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

			And to Sharon Kleinbaum—who is my everything.

		

	
		
			Introduction

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

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

			The Social Contract

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Why Fascists Attack Teachers

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			What Is Fascism?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			The Fight to Save Public Education

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Still, while I think some on the left are sometimes too intolerant, they’re not trying to destroy public education or the very foundations of our democracy. The far right is—which is why they are the focus of this book. You’ll notice I don’t pull any punches in the following chapters talking about neoliberal Democrats who have intentionally or unwittingly aided the right in their
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