. And the truth is your children could be next to “fall into the Gap.”

This book aims to help parents bridge the Patriotism Gap by instilling a healthy love of country in our children. After all, it is part of our responsibility as Americans and as parents to teach our kids what this nation stands for. To teach them to be grateful for all our country gives to her own people and to people around the world. To teach them about the heroes and the history that will make our children proud to be Americans once again.

We should also help them build the backbone they will need to stand up to those who would harm our country from afar as well as those critics in schools and in the media who tell them and teach them over and over again a dark, negative story of America. Our enemies have been using vast resources to misrepresent our way of life and to indoctrinate their children, whenever and wherever they can, to hate America. Certainly, the least we ought to do is teach our children to value our nation. To put it quite simply: America’s existence as “the shining city on the Hill” really does depend on it.

But how can we bridge this growing Patriotism Gap in very practical ways? First, to understand it, we’ve got to understand “us,” who we are as Americans. Then, we’ve got to understand what’s causing this disconnect, the “Bad Influencers,” as we call them, who are turning our kids off to America. And last, parents need to know what they can do about it.

In this book, we provide real-world ideas and resources, including Dinner Table Debates to have with your family and 60-Minute Solutions that can help you find time in your busy schedule to help your children learn to love America.

We know that today it’s not easy to raise a child to be a proud and patriotic American, especially one who understands what has made our country both different and special.

What They Don’t Learn in Schools

Once upon a time, American children were taught in the classroom from the early grades onward about our country’s great achievements and greatest achievers. In history, civics, and social studies classes, America was held up as what it is: the world’s oldest democracy that has a unique place in the world. Not only did kids recite the Pledge of Allegiance, but they were taught the truth beyond the Pledge’s simple words. As Americans, we do live in the country unlike any other, one that offers hope and opportunity for all and has a long and proud history of sacrifices made for the freedom of others.





Chriss Tells a Story: Is Patriotism a Dirty Word?

[image: image]         A couple of years ago, I attended the National Conference on Citizenship in Washington, D.C., a nonpartisan organization that has been working to encourage an active, engaged citizenry and to increase citizenship education for more than half a century.

It was held, appropriately enough, in the ballroom of the Ronald Reagan Building, honoring one of our nation’s most unabashedly patriotic presidents who spoke often of our country’s proud history and its unique values. He would have been as surprised as anyone by what was said that day or, more importantly, what wasn’t said.

At the conference, I sat through thoughtful speeches and panel discussions on citizenship and civic engagement. But by day’s end, I realized that I had not heard the word patriotism uttered by a single soul, nor had anyone mentioned love of country or military service as key elements in how we, as Americans, define citizenship today.

Being a bit of an outsider in this room full of historians, civics and history teachers, and national leaders in government, education, and the Congress, I decided to bypass the politically correct niceties of the moment and get to the point. Cornering a university professor, I told her that I had found the conference interesting and even enlightening in many respects, but that it seemed to me that something was missing.

“So, what’s happened to the word patriotism?” I asked her.

The professor’s answer typified the responses I got from everyone I asked the question of that day. With a slightly horrified look, she told me, “Patriotism really isn’t a good word to use these days because it’s been co-opted by the Right.”

After scooping my jaw off the floor, I’m thinking, “Let me get this straight. Patriotism is out and discussing love of country is a little like having a crazy aunt in the attic. Everyone knows she’s there. She may be part of the family, but no one really wants to talk about her because it makes people uncomfortable.”

Instead, I discovered that citizenship is defined by many as community service. A good thing, to be sure, that ought to be part of every citizen’s life. But patriotism, love of country, and military service didn’t even rate a mention by a single speaker at the nation’s premier citizenship event held in the shadow of the Washington Monument in the middle of a war. I was confused, so I’m not surprised our kids might also be a little confused. If university professors who train the teachers who teach our children the story of America reject patriotism as a value, we may be far worse off than merely confused.
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Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln were portrayed, not as the deeply flawed, neurotic, or hypocritical human beings they often are today, but as heroes, extraordinary men of wisdom, courage, and vision—men who were able to change the course of history because of their character and their extraordinary actions. Yes, for decades, learning about our history, admiring our heroes, and developing good citizens were fundamental parts of American education, as important as learning those three R’s. But not anymore. The awful truth is that kids learn too little at school about American history, and much of what they do learn is more likely to contribute to the problem of the Patriotism Gap rather than solve it. Equally troublesome, far too many youngsters suffer from this lack of positive civic education from the earliest grades through their college years. Too often, they learn what’s wrong with America before they are told what’s right.

Perhaps many social studies teachers seem to lack perspective because they have actually studied very little history themselves. That sad fact leaves them little choice but to rely almost exclusively on textbooks that espouse such a politically correct view of America’s past it’s no wonder our children’s view of their country is so negative. New York University professor Diane Ravitch in The Language Police, her critique of current history textbooks, found so many examples of anti-American bias in the books she reviewed, she wrote that it often seems “every culture in the world is wonderful except for the United States.” Yes, these are the textbooks your children’s teachers could be relying on. Check your child’s book bag and find out what textbook he or she is using. Later on, we’ll give you tools to help you get involved in your child’s history education. We believe learning about America’s past is too important to leave in the hands of biased teachers and textbooks. For when it comes to the education establishment, sometimes it seems citizenship and patriotism have become as politically incorrect as the Founding Fathers.

One parent complained at a meeting we attended, “I spend $40,000 a year sending my son to college. Then he comes home putting down everything I believe in and everything that makes it possible for me to be able to send him to that school.”

Dealing with Downers

Since 9/11 it’s become especially tough to bring up kids who feel good about America. The threat of terrorism has been a concern for all Americans, young and old, and the battle against it is, as former Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld put it, “a long hard slog.” Add to that the fact that for many kids, their first experience with our political system has been the 2000 and 2004 presidential elections—two of the nastiest, most cynical presidential campaigns in recent memory. Most kids today know only two presidents—one who was impeached for lying to a grand jury after misbehaving in the Oval Office and the other who is more often than not portrayed by the media as incompetent, dishonest, or a warmongering cowboy or all three.

Let’s face it. The media has been a driving force in creating the Patriotism Gap. When the Abu Ghraib scandal gets more than fifty front page stories in the New York Times while the liberation of more than twenty million women in the last three years by the U.S. military in Afghanistan and Iraq is all but ignored, the Gap grows. When the enormous human relief efforts our military has provided from Baghdad to Bali to Biloxi consistently gets second billing to scandals and screwups, what’s an American child to think of his or her country today?

When the generation of children that we are raising hears little but rampant anti-Americanism trumpeted on the evening news night after night, we should hardly be surprised that teenagers are cynical or downright critical about the place they call home.

When our kids’ favorite late-night TV comedians or the hottest celebrities ridicule our leaders, our traditional American values, or any notion of American exceptionalism, there is a cause and effect on our kids. It pushes them toward the Patriotism Gap, to the indifference and cynicism they think is cool and sophisticated—and there’s nothing funny about that.

You can bet your teenager probably knows vile, angry rap song lyrics that use extreme and inflammatory language to insult and degrade America. Unfortunately, too many teenagers will remember the irresponsible invective spewed out by some celebrities in the days after Hurricane Katrina far longer than the pictures of courageous Coast Guard personnel rescuing storm victims from the rooftops of New Orleans or the hundreds of other stories of Americans helping Americans in the weeks after that calamity. Sadly, most of our kids probably also know more about Michael Moore’s or George Clooney’s distorted take on American current affairs than they know about American current affairs.

One concerned father, a decorated Navy fighter pilot who says he wants to raise his son to be as patriotic as he is, told us that he’s more than a little discouraged, especially by the effect the media can have. “My son is a good student. Reads the papers, watches the news. But there are so many naysayers, so many people who think the best way to show they are smart is by bashing America. It influences him.”

This father is right to be worried because there really isn’t much to counteract this media tide of mean-spirited commentary or the daily diet of anti-American celebrity sarcasm.

Fighting Back

So what’s a parent to do?

We say—fight back—and think positively. Because the good news is that unlike so many of the challenges we face, from the war on terror to our nation’s social ills, raising your kids to love their country is one challenge that parents can do something about—up close and personal.

         

• Our first step back from the Patriotism Gap, then, is to be honest and admit the problem exists—that today most American kids enjoy our country’s many benefits but are not as grateful for these gifts as they should be.





How Do You Feel About America?

[image: image]         We know how some celebs and some in the media and academic elite feel about our country. They are the ones who say, of course, they love America—not for what the country is, but for what it can be. Sort of like a man who says he wants his wife to be the best she can be, so he will love her more if she loses weight, has a face-lift, and, just maybe, gets a better personality. Does anyone really want to be married to a guy like that?

Well, here are some questions that will test your feelings about America and your attitudes about what it means to be an American. In the next chapter, you’ll find out how most Americans responded.



1. Are you proud to be an American? ____Yes ____No

2. Do you think America stands for something unique in the world? ____Yes ____No

3. Do you think being an American is a big part of who you are? ____Yes ____No

4. Are you proud of our troops? ____Yes ____No

5. Are you proud of our achievements in science and technology? ____Yes ____No

6. Do you believe people who work hard in this nation are likely to succeed? ____Yes ____No

7. Do you think it is essential that everyone has the right to their religious beliefs? ____Yes ____No

8. Do you think there should be equal opportunity for all people regardless of their race, religion, or sex? ____Yes ____No

9. Do you think the United States has the best system of government in the world? ____Yes ____No

10. Do you think it is important to donate your time or money or both to community organizations that help those in need? ____Yes ____No
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• The next step is to acknowledge that we, as parents, may be contributing to the problem. The truth is that most kids are generally clueless when it comes to understanding that the protected and privileged lives they lead are possible, to a large degree, because they are young Americans.

• But are we, as parents, all that different? We also have to acknowledge that we often forget that the hopes and dreams we have for our children and grandchildren depend on the fact that they are Americans.

         

Before we started writing this book, we spoke to a lot of moms and dads. Most of them tried to do everything they felt they should for their kids, from overseeing their homework and keeping tabs on their grades and ferrying them to soccer games and sleepovers to making sure they had the “right” embroidered jeans or the hottest video game. Yet most of these parents admitted they didn’t talk to their kids about the uniqueness of our country and the importance of its history and how that directly impacts their young lives.

Shouldn’t instilling a love of country in your child be just as important as a good school and piano lessons, a safe neighborhood, and a pediatrician you can trust? Absolutely. And raising a patriot doesn’t mean you have to cut out any of those things from your life. We’ll show you how taking a moment on the way to Little League to discuss why the field is named “Veterans’ Memorial Park” or steering the discussion over dinner toward the upcoming local elections will quickly raise your children’s awareness of the great country they live in.

Beginning at Home

Too many good parents assume that a love of country in their children will develop along the way like permanent teeth and puberty, a byproduct of Fourth of July barbecues and Presidents’ Weekend ski trips. But it doesn’t happen that way. Not anymore. Not with so many forces in our schools and in our culture that may be working far harder than you to influence your sons and daughters to be critical and negative about America. In a recent poll, 85 percent of parents said that in order to graduate from high school, students should be required to understand the common history and ideas that tie all Americans together. A darn good notion and one that parents have a right to expect from their child’s school. But, trust us, it isn’t happening in many classrooms; and unless you get involved, it won’t.

But perhaps even more alarming, 80 percent of parents said that school is the best place for kids to learn what it means to be an American. Wrong. Dead wrong. Chester E. Finn Jr., head of the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation and a longtime expert on American education, says, “School is 9 percent of what kids learn. But 91 percent of what they learn, they learn at home.”

Former secretary of education Bill Bennett, who has devoted years to improving school history curricula, agrees. “It is the family that teaches kids the right things to believe.” And Ben Shapiro, author of Brainwashed: How Universities Indoctrinate Youth, which he wrote when he was a college student, offered this advice. When asked what parents should do if their son or daughter comes back from college suddenly spouting a newfound anti-Americanism, he said it was probably too late by then. The parents’ job, he advised, is to “make sure they have the right ideas and can defend them before they are sent off to school.”

Yes, as parents it’s up to you! And there is nothing more important that you can do. Your kids probably spend a couple of hours a week playing soccer or taking dancing or skating lessons. They may spend hours playing video games. Well, they are probably not going to grow up to be professional video game players or Olympic skating champions. But they are going to grow up to be Americans. It is vital for you to spend some time each week to make them appreciate that. Especially when others, who once shared the responsibility of raising each generation of new Americans, may be teaching your children what you don’t want them to learn or constantly reinforcing a bleak picture of America that you don’t share. Knowing what they should about our country teaches children who they are. And giving them a sense of patriotism and a commitment to our nation is also the best way you can do your part to keep America safe.





Blaming America

Even in post-9/11 class discussions, there were teachers in our classrooms who gave more than equal time to America’s supposed “faults” to explain the acts of nineteen cowardly terrorists who murdered nearly three thousand innocent people.

In those dark days, the most-distorted-lesson prize just might have to go to a Maryland teacher whose young student shared this account with the Washington Post: “Why do some people hate America? Why did they do it?…‘Because we’re bossy.’ That’s what my teacher said. She said it is because we have all the weapons and we think we can boss other countries around.”

Obviously, this teacher wanted her class to learn one lesson in the aftermath of the terrorist attack: America only had itself to blame.
[image: image]



Dig into the Toolbox

We want to help you do this.

We’ve designed this book as a toolbox that can help you in a variety of ways, a toolbox of information and inspiration, stories and advice, and lots and lots of ideas and resources to help you mold your child into a proud American through teaching, sharing, and inspiring. Yes, we will tell you why it is hard to raise an American today, why there are forces working against it, but more important, we will show you how easy it is for you to make sure your children know what they should about our great nation.

         

• We identify the Bad Influencers that could be affecting your children and give you the best advice we could find to deal with them.

• We arm you with facts about our country and stories about remarkable Americans to share with your kids to make them proud of our past, grateful for our present, and enthusiastic about being the next generation who will shape America’s future.

• We outline 60-Minute Solutions for raising a patriot. These Patriot Projects focus on everything from election day events to holiday parties to crafts you can do at home. Encouraging your children to love America doesn’t have to be another burden in an already hectic schedule. We’ll show you how to seamlessly instill patriotism into everyday life and have fun doing it.

• We give you lots of ideas to help you interest your children in our nation’s history as well as include suggestions for books to read, DVDs to watch, websites to investigate, and great family trips to take.

• We provide topics for Dinner Table Debates with your family. Whether it’s about current events or Revolutionary history, get to know what your children think and make sure they understand that their opinion counts.

• Most important of all, we ask you to sign the Patriot Pledge (see chapter 6) and let your children know that you have signed it. Do it, and we guarantee it will become an important and wonderful way to enrich your family’s life.

A Wise Farewell

This book can help your whole family better understand our American values, our national strengths, and the challenges we may face today and in the future. But before we begin, we want to remember and reflect upon the wise words of one of our greatest presidents, who sensed that the Patriotism Gap was developing nearly two decades ago. He was worried about that and had some right-on advice on how to bridge this Gap. In his Farewell Address to the nation from the Oval Office, Ronald Reagan wondered:



Are we doing a good enough job teaching our children what America is and what she represents in the long history of the world? Those of us…who grew up in a different America…were taught very directly what it means to be an American. And we absorbed, almost in the air, a love of country and an appreciation of its institutions. If you didn’t get these things from your family, you got them from the neighborhood…. Or you could get a sense of patriotism from school…and from the popular culture.

But now…things have changed. Younger parents aren’t sure that an unambivalent appreciation of America is the right thing to teach modern children. And as for those who create the popular culture, well-grounded patriotism is no longer the style.


He went on:



I’m warning of an eradication of the American memory that could result in an erosion of the American spirit. Let’s start with some basics: more attention to American history and a greater emphasis on civic ritual. And let me offer lesson number one about America. All great change begins at the dinner table. So, tomorrow night in the kitchen, I hope the talking begins. And children, if your parents haven’t been teaching you what it means to be an American, let ’em know and nail ’em on it. That would be a very American thing to do.



We hope and we trust this book will make sure that your kids will never nail you!

No TV, No Trash Talk Dinner Table Debate!

Following President Reagan’s advice, we agree there’s nothing like a spirited debate over the kitchen table to get kids interested in important questions. Here’s our suggestion. Pick a regular night every couple of weeks for what we’ve nicknamed a “No TV, No Trash Talk Dinner Table Debate” with your kids—attendance required.

You choose the topics. Make them think about the big issues they see on TV every night, but don’t limit the discussion to current events. There’s a lot we can learn from history that applies to what is happening today. Set up some guidelines to keep the discussion civil, but encourage everyone, young and old, to speak up. After all, it’s the American way.

Besides giving your kids a chance to weigh in on issues that are important to every American and to the country, one recent study found that regular family discussions may help them keep their grades up and stay away from drugs and alcohol.

Don’t expect miracles at first. Accept the fact that anything that doesn’t involve text messaging will probably get you a roll of the eyes from your teenagers. Translation: You’re not cool. But don’t give up. If you can get them past that initial resistance, they may surprise you and themselves, too.

There are “Dinner Table Debates” in every chapter. Keep reading and find a good one to get you started on the next page.





[image: image]
When Do You Feel Most American?

[image: image]         A couple years ago, the radio show Morning Edition asked its listeners to describe when they “felt most American.” They got a lot of interesting answers. One listener said it was when she rode the New York City subway, seeing the “melting pot” of America. Another said it was when she watched the one-block-long bike parade to celebrate Flag Day in her Illinois hometown, a place so small it doesn’t even have a real Main Street.

What about your family? What makes them feel American? Find out over your kids’ favorite dessert (we recommend chocolate cake and ice cream) by asking each of them to answer the question: “When do you feel most American?”

Is it when they learn about a past American achievement? When they read about the courage of our military? Maybe it’s a patriotic holiday that brings out their American spirit. Or when your teenage daughter hits the shopping mall, does she make a connection between the endless shelves filled with products and America’s unrivaled economic system?

Then ask them: Do they think it is important to feel American? Do most of their friends feel American?

Even ask them what makes them feel “un-American.” You may be surprised by their answers. They might be, too.

[image: image]
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Play Hometown History Detective

[image: image]         In this book you will find lots of ideas to help get your children interested in our country and our heritage. For starters: Make them understand that American history is all around them, all the time. We have already suggested you tell them why the local Little League field is called Veterans’ Field. Here are some other ways to turn your kids into history detectives. Ask them to:

         

• Find out who their school is named after and why. Then, read a biography of that person. You’ll find a list of recommended biographies of outstanding Americans for kids at different ages in the “Red, White, and Blue Grab Bag” section (pp. 267–277).

• Visit the town’s war memorial for those who have served. See if the names of any of their relatives are on the memorial. Get many more ideas on teaching your children about the extraordinary sacrifices the U.S. military makes to ensure our freedom in Chapter 7, “All-American Year” (p. 137).

• Check out the local history museum or other nearby historical sites to visit on a weekend family excursion. There are lots of interesting and fun places to visit in your state listed in “250 Top Spots Your Kids Will Love” in Chapter 8, “Let’s Take a Trip” (pp. 188–203).
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2

WHO WE ARE

“They attacked us because of who we are.”

—SECRETARY OF STATE CONDOLEEZZA RICE, TESTIFYING BEFORE THE 9/11 COMMISSION


[image: image]         Conservative or liberal, red state or blue, we all should be red, white, and blue when it comes to the love of our country. Unabashed liberal Norman Lear, producer of the hit television comedy All in the Family, had a rare opportunity to help demonstrate that during the past few years.

Lear is now one of the most successful and richest men in Hollywood. But as a child he lived for a time with his grandparents in a fourth-floor tenement building walk-up. He says that those years with his grandparents were the greatest influence on his life.

His grandfather always took him to parades—Fourth of July, Veterans Day, Presidents’ Day. He remembers his grandfather, who loved this country, holding his hand very tightly when the martial music played and the flag went by. Often, his grandfather had a tear in his eye.

Lear’s grandfather was also an inveterate letter writer to President Roosevelt. “Every letter,” he remembers, “started off, ‘My dearest, darling Mr. President: Here’s what I think you should do.’” Lear recalls running down those three flights of stairs in the building where they lived to the letter box and how excited he would be when he found a small white envelope imprinted with the words The White House. It was a formal reply, but his grandfather always got a response. “When I asked my grandfather why he wrote the president, he said because everything the president was responsible for was very important to those he loved.”

Years later, Lear found out that an original copy of the Declaration of Independence was for sale. It was discovered in 1989, tucked into the backing of a tattered painting that was sold for $4 at a flea market in Pennsylvania and was later authenticated as an original copy of the Declaration that had been printed the night of July 4, 1776, to be read aloud in town squares throughout the colonies.

Lear walked over to see the copy of the Declaration, since it was only three blocks from his office. “I was surprised at my own reaction. I looked at it, and I cried—like my grandfather had cried when the flag went by—and I knew in an instant that I would want to buy it.”

In an online auction, Lear paid $8.1 million for the Declaration. Lucky for us, he has not kept it for himself. Instead, he has sent the document on tour around the country, so thousands have now seen this particular copy of the Declaration. Lear says, “Everywhere I’ve been where it’s been shown I’ve been so amazed the way people will stand in line for an hour to spend a couple of minutes with it.” And they react just like his grandfather did at those long-ago parades. “They walk away from it and you can still see tears in their eyes.”

Who Are We?

Americans should be deeply moved by what is, in reality, our nation’s birth certificate. Right now, in fact, there are more than 300 million of us lucky enough to call ourselves Americans because of that Fourth of July Declaration: about 260 million native born and more than 35 million first-generation immigrants from nearly every country in the world.

That’s a far cry from where the country started. In 1776, there were only about two and a half million people living in the colonies. When Thomas Jefferson put pen to paper and wrote the words of the Declaration that would separate us from mother country England, most of the colonial population had British roots, was overwhelmingly Protestant, and came from lower- and middle-class backgrounds. The Founding Fathers would probably have a difficult time even recognizing the vibrant crazy quilt of American heritage today.

Seventy-five percent of us are white, but, now, 14 percent are also Hispanic, 12 percent are African American, and a little more than 4 percent of us are of Asian heritage. And there are lots of other folks with family backgrounds that reflect our country’s increasingly diverse makeup, all living examples of the American melting pot.

What Values Define an American?

That’s a very abridged version of who we are demographically, but that’s only half the picture. If we really want to know who we are, it’s equally important to ask, what are the values that define us as Americans? And do they set us apart from other nations? Of course, thinking about who we are is a very introspective and personal question. But it’s also a very important question for the future of our country. So, as you begin to use this book, first, please, get your own bearings. Ask yourself how you would define America and Americans. Could you explain who we are to your kids, as they used to say in advertising contests, in just twenty-five words or less?

The overwhelming majority of ordinary Americans have a very positive view of this country. Unlike the constant critics at large in the academic, celebrity, and media worlds, as well as our critics overseas, Americans believe that there are many reasons to be proud of our nation’s values and our fellow citizens.

In another survey taken in the spring of 1999, the Pew Research Center found that America’s technological progress, especially the pioneering U.S. space program, was the largest source of pride for Americans. When asked to name America’s greatest achievements of the twentieth century, victory in war or economic superiority didn’t top the list. Instead, Americans think the scientific breakthroughs and medical advances that have helped humankind over the decades are our nation’s biggest and best accomplishments. Doesn’t that say a lot about who we are?





Who We Are—What People Say

[image: image]         In the first chapter, we asked you a series of questions about how you think and feel about America. These were the questions pollsters have recently asked Americans in a number of national surveys. Do you agree with what your fellow Americans say about “who we are”?



1. Are you proud to be an American? YES! 95%

2. Do you think America stands for something unique in the world? YES! 84%

3. Do you think being an American is a big part of who you are? YES! 91%

4. Are you proud of our troops? YES! 93%

5. Are you proud of our achievements in science and technology? YES! 93%

6. Do you believe people who work hard in this nation are likely to succeed? YES! 79%

7. Do you think it is essential that everyone has the right to their religious beliefs? YES! 89%

8. Do you think there should be equal opportunity for all people regardless of their race, religion, or sex? YES! 88%

9. Do you think the United States has the best system of government in the world? YES! 89%

10. Do you think it is important to donate your time or money or both to community organizations that help those in need? YES! 80%

[image: image]




And what do most of us believe are the reasons behind our country’s extraordinary success? In that same Pew survey, Americans credited the pillars of our democracy: first, the Constitution (85%), then free elections (84%), and, finally, the free enterprise system (81%). There is no question that most Americans think the Founding Fathers got it right.

Even though other polls show we don’t know as much as we should about the important dates, documents, and debates of our past—and we are going to discuss why we should know a lot more about our country’s history later on—Americans still seem to understand, through instinct and experience, the fundamentals of what makes this country both different and special.

An Idea First

Unlike every other place on earth, America was not created by an accident of history or geography. Our existence didn’t depend on either a tyrant’s dream of conquest or on the length of an army’s supply line.

America, and only America, was an idea before it was a nation—an idea that all men are created equal with an inalienable right to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” At our country’s birth, Thomas Jefferson came up with that revolutionary phrase as both the justification and rallying cry for our new nation. Our Founding Fathers were able to brilliantly transform that democratic vision into an effective, workable government.

Eleven years after the Declaration of Independence was signed, the Constitution created an even more perfect union—a republic limited by law and respectful of private property that guaranteed a set of basic rights to its citizens. Though it may be the most powerful prescription for individual liberty ever written, our Constitution is the shortest constitution in the world—only four and a half amazing pages. We’ve read VCR manuals that are longer than that! (The constitution the European Union is still trying to pass is more than four hundred pages long!) The American Constitution remains a truly extraordinary framework for democracy that still governs our lives every day.

For Americans, freedom isn’t an abstract principle found in dusty history books. Unlike millions around the world, we enjoy freedom as an integral part of our daily lives. A mother from Dayton, Ohio, told pollsters from Public Agenda what she—along with a majority of American parents—cherishes most about our country is personal freedom. She said, “I don’t have to be the same or conform…. I can be what I want to be, or work to be what I want to be. And if you choose to take a different path, then that choice is up to you.”





Americans: The Facts
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• A new American is born every 8 seconds.

• An immigrant arrives every 26 seconds.

• Americans have the highest per capita income of any large industrial nation.

• We’re homeowners—more than 68 percent of us own our own homes—the highest rate of home ownership in the nation’s history.

• Americans are better educated than ever before. Eighty percent of Americans are high school graduates. Twenty-three percent are college graduates. Since 1995 more women than men have graduated from high school and college.

• Nobody works harder than Americans. An average U.S. worker puts in 70 hours more per year on the job than a Japanese worker, and nearly 350 hours more than Europeans.

• We’re a religious people; 94 percent of Americans say they believe in God.

• We’re a generous people. More than 64 million Americans offered their time as volunteers in 2004, and Americans give over $248 billion a year to charities.

[image: image]




Americans also seem to value opportunity, the opportunity that has always been available and that most of us believe still abounds in America. Jefferson put it so eloquently when he said, “We must dream of an aristocracy of achievement arising out of a democracy of opportunity.”

The Lure of America

From the time of the very first settlers, who eked out a difficult existence in Jamestown or stony Massachusetts Bay, there has been a “push” and “pull” that brought millions to these shores. Many were “pushed” from their homelands because of political or religious persecution, overpopulation, unemployment, or famine. Others were “pulled” here by an availability of land, jobs, opportunity, and religious and political tolerance.

At one time many newcomers believed that the streets of America were paved with gold. Italian immigrants with a sense of humor used to say, “When I got here I found they weren’t paved at all…I was expected to pave them.”

Genevieve Gwei, who came to America from Cameroon in 1991, told the Voice of America, “When you’re back home, you watch TV, you watch Baywatch, you watch Dallas, you think everywhere looks like that. You think there’s milk and honey just flowing down the street. But when you arrive here, that’s one of the first things you learn, that it’s not like that.”

Disappointed as they may be that Americans don’t spend most of their time in bikinis at the beach, immigrants are still able
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