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Dedication

To the parents who pioneered classical Christian renewal, now forty years on




Epigraph

Only the educated are free.

—Epictetus, Roman slave turned counselor to emperors
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Preface

This work flows out of two very different journeys. Neither of these journeys originated in education, but then, this book is not just about education. It is about our freedom, our culture, and our families—and the quiet peril inflicted upon all three. Pete Hegseth’s journey takes him through Ivy League colleges, Division 1 sports, military combat, and television news. My journey contrasts with Pete’s experience—geographically and otherwise. I grew up in rural Idaho, went to state college, and spent my first decades in business and technology. Pete and I do share at least one experience: we were both educated in government schools, and both of us saw a problem. This prompted us to ask questions about some deep cultural fissures that have formed in our lifetimes. In the course of writing this book, the fissures have grown into a crevasse, and may threaten the future existence of America as a single nation.

More than a decade into my first career with tech company Hewlett-Packard, I had traveled and observed Europe and America, from Finland to Madrid, from New York to San Francisco. I did market research—specifically focus groups. From this experience, I noticed a curious disconnect between people’s everyday lives and the stories they seemed to believe about life’s big questions. I had friends who were atheists but lived noble family lives, sacrificing for a world created by random chance. Hmm . . . this perplexed me. I volunteered in church leadership, serving Christian college students, many of whom lived out beliefs that were inconsistent with the Bible we had studied together. They seemed shallow and unwilling or unable to connect the dots on big topics. Hmm . . . Christians and secularists seemed to live out the same story in their lives, more or less—myself included, in many ways. It was as if there were a powerful invisible force pulling both groups in the same direction.

When I first encountered classical Christian education in 1994, my wife, Stormy, and I joined a small group that eventually started The Ambrose School in Boise, Idaho. This was five years before our first child was born (she’s now at a classical Christian college). Over the next two decades, I came to understand why people’s stories did not correspond with their lifestyle—in both directions. In a word, it was called paideia. That invisible force I had noticed had a name. While I’m not an academic, I was a marketing analyst trained to size up anything’s potential—whether it was a new product, a service, or an idea. In short order, I realized this word—paideia—was big. So big, that in 2003 I left my rising career in tech to help build a fledgling classical Christian school.

In this new career, I wanted to understand why classical Christian education mattered so much to so many people. Like me, many others had left lucrative professional careers to join the classical Christian school building project all over the country. As I talked to colleagues, it became clear that we had all seen the handwriting on the wall: Americans were increasingly diverging politically between “red” and “blue” states, but shared so much of everything else—from where they went to college, to what friends they had, to the goals they had in life, even to small things like the entertainment they enjoyed. This could not be stable. It could not last. So, I began a research project to find the answers.

After a guest lecture I attended on the Progressives, I took the elevator to the fourth floor of the library where I had been told to meet the archivist. I was searching for the source of a quote the lecturer had used. It included the word plasticity. Since I didn’t have the exact citation, I asked to see every issue of The New Republic published between its founding in about 1914 and 1940. I expected a box of microfiche film. The archivist brought four stacks of magazines tied together with twine, and many more in cardboard boxes. They shed clouds of dust on the table.

This was going to take a while. But I had a plan that should shorten things a bit.

I planned to look at the table of contents for each issue on the topic of “education” and scan the articles with a portable scanner. I soon realized education appeared in nearly every issue—and often as a centerpiece. John Dewey, father of modern progressive education, wrote often. But the editorial board was almost as active and revealing about their intent. This was the first clue that the Progressives were far more interested in K–12 education than I thought. I later found out they essentially invented it, at least as we know it today.

The sun went down outside, unbeknownst to me. As I worked my way back to the elevators, a sign jutted out from a row of shelves simply labeled “education.” All day, I had been just feet from this section. I was sure some academic must have already researched this topic, if only I could find it. I glanced at the clock and saw that I had fifteen minutes before closing. I walked into the aisle.

The section labeled “educational history” drew my attention. As I pulled book after book off the shelf, I looked at the authors’ bios: “Educational Doctorate,” “U.S. Department of Education,” “Professor of Education.” Clearly, progressive educators were the ones writing about education’s history. I took a few out. There wasn’t much new in what I quickly fanned through. It seemed analogous to reading the story of the Bolshevik Revolution as told by Lenin. But I had been avoiding the thickest books on the shelf—three of them.

Finally, I opened the first of the three thick volumes of Lawrence Cremin’s American Education. Cremin was an historian. One of the volumes had a seal on the dust cover that read “Pulitzer Prize.” His bio said he was at Columbia University. This sounded promising. A quick internet search revealed that his revelations about the history of American education made progressive educators uneasy. Yet, rarely had I read such a well-sourced and thorough history of anything. Why was the educational establishment critical of Cremin’s work?

Somewhere in the second volume, Cremin landed on the missing center around which all of those thinkers I had read thus far had orbited. You’ll find the quote in Chapter 5 of this book. My research on the Progressives snapped into alignment. I had been looking for what the Progressives did; I wanted to know how they informed the “plasticity of the child.” I had not imagined that they simply removed an ingredient. Nor did I imagine that any ingredient could possibly have been that significant.

Cremin used an unusual word—paideia. I went on to research this word and it opened a narrative that cast light into nearly every corner of our current situation. Research led me to scholarship on ancient Rome and Greece, America’s founding, the changes to Christianity in the nineteenth century, and many more dusty library corners. I read another three-volume set by Harvard scholar Werner Jaeger, describing one single word—paideia. The reason for the discord in the lives of Americans and America’s cultural decline came into view.

Early in 2020, I was introduced to Pete Hegseth. In my work for the Association of Classical Christian Schools, I’m often asked education-related questions by the media. Pete was the first member of the media to actually take up a shovel and dig for answers. He asked more and more questions. I sent him a few chapters of a draft manuscript I had written to provide him with in-depth answers. In the months that followed, Pete would call and say, “Do you really mean that . . . ?” It usually had something to do with the American founders, or some aha moment. At some point he said, “We have to get this story out. What can I do to help?” In the subsequent year, I consulted on a five-part documentary for FOX Nation called The MisEducation of America.

Our collaboration on this book project emerged because of our very different backgrounds. Pete lives among media and cultural leaders in New York and the eastern seaboard. But he also spends a lot of time in the heartland with FOX & Friends, talking to Americans who can sense something is off. My research, paired with his knack for communicating with Americans, launched this book project—to connect the twenty-four-hour news cycle with the deep and unexpected answers that our journeys uncovered.

Neither of us is an academic with a PhD. But we are Americans, working to preserve the right to share what we’ve learned. This book offers an explanation for our nation’s biggest problems while it finds a path forward rooted in our smallest citizens. Perhaps it’s better that way. Perhaps it takes flawed regular guys to find something that was right there in front of us, but no one seemed to see. I pray that God will use this work to heal America.

To keep things simple for the reader, Pete narrates this work in the first person, using his talents as a writer, investigator, and thinker. As the project unfolded, my historical and Christian research and insight was buttressed by Pete’s own research on the course of politics and life in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The two voices come together as Pete investigates his growing list of questions and I feed him my research about Christianity, America’s founding, history, and education, filling in the gaps with my years of experience in running and building schools. With his military background, he could see the “Battle for the American Mind” unfold. And with his experience in military counterinsurgency, he could see what needs to be done. Together, our goal is to connect this important, untold story with the reality on the ground in America today.

—David Goodwin




Introduction

This ambitious project is approached with humility and a full reckoning of human nature.

It is my brokenness that brings me to this book. Our brokenness. Nothing but the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ affords these two authors—Pete Hegseth (me) and David Goodwin—the sufficiency to undertake such an audacious task: writing a book that motivates others to reorient their lives around the education of their most precious gift—their children and grandchildren.

We, like everyone, are failed and fallen vessels. A fallen world, and our sinful nature, have taken their toll on our lives—in different ways, each. We do not approach this weighty topic positioning ourselves as ideal examples of parents or educators, but instead with an appeal to heaven to breathe timeless truths into this earthly work.

The insufficient quality of our own educations—in the classroom, and in life—is the inspiration for this work. Our humility about the past is what informs our hope for the future. If anything, we cannot think of two people less worthy to write this book. Our own winding paths inform the future we want for our kids—wiser choices, more intentional personal formation, and Christ at the center in the classroom. Not to mention the future we want for our country. We both stumbled our way to the mission of this book, and today hope that others will find their bearings sooner, saving our providential Republic in the process.

We are an unlikely duo. I live in the East Coast media world, often embroiled in news of the day and incentivized by instant analysis. David lives in Idaho and has quietly and effectively immersed himself into the world of education. You might know me from your television set, but without David this book never happens. Think Indiana Jones (Harrison Ford) and his father (Sean Connery) on a quest to rediscover the holy grail—in this case, the holy grail of education.

Like Sean Connery and his dusty diary, David has dedicated his life to uncovering a lost art form of education, and then steeping himself in the day-to-day application of that art. Like most of you, I am a parent trying—running like Indiana Jones!—to find and then provide the best possible education to my children. Not the most “elite” education, but the best. It turns out, we found both . . . but that’s for future pages.

For both of us, this book has been a journey—both a long one, and a brief one. Since the day we first spoke, just a few short years ago, my nickname for David has been “my Sherpa.” David has been on a long journey, uncovering long-lost truths—he knows the terrain, with sure feet and steady hands. My journey is more immediate, but we are eager to share our discoveries. I had questions, David had answers. Now, together, we are committed to sharing what we (re)discovered with all Americans.

This book is our journey, but we hope it becomes yours as well. How did we get here? What have we lost? And is there still time? Some chapters contain educational philosophy and Western history, others more practical application and current events. This change of gears is intentional; both are required to rediscover the lost art of real education.

Where does it lead? The answer will shock you, scare you, challenge you, and—we hope—motivate you. Join us in this search for the lost holy grail of American education.




Part I

The 16,000-Hour War
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Our COVID-(16)19 Moment

You drop your son off at high school, let’s say at Leodis V. McDaniel High School, in Portland, Oregon. He walks through security, the bell rings, and he walks into his first period. The class says the pledge of allegiance. Throughout the day, as the bell rings, he moves between classes—seven periods in total. He studies modern literature, social studies, Spanish, and computer programming, among other subjects. In each class, the teacher has been there for many years—and emphasizes that the process of learning is most important, not obsessing over grades.

Sounds pretty standard, right? It’s very similar to how I—Pete Hegseth—went to high school. Bells ringing, pledge of allegiance, seven class periods, social studies, experienced teachers, and the latest teaching techniques.

What if I told you that every aspect of what I described is a product of “progressive” education? The bell, the pledge, class periods, the subjects, the tenured teachers, the education philosophy, and the name—Leodis V. McDaniel High School (the school used to be named James Madison High School, but was changed in the fall of 2021). Yes, even the pledge—except for the “under God” portion—is an invention of Progressives.

I am a product of progressive education, and so are you. We all are, and we didn’t know it. We have been for the better part of one hundred years.

The experience I had, that you likely had, and that most Americans had—not just in high school, but also in middle school and elementary school—is the direct result of a progressive plan. A plot, really. The changes we see on the surface—in the hallways, classrooms, and textbooks—seem subtle, and often harmless. They look like high school in America. But they came from somewhere else . . . and for a reason.

But, you might say, didn’t the outrage over critical race theory (CRT) being taught in Loudoun County, Virginia, schools change the course of a statewide election? Didn’t voting parents remedy what was being taught? Not so fast. The Progressives will have the last laugh because whether or not they teach CRT in the public schools, the real damage was done more than a century ago. Progressives canceled a critical part of every school’s curriculum back then, which led us to where we are today. Unless we undo that foundational damage, nothing we do in public schools will change our course toward tyranny and thought control. It might slow down a bit, but the course was set, and radical change is now needed.

Until I undertook this project with David Goodwin, I had no idea. I had a sense that public and private K–12 education was captured by the progressive Left—most likely a product of the radical 1960s—but had no idea of the extent to which they had created the entire pipeline of American education.

In fact, I’ve written two previous books on the fight for the future of America, titled In the Arena and American Crusade. Both books, especially Crusade, had an emphasis on the importance of education. But both missed the mark, badly. This book—this journey and resulting mission—is more important than both of those previous books combined. It’s not even close.

THE 1619 VIRUS IN SCHOOLS

As a result of the virtual classrooms our children were forced into in 2020 and 2021 thanks to COVID-19, you likely have a growing sense: American education is off the rails. Finally, to the chagrin of many educators, parents have been in the classroom in ways they were never previously allowed. Lesson plans were posted online, classes recorded, discussions held in the open, and textbooks laid on the kitchen table—instead of remaining in classrooms.

The most evident revelation from this development was the theory our kids have been taught about race in the American classroom. Seemingly out of nowhere—and accelerated after the Black Lives Matter riots in the summer of 2020—concepts like white privilege and systemic racism and even a new founding date for America, the year 1619, were splashed across computer screens all over America. Critical race theory had fully arrived (often masked as “Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion”), along with a full-on attempt to redefine gender, infuse climate fatalism, and turn our children into activists. These types of revelations were powerful because they were not the result of media exposure, but instead a bottom-up, and often apolitical, recognition by parents that the very foundation of American education had taken a radical turn.

It was the “woke” versus the newly awake. You might call it the COVID-(16)19 effect.

A virus descended on our country at seemingly lightning speed, and with it, a slow-rolling educational takeover was revealed. The tip of the iceberg, you might say. Then, with parents finally questioning what was happening in their kids’ classrooms, certain quarters of the news media, like FOX News, took notice in a substantial way. It wasn’t just one parent’s experience—it was everywhere. Not just in Portland and New York, but in Pennsylvania and Virginia. Local and national parents’ organizations were formed, and state legislatures readied bills to ban critical race theory.

The problem is often not even individual schools or school boards; in fact, many parents, teachers, and administrators seem numb—or resigned—to the inevitability of these radical new concepts. School administrators amplified these radical new teaching theories with a sense of institutional entitlement, underestimating the reaction many parents would have. Even with the resulting (courageous) outrage at school board meetings from masked-up (and ignored) parents, very little seemed to change in the classroom. This is the way it is. This is the future, parents were told.

Get with the program! White people are inherently oppressive. Gender is completely fluid. Climate change will destroy the world. And America is the ultimate source of evil in the world. Up is down, left is right, good and evil are subjective—until an educator tells you who or what is good and evil, and then you must comply.

It snuck up on me as well. I thought I was well versed on the dire situation of American education. But I was far from the mark—embarrassingly so, especially when I go back and look at what I’ve previously written. In some cases, I missed the mark because the mark kept moving, but overall, I was just scratching the surface, playing patty-cake with the enemies of free thought. Like you, I continue to uncover more and more alarming revelations each day—in real time.

In my 2016 book, I exhorted readers to “get in the arena” with the fervor of “an evangelical preacher of America’s civil religion—like Teddy Roosevelt.” Unbeknownst to me, my emphasis on “civil religion” walked the reader directly into the snare of the progressive trap. The book was unabashedly conservative and pro-American, but the result was impotency. In 255 pages, I spend just a few paragraphs on education, insisting instead that a Teddy Roosevelt speech—himself a “Progressive”—should chart the course for our conduct.

In 2020, the cause of my second book was Americanism, a “holy war for the righteous cause of human freedom.” The blame for problems in America, and rightfully so, was on Leftism . . . fed by worshipping concepts like multiculturalism, socialism, genderism, secularism, and other dangerous “isms.” But, even in 2020, my chapter on racism included not a single mention of critical race theory or the now-ubiquitous terms anti-racism or equity. The Left moves faster than we can type! Marxism, where this all emanates from, received only a glancing mention. Howard Zinn, the godfather of modern anti-American “history,” was not even mentioned. The book was about the evils of Leftism, and I missed the underbelly of their revolution.

This time, the book did contain an entire chapter on education—as the solution America needs to reverse our leftward lurch. But even then, I was prescribing “good intentions” to the formation of modern American education and my core solutions for confronting education were to “demand your school says the pledge of allegiance” and fighting for school choice—calling it “the most transformational tactic toward [education] equality.” Reading this back—less than two years later—it all feels trite and shallow. In retrospect, I called on Americans to “crusade” in a way that almost ensured continued defeat. I thought I understood the Left, but again, had barely scratched the surface—especially in the most important place.

I did, however, spend a great deal of time talking about higher education—the campus craziness we are all familiar with. For decades we have known about the lunacy of college campuses, which are—to quote my last book—“indoctrination camps.” In fact, in June 2021 a North Korean defector, Yeonmi Park—turned Columbia University graduate—went even further, saying of the state of Ivy League education, “Even North Korea is not this nuts.” She continued with a dire warning, saying the United States’ future “is as bleak as North Korea” unless our self-loathing education system is overhauled.

Think about that! A North Korean defector—who experienced the most brutal, repressive, and anti-American regime in the world until she was thirteen years old—believes our elite schools are even more nuts than North Korea. That should be a wake-up call. The condemnation of dissent may look different—North Korea prefers concentration camps, America prefers cancellation, marginalization, and labeling—but the reality is the same: America’s elites are hell-bent on changing the landscape in America, one incoming freshman class at a time—and they are succeeding. In America today, private thoughts are not allowed to translate into public speech, provoking the question, Are we really free? Are our kids?

THE REAL BATTLEFIELD ISN’T COLLEGES; IT’S KINDERGARTENS

It’s sad to say, but if I had a dollar for every parent I met across America in a FOX & Friends diner segment who told me that they sent a patriotic, faith-filled conservative off to college and soon had an America-hating socialist on their hands . . . I’d be a rich man. Save for a few exceptions—Hillsdale College, Liberty University, College of the Ozarks, to name a few—higher education is a wasteland. We know that, and this book does not need to make that case. However, Christians and conservatives have been living under the false impression that colleges and universities are a self-contained ecosystem with little impact on the broader culture and K–12 education.

My former mentor at Princeton University—intellectual giant and constitutional scholar Professor Robert P. George—put it best, saying to me, “It used to be that liberal professors in higher education licked their chops at the prospect of challenging the conventional and conservative views of their incoming students. Today, it’s the opposite. Conservative professors like me lick my chops at the opportunity to challenge incoming students who have already been indoctrinated by the ‘woke’ Leftist educational system. Especially in the past decade, the kids show up already indoctrinated.”

Let me stop here to remind you: I’m no different than you. I’m learning these things right alongside you. Until last year, I had two kids in public schools. It was easy, familiar, and free. I still don’t have all my kids enrolled in precisely the type of school we want. I have no idea where—or even if—I will suggest that my kids go to college. For many years, my fear was higher education—but, as has become clearer and clearer, the real problem is high school, middle school, and now elementary school.

The battlefield for the hearts and minds of our kids is the 16,000 hours they spend inside American classrooms from kindergarten to twelfth grade . . . it’s the 16,000-hour war, for our kids and our country.

Through a seemingly unstoppable progressive pipeline—teachers union priorities, teachers colleges, Common Core prerogatives, and unchecked teachers and administrators—the woke, social justice agenda is showing up in the youngest of classrooms. Often the books and curricula are hidden from parents, or at least largely until now. In one Idaho school district alone, books like A Is for Activist, Antiracist Baby, and Not My Idea: A Book about Whiteness are being read to elementary students. Not only is A for Activist, but L is for L-G-B-T-Q, T is for Trans, X is for Malcom X, and Z is for Zapatista (I had to look that one up . . . but, of course, it’s a socialist, militant group at war with the Mexican government). Anti-racist babies are taught to “confess when being racist” and that “whiteness is a bad deal. It always was.”

At Creekside Intermediate School in Michigan, students read Black Brother, Black Brother, which highlights a black student who feels like he is “constantly swimming in whiteness.” Cambridge, Massachusetts, public schools’ “Early Childhood Curriculum” teaches black families to be “free from patriarchal practices” as part of the “disruption of Western nuclear family dynamics” and a return to the “collective village.” Kindergarten students in Illinois and fourth and fifth graders in parts of Pennsylvania also read Not My Idea: A Book about Whiteness. The book pounds home the idea that being white is inherently evil and that being black means you are inherently oppressed. This is being taught to six-year-olds in America. These books—and so many more like them—are designed to divide students by race and gender; that is the goal, not just the result.

Stories for kids with good life lessons are no longer good enough; the pages must contain an agenda. Maybe your sixth or seventh grader will encounter the “gender unicorn” instead—a widely used Barney look-alike purple unicorn who explains concepts like gender identity, gender expression, and sexual attraction. But even before there was a gender unicorn, I had “sex education” in my middle school in the 1990s—a small conservative community—and my parents pulled me out, preferring to discuss intimate topics like that within our household. And it was pretty straightforward back then. Today, the gender unicorn, and ubiquitous concepts like it across the country, normalize the concepts of gender identity being completely separate from sex assigned at birth, and encourage kids to grapple with physical and emotional attraction—especially toward the same sex. It’s not informational; there is only one right answer: biology doesn’t matter. In elementary school. It’s sheer indoctrination . . . for 16,000 hours.

THE INDOCTRINATION’S BIGGER THAN SCHOOLS

But it’s not just schools. Do yourself a favor and visit your local Barnes & Noble bookstore. Check out the kids section, and notice what books are front and center. The last time I visited mine, of the forty children’s books displayed, at least thirty were progressive, agenda-driven books. This bookstore was not in a “liberal” community—this was a conservative area. Books by or about Michelle Obama, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and Kamala Harris were all front and center. There was A Is for Activist and multiple books about George Floyd and Black Lives Matter. Gender and sexuality were well represented, not to be outdone by at least five books about climate change and the environment. It is nearly impossible, without really digging, to find books that contain patriotic, Christian, or conservative themes.

For young people, it’s no better on television and social media. As a parent of young children, I find that too often as they’re watching Disney or Nickelodeon, I see commercials about Black Lives Matter, climate change, gender-bending heroism, or full-on infomercials about the historic life of Kamala Harris. Even Gonzo of Muppets fame was portrayed as a cross-dressing “Gonzo-rella.” I know I should turn it all off, but we haven’t completely yet. I still won’t allow any of my kids on social media, but I know it’s coming. What place do traditional values or patriotic celebration have on those platforms? Not much, if you can get past the mountains of self-reinforcing and vapid selfies. Instead these platforms use targeted temptation to lure young kids away from God, traditional values, and love of country.

The point is, we are culturally surrounded. The classroom, literature, movies, music, television, and social media are all full-blown avenues of attack for the Left. How do parents fight back? Well, considering my own winding personal path, one hour on Sunday morning and one hour on Wednesday night at church is not enough; not even close. And that was back in the 1990s and 2000s, before social media and smart phones. Your kids are not special, and neither are mine. The social pressure today (especially on social media) is enormous on American kids, with the only socially acceptable path being left-wing activism. Without careful cultivation, our kids have every reason to conform. Remember, A is for Activist.

In my book American Crusade I urged readers to “fight back with commonsense Americanism.” But while I could see the problem—yet again—I missed the mark on the solution. What if, underneath the culture wars, I have been proposing nothing but a losing proposition? What if Americanism is not enough? What if free people, free markets, and strong militaries are not enough? It seems quite obvious they are not, because we keep losing. Why?

Andrew Breitbart famously said, and I agree, that “politics is downstream of culture.” Meaning, politics is a lagging indicator. Things change in our politics because our culture has already changed. In this way, representative politics in America is a reflection of the culture we cultivate (or that is intentionally cultivated for us). My pastor, Chris Durkin, calls it the “cult of culture.” Culture sets the tone. Culture determines what, as a society, we lionize and idolize. I am already convinced of this and have focused the bulk of my previous writing and advocacy on culture.

YES, CULTURE > POLITICS, BUT RELIGION > CULTURE

But then, one Sunday last year, Pastor Chris took it to the next level—saying, “Yes, politics is downstream of culture. But even deeper than that, culture is downstream of religion.” His statement was not political, but instead a matter of fact. I remember driving home from church with my wife, Jenny, saying, “How could I have missed this?” Our current culture was not created in a vacuum, it is grounded in faith—faith, in something. For hundreds of years, including during our founding revolution and as we fought a civil war to end the sin of slavery, the single most important ingredient in our culture was our Judeo-Christian faith and tradition. We knew the Bible, we understood the Western tradition, and we appreciated America’s special place on the historical continuum.

Collectively, we have lost all of that—or almost all of that. Empty church pews, combined with secular classrooms, have intentionally bred a sheer anti-American, anti-Western, and anti-Christian culture that is just now revealing itself. Not only do we not have our Christian faith, but we now don’t even have faith in America. Fighting for the former, without fortifying the latter, is a losing proposition, because cultures, like classrooms and politics, always believe in something. What in the world do we believe in today? What is our religion?

That said, I am daily inspired by the goodness of average American citizens. The people I meet on the road, all across America, who understand what makes America exceptional. People of faith who are tough, hardworking, and fiercely protective of their God-given freedoms. There are enough “believers” out there to turn around our Republic, but the system is stacked against them. Against us. We know the “machine” is against us, but we haven’t yet figured out how to rage against that machine.

I have often quoted Abraham Lincoln’s warning that “the philosophy of the schoolroom in one generation becomes the philosophy of government in the next.” The statement remains true, but it is incomplete. To put it more comprehensively, the strength of the church in one generation becomes the culture of its people in the next . . . followed by the philosophy of the schoolroom and the government. The schoolroom is a vital front in the battle for Christendom and Western civilization, but alone—it is not enough.

The crushing weight of our wayward culture is almost suffocating. America’s instruments of media, Hollywood, corporate boardrooms, government bureaucracies, and even the new “woke” military have taken a turn toward an unrecognizable America, full of censorship, virtue signaling, cancel culture, political correctness, division, and loss of faith in our election system. The powers that be even deem our founding documents “harmful”—in fact, if you do an online search of the official National Archives for copies of the Declaration of Independence and Constitution, you are met with a warning—right at the top of each document—that says “Harmful Language Alert.” I’m not kidding.

Most of us assume that the left-wing transformation of America’s schools started in the 1960s, almost an accidental shift, born of the culture. The real answer goes far deeper.

AGITATION ISN’T THE ANSWER

Again, my previous suggested solutions have been woefully insufficient. In American Crusade I urged readers to “complain and agitate.” I cited an example of complaining about the “Holiday Program” at one of my son’s public elementary schools. As I’m sure had long been the standard, the holiday program made not a single mention of the “reason for the season”—no manger, no star, no angels, no menorah, and no Christmas (except for a few lines of “Feliz Navidad”—it’s okay in Spanish, I guess). Instead, Rudolph and Frosty the Snowman and holiday shopping were front and center. Outraged, I sent the principal a detailed email, writing, in part, “it is okay to simply recognize holidays for what they are—religious, patriotic, or whatever.”

The principal wrote back promptly, saying, “As a public institution, we are charged with respecting the rights and civil liberties of all individuals who have children in our school system—and because that encompasses a variety of different people, faiths and belief systems, it would be impossible for us to focus specifically on any one religion without the possibly [sic] of upsetting and/or offending someone else. I believe it is for that reason our lawmakers decided long ago that the separation of church and state is both fair and equitable for all Americans.”

In his mind, it’s “impossible.” Someone might be offended. The wall of separation is impenetrable. It was exactly the type of response I anticipated; I can barely fault him, he was trained that way. Dumb it down, don’t offend anyone, live to collect a paycheck another day. While sending that email may have been cathartic to me, it had no impact. Nothing changed the next year (except we took our kids out of the school). Short of that, complaining and agitating inside our public school system got me . . . nowhere. Like the Internal Revenue Service, the system is fixed. My email to the principal was like telling people who don’t like the tax code to email the IRS and complain; it might feel good, but it will accomplish nothing.

As I undertook this project, I was reminded of a similar valiant attempt by my mother, Penny. My mother did way more than I did—and I wasn’t even aware. In the 1990s, my mother and two other PTA moms took on my local school system regarding a new “values-free” curriculum that was being introduced into my elementary school. This particular curriculum was called “Quest” and focused on self-esteem and value-free behavioral teachings. The program was described as “components that are designed for universal, explicit, systematic and culturally relevant implementation”—sound familiar? Value-free and culturally relevant.

Alarm bells went off for my mother. How much time will this new curriculum take away from the basics: history, math, reading, science? What does this new concept of “value-free” mean? And will all parents receive information on this? Will they even care? Most important, at least for my mother, will parents have a voice, or even a choice, about whether to allow their child to participate?

At the PTA meeting where the program was introduced, my mother was the only parent to push back and question it. Much like the response I was given, the principal calmly told her that she could research it on her own. You’re on your own. After the meeting, another mom approached her and voiced her concern. At that meeting, new agitating activists were born! From there, another mother joined the group, and they started meeting on a regular basis to research the program, ask more questions of the district, and plan ways to inform other parents of this new, secret curriculum. They even created a panel of experts to present to the community, which caused some consternation and concern with school district administrators and school board members.

What did they accomplish? Well, nothing. The curriculum went through, and 99 percent of public school kids at Forest Lake Elementary participated. However, my mother did win a victory for her kids. I was sent to “study hall” during the portion of the day in which the new curriculum was taught. Moreover, my parents exercised their right to choose not to send me and my brother to retreats that supported any value-free education. During those field trips—and I vividly remember this—my mother wrote her own curriculum. During one week, she took us to the Minnesota State Capitol, we spent a day at the Minnesota Historical Society, a day at the Science Museum, and a day researching US presidents—all while, as my mother puts it, “your friends talked about their feelings at a retreat center.”

She told me, “As I reflect back, and think about what parents are facing today, the Quest curriculum probably was fairly benign, but it was the precursor to things to come, as far as the schools taking over the role of the parent in teaching the truths and values that should be taught and reinforced at home. Parents today need to continue to stay informed, involved, and active in asking questions, researching on their own, and fighting for their kids’ rights.” She is 100 percent correct, and I am beyond grateful for a mother who ferociously guarded our hearts and minds. I am a better man, and a better citizen, because of her efforts.

But, ultimately, what did she accomplish in school? What changed in the curriculum? And what makes us think that our righteous protests today at school boards will make things change—today, five years from now, or ten years from now? The answer, sadly, is nothing.

THE DEATH STAR

Recommending my “agitate” strategy and my mother’s grassroots approach is like asking a few parents with pitchforks—no, Nerf guns—to charge a fortified machine-gun nest on the high ground. A huge, politically correct, risk-averse fortress with alligators in the moat. We honor the effort and salute the cause, but we will ultimately bury them all. Ill-equipped frontal assaults, especially on a case-by-case basis, are worse than defeat—they actually embolden the well-fortified systems. They may work on occasion, and certainly in the lives of individual kids, but administrators generally brush them off, reinforcing their position and
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