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|  a message from the editor  |  antwan jefferson, ph.d  

I was a first grader at Wythe Elementary School in Hampton, Virginia in 1983. Each morning, 
following the school announcements, we stood up, turned our bodies in the direction of the US flag 
hanging in the front of the classroom near the door, and pledged our allegiance, first to the flag, and 
then to what it represented.

You may remember these words:

   I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America
   and to the republic for which it stands
   one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.

First to the flag, and then to the republic. The symbol, then the substance. 

This practice was hella normal for us as young children, doing what we were asked to do, which made us good (aka 
compliant) students. Reciting the words. Holding our hands over our hearts, in fear of the punishment we’d face if we 
refused or failed to engage--a paddle from the principal (this was Virginia, after all) or a call home (for those with home 
phones, or cars, or flexible jobs). No thanks on that paddle offer, Mr. Principal. Hand-over-heart-stat! You need a smile, 
while I’m at it?

It’s actually pretty simple to look back on this and quickly notice how preposterous this all was: Cultivation of national 
identity through declaration of allegiance to a national identity through words and mannerisms. School-based corporal 
punishment. A nation chosen by God and offering liberty and justice to all (ahem). 

Today, we are less likely to see such overt training in patriotism, in Americanness, in being one of the chosen. But it’s there, 
or at least, that’s the position that we’ve taken in this issue. 

Colorado students have the opportunity to pledge their allegiance to the flag, but they also have the option to decline 
participation. BUT, educators are expected to teach students “the proper respect of the flag of the United States, to honor 
and properly salute the flag when passing in parade, and to properly use the flag in decorating and displaying” (CRSTitle 
22. Education § 22-1-106). 

With more than 90,000 students in DPS, 40,000 students in Aurora, and about 900,000 total PK-12 students in Colorado, 
we wonder in this issue about the symbols and substance that students experience in schools. 

DJEC Associate Editor Spencer Childress, EdD, led the development of this issue’s dive into this topic, exploring the role 
of public schools in cultivating allegiance to a national identity that seems to lead with symbols rather than with substance. 
The voices you’ll encounter in this issue demonstrate that cultivating a national identity stems from the substance of 
public education. They show us that being American is not one thing, and there is no one best way.

Against the backdrop of violent riots at the US Capitol 4 months ago. Against the backdrop of rapid-fire global crises. 
Against the backdrop of normalized pro-US media coverage. And with added context of students at Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr Early College organizing for comprehensive change of the entire curriculum to help achieve the “liberty and justice 
for all” part.  Here is our May 2021 issue. 
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By  | Allan Tellis, Chief Writer, Denver

LEARNING “AMERICAN” IN SCHOOLS: A FORK IN  
THE ROAD

Being an American is a complex and multifaceted  
experience. Identifying and teaching what it means to be 
American becomes the difficulty of negotiating between 
what Americaness is at an ideological level and what it 
means in terms of people’s lived experiences. Schools play 
an integral role in shaping and framing many people’s  
understanding of what it means to be an American. 
Through the school’s curriculum, both its hidden and  
explicit one, schools present many with their most  
thorough examination of their (non)Americanness as 
an identity. Despite this critical role in the development 
of an American sensibility, public education has largely 
been unable to provide students and communities 
with an adequate understanding of being American. 
Even though schools often serve as the site at which 
many cultural rituals are performed, they often 
do not provide context as to what the connection 
is between these acts and American identity. 

If schools are to help develop students as complete  
persons, it seems necessary that schools address how 
students should think of themselves in relation to the 

United States. However, schools have often proliferated 
notions of Americanism that systematically exclude 
mass segments of American society. Community 
members feel that schools have an opportunity to 
provide a better, more inclusive, and expansive 
definition of being an American while simultaneously 
equipping students with the knowledge necessary 
to navigate life within the United States. 

In order to properly understand the way American  
identity has been consolidated in a minority of 
experiences, it is important to detail the ways in which 
the historical narratives often promoted in institutions 
of public education have defined what it means to be 
an American. Many feel as though public education 
has served as a means to highlight and define American 
identity through the lens of a limited history—one that 
is largely grounded in White identity. This representation 
of American history often suggests itself as the 
most accurate account of the American experience 
but often reflects a sanitized version of history that 
whitewashes the plurality of American experience. 

“Well, they’re young, but when is the appropriate time to start teaching the truth?”
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American history is rife with examples of Americans 
understanding themselves as marginalized and 
subjugated both in the eyes of the state and the 
sociopolitical environment of the country. 

Schools are assigned the difficult task of reconciling 
abstractions about American identity, which suggests 
the experience of the American is one of receiving 
equal opportunities and rights-based protections, and 
the experience of many community members and 
students of systemic oppression and exclusion from 
dominant American society. As one educator put it, 

“I’m not 100 percent sure that students feel a positive 
connection to being an American, particularly coming 
off the past presidency that we had and thinking about 
the demographic of students that I work with. Being 
an American right now is not a positive thing based 
on the climate that I’ve gathered with the students 
that I work with; being an American is, like, it brings 
up emotions of fear and uncertainty, which lends that 
conversation naturally to what it’s like living here as 
opposed to, how do I connect to me being an American?”

Despite the difficulty in providing a more complete,  
and possibly jarring, understanding of the American  
experience, community members and students 
suggest this is something that public education 
must take on. Being American is both empowering 
and fraught with complicated emotions, and 
giving students a full exploration of what being 
an American means will allow them to steer the 
future of the country in the way that they see fit. 

By proliferating a variety of accounts of what it means 
to be an American, schools are capable of producing 
generations of peoples that feel the possibility of being 
an American. Students, community members, and 
educators have highlighted the need for a reclamation 
of “Americanism” that accounts for the multiple lenses 
through which the American experience is perceived. 
With a more full understanding of what it means to be 
American, schools can teach students how to understand 
themselves as individuals with identities that are not 
fundamentally antagonistic to being an American. 
Community members want public educational institutions 
to teach an understanding of America that is not afraid 
to account for the ambiguity of the American experience 
and its historically exclusive status. In order to properly 
situate themselves in their American identity, students 
need to be taught a more complete and representative 
understanding of what it means to be American.

Being Taught True History

Many students walk away from their experiences in public 
education feeling as though they have an incomplete  
understanding of American history. Schools often frame 
history in a way that allows for the United States to 
seem like an infallible entity that has experienced a 
linear, positive progression. It seems as though the 
American past is neither deeply explored, nor explicitly 
connected to the American present. Community members, 
educators, and students feel that it would be more 
beneficial to their understanding of being an American 
to be taught a more complex and complete account of 
the failings and missteps in the American past in order 
to understand the problems of contemporary America. 
Tension exists in public educational systems between 
exploring American history and developing a positive 
sense of American identity in the minds of students. 

A more complex discussion of American history is often 
designated as more appropriate for older students,  
particularly those pursuing higher education. However, 
many community members felt that that conversation  
was relevant for students at every level of their education. 
As one youth leader stated, “Well, they’re young, but 
when is the appropriate time to start teaching the 
truth?” They suggested that in many cases people have 
to go on to learn actual American history from colleges 
or organized learning circles that provide the education 
that was not afforded them in public schools. Essentially, 
a complete understanding of American history depends 
upon the economic ability to pursue an education that 
is not always accessible publicly. One educator put it 
this way: “I don’t want that to be the experience for 
students now, to have to pay to go relearn history or to 
relearn social studies.” In her own K-12 experience, she 
didn’t encounter non mainstream American history 
until she attended a Chicana-focused Saturday school.

Many felt that a more complete telling of the history of the 
United States would allow citizens to better understand the 
root causes of social problems that still plague the country 
today. As one student put it, “I feel like the reason history is 
so hard to teach is because the curriculum makes you think 
that a lot of our history was just in the past, like it was only 
back then, like it did not continue ... there’s an important 
aspect of realizing the continuities of things that happened 
in history that still happen now.” Their goal was not to 
detach American identity from America’s shortcomings, 
but rather to understand that whatever it means to be 
an American is deeply associated with America’s past. 
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Another student similarly suggested, “we have 
to teach all the history, the good and the bad; 
because you can’t really define ‘American’ 
without knowing the history inside and out.”

Without a full exploration of American history, one 
experiences difficulties in approaching contemporary 
problems with thoughtful solutions. As one educator 
stated, “Students need to learn the truth. 
They need to learn what America’s history is and what 
America is founded upon. That gives a lot of insight into 
how and why systems exist the way they do. Obviously, 
racism didn’t just appear out of nowhere. This is the 
foundation of our country, and that’s not taught.” He 
believes that if students are made aware that America’s 
overarching cultural foundation is oppressive, they 
can make better assessments of what it would take to 
overcome the obstacles created by the negative aspects 
of America’s past. Simply ignoring troublesome details 
in America’s history is not possible if we want students 
to believe their educational systems have integrity. As 
one long-time activist noted, “What we’ve learned, if we 
haven’t learned anything else in this last year, is that not 
talking about a thing will never make that thing not true, 
and at some point we’ve got to deal with the sore. We’ve 
dealt with symptoms but we’ve yet to deal with the sore.”

People with intimate knowledge of the constraints 
of public education noted that teachers may have 
an interest in teaching a more complete American 
history but often teach the standard curriculum due to 
performance evaluations and other requirements. One 
community member framed it this way: “Do teachers 
have the flexibility and opportunity to teach the truth, 
or are they confined to being evaluated and meeting 
certain expectations and meeting certain standards?” 
She feels bad for her teacher friends because many of 
them have expertise in things like critical race theory 
but are confined to teaching things like the Civil War 
and World War II from a “White nationalist lens.

Being American Should Be Taught as an Ideal

Even though it is necessary to understand American history 
through an actual series of events, many said it is equally 
useful to understand the more abstract definitions of what 
it means to be an American. Ironically, many of these 
definitions are grounded in a Constitution that was written 
with a necessarily very limited understanding of what it 
meant to be an American. As one community member said, 

“one of the biggest difficulties I think we have as Americans 
is that we reference a Constitution that was never written 
with all those of us who are in America in mind.”

However, America’s founding principles, at least many 
of them, seem to be ideas worth exploring in relation to 
teaching students about what it means to be an American. 
As one student noted, in many ways, to be an American 
is to be a part of a system of government that was 
supposed to radically free and empower its citizens. He 
has found it useful to be taught this country’s ideological 
commitments because it gives students an opportunity 
to understand what being an American could mean and 
how the country could function. As one student noted, 
he thought schools should go about “finding a message 
that we can follow that not only reflects on what we’ve 
done but what America as a whole can be in the future.”

The United States hosts a diverse population, and many 
felt that public education institutions should teach the 
concept that appreciating such diversity is a fundamental 
commitment of the country. In many ways, community 
members suggested that to be an American is to believe 
that a heterogeneous cultural environment, despite its 
difficulties, is not a hindrance but rather an ideal condition. 
One community member noted, “As Americans, we teach 
that we are a gumbo pot, we come with a whole lot of 
baggage, and we need to recognize that we need to be 
patient with some of us more than others sometimes. We 
need to be mindful of the fact that trauma is real, and it 
has been imposed by others that call themselves Americans.” 

Teaching students to appreciate this plurality is key  
because the concept of being American is often gate-kept 
in a way that suggests only a select few understandings of 
American identity are true reflections of being American. 
Instead of focusing on the ideological principles which  
produce American values, “being an American” can be  
reduced to “being born in the United States and White.” 
Such an understanding of American identity ignores the 
historical position of the United States as a potential home 
for people born anywhere in the world. As one person 
noted, it is also important to recognize that all Americans 
did not arrive in the nation by choice:  colonization and the 
Atlantic slave trade played a major role in who ended up in 
the United States. One community member put it this way: 

“We should teach that in this place where the immigrant 
has historically been embraced, that did not always include 
the ones who came without option, made to be enslaved.”

One positive aspect of giving students an ideological 
understanding of being American is that it empowers 
them to take responsibility for shaping the future of 
the country. As one educator phrased it, understanding 
American history helps us understand “our roles 
as citizens within this American country. What 
happened in the past didn’t just stay in the past. 



 |    Page 8    |    © 2021 djec   | 

  |  denver journal of education and community  | 

It’s manifesting today, so as citizens within this 
American country, what can we do to support 
each other through these systems, either to change 
these systems or make new systems as a whole to 
make amends for the atrocious histories that a lot 
of people in our communities have endured.”

If schools teach the history of the country and what it 
is supposed to be in theory, then people can use that 
information to restructure systems in ways that resolve 
the contradictions between what America claims to 
be in principle and how people actually experience 
America in practice. In regards to what it means to be an 
American, one community member noted, “There’s the 
theoretical definition of what that is, the dream piece 
if you will, and then there’s the reality. And perhaps to 
be a real American means to recognize the gap between 
the desired state—the promoted state—and the reality 
state.” Teaching an American value system can also help 
identify the shortcomings in dominant understandings of 
what it means to be an American. For instance, teachers 
may equip students to question America’s commitment 
to individualism in light of the ecological catastrophe 
that appears to be impending due to the individualist 
and capitalistic understandings of one’s relationship with 
the world. As one educator put it, “As the world and 
the environment is no longer able to sustain or support 
the ideology upon which the US is founded, I think 
it’s inevitable that the US is falling as a world power 
because we are being met with reality ... The notion 
of individual success is not sustainable at this point.”

Being an American Should Be Taught 
as a Lived Experience

Teaching what it means to be an American at a purely 
ideological level is incomplete; it should also be taught 
as a lived and embodied experience. In teaching students 
about the various American lived experiences, schools can 
more aptly prepare students to navigate the contemporary 
United States. Addressing these complicated issues can also 
prevent lessons about what it means to be American from 
appearing disingenuous. As one student noted, “America is 
supposed to be this ridiculous beacon of hope that I feel 
like we project as having no flaws and that we’ve never 
done anything wrong, but, like, if you look back at the 
history of the US, there’s just so much that we’ve totally 
screwed up. ... Is it valuable to teach the history of what 
we believe we are or, like, what [we] have done wrong?”

For many, the discrepancy between America’s 
theoretical treatment of its citizens and the lived 
experience of many of them significantly defines what 

it means to be American. As one community member 
noted, “Unfortunately, the American experience is 
to have felt oppression and marginalization at some 
point, and that’s because of White supremacy and the 
way that this idea of the United States was founded.”

Some suggested that the gap between what it means to 
be American in theory and what it means to be American 
in practice is so wide that it would be more pragmatic 
to teach students what it means to live in America. 

One educator noted that he believes education is 
about relevance, and teaching about what it means 
to be an American is not as pragmatic as teaching 
students what it means to live in America as themselves. 
Another educator pointed to the disparity between 
the treatment of the crack epidemic and the opioid 
epidemic as an example of how disparate the experience 
of being American can be. He described this as an apt 
depiction of what systemic racism looks like, noting it 
produces “different outcomes for the same choice.”

The way public education can overcome the difficulty in 
creating a holistic understanding of what it means to be 
American is to involve the community in the decision-
making process about what should be taught. As one 
educational activist noted, “we need community voice to 
dismantle and rebuild what curriculum should [look] like.”

Utilizing community input may open doors to 
conversations about what it means to be an American 
who does not always fulfill the expectation of American 
exceptionalism. For instance, the experiences of many 
Americans do not reflect what America often purports as 
its values. To talk about what it means to be an American 
teacher necessitates students being taught what it means 
to be an American worker. Despite the pervasive lesson 
that being American means having the opportunity 
to thrive based upon merit and industriousness, many 
workers, including teachers, find themselves unable to 
provide for themselves without working multiple jobs. 
One community member suggested “that’s something 
we could teach, what does it mean to be an American 
teacher, then we would have to talk about poverty.”

Using a more expansive lens to teach what it means 
to be an American may prompt students to more 
critically analyze the reasons the country exists as 
it does. In that way, teaching what it means to be 
American fosters critical engagement and reflection 
of what it ought to mean to be an American. 
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Being an American Is to Celebrate Diversity

Community members, educators, and students 
suggested that “America” should be taught as a 
pluralistic and diverse society. That means students 
must be taught what it means to be an American 
through a variety of lenses and lived experiences. As 
one woman put it, “As an educator myself, I think we 
need to highlight the American experience through all 
epistemological frameworks. We need to highlight the 
Black feminist experience and not just talk about White 
feminism, we need to talk about what it means to be 
minoritized and marginalized in the United States.”
Schools have often reflected White-centric notions of 
what it means to be American. For one student, one of 
the main purposes of education is to allow students to 
be taught in an atmosphere that reflects, and encourages, 
the diversity of the country that they may otherwise 
never encounter. As he put it, “If we’re teaching 
history in an environment that’s still not inclusive of 
different ideas and different cultures, what does that 
prove. ... The whole purpose is to open up society to 
become more culturally diverse and not repeat the 
same mistakes that Americans have made in the past.”

Teaching what it means to be an American is complicated 
and cannot be reduced merely to teaching what it means 
to be a White American. Oftentimes “whiteness” has 
been treated as the standard against which all humanity 
is judged. As one educator acknowledged, “I’ve been 
thinking a lot about the notion of whiteness and how 
it’s been compared to divinity and how it’s been used 
as this standard of humanity, and in the US we are 
constantly fighting this idea that we are less than.” 
One student, whose family is relatively new to America, 
had a tough time of seeing herself as American at all 
due to the dominant narrative that suggests American 
identity and whiteness are inextricably intertwined. “For 
the first ten years of my life all I wanted to be was 
White because I was never taught Asian history. ... It was 
really hard for me to think I was American, so I always 
classified myself as Asian, not Asian American. I feel 
like the problem starts once we start excluding groups. 
And the second we start doing that, then we build this 
hierarchy of who can succeed and who is not important 
in this nation.” Another student noted that it is critical 
that American identity not be solely attached to a place 
of origin. As she put it, “Schools can focus on redefining 
American identity as people that have found freedom 
or the American dream or whatever they’re pursuing in 
America. That would be a uniquely historically American 
perspective because most countries see their national 
identity as being born and raised in their country. ... 

Since America is a mishmash of so many 
cultures, I think American identity should be 
redefined in schools as a person that has come 
to America and identifies as American.”

One educator suggested the public education system can 
leverage the multiple identities that exist in American 
communities and in the classroom to create a more 
complete picture of what it means to be an American. As 
one educator noted, it is still a widespread practice in K-12 
education to center discussions around White identity. 

Until our public school teachers become as diverse as 
our students, it is largely White people’s responsibility 
currently to teach what it means to have an American 
identity in a way that’s inclusive. One educator noted 
that sharing the responsibility of teaching this pluralistic 
understanding of being American will allow teachers of 
color to be supported in an effort that they have long been 
engaged in. As one community member put it, “Much 
of the labor needs to come from them because Black 
and brown educators have done this work for so many 
generations. ... It should be Black, brown educators and 
Whites challenging the system.” She added that White 
teachers have more safety in terms of keeping their job 
as they push against White-centric teaching agendas. 
Another educator added, for too long teaching an American 
identity that is not rooted in White supremacist logic 
has been placed on the shoulders of non-White people. 
As they put it, “Racism is a White problem created by 
White people that needs to be solved by White people.”

Students often find it difficult to understand American 
identity as being diverse and inclusive when the schools 
they attend skew so far away from a representative 
reflection of American society. As one student put it, “It’s 
hard to learn about how impactful racism was and how 
slavery still impacts the country in a classroom where you 
feel like the culture is not inclusive. ... It’s pointless to 
learn the good and bad of history if our schools don’t have 
a culture that’s actively trying to change and get better.” 
She suggested using land acknowledgment statements 
and creating room for open discussion as opportunities 
for schools to teach an American identity that is inclusive 
of multiple experiences. For one student, a more diverse 
public educational environment would expand her readily 
identifiable embodiments of what it means to be an 
American. One student expressed that sentiment this way: 
“I really wish that school systems and all of that would try 
to make it so that there would be more teachers of color in 
school so that students of color have people to sympathize 
with and people to see as American, because if you see all 
your teachers are White, then you’re going to think that’s 
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the standard for maybe what an American should be or 
maybe what a teacher should be.” Diversity among those 
public educational institutions can also allow students 
to feel as though they are actually being taught what it 
means, or rather what it can mean, to be an American.

Being American Should Include Being Taught 
What It Means to Be a Citizen of the World

Given the increasingly global and integrated nature of 
society, community members, educators, and students 
felt that an important part of being an American is being 
taught to be an American citizen in a global community. 
Not only can schools help expand understanding of 
what it means to be American domestically, but they 
can also help people understand what it means to be 
American from an outside perspective.  One community 
member noted that when she is abroad, local people 
associate her Americanness with student loans, police 
violence, and an intensely divisive racial climate.

In conjunction with teaching a more robust version 
of America’s history, teachers should help students 
understand the strong connotations of American identity 
in relation to other nations around the world. As one 
educator noted about his observations about being 
an American abroad, “there’s an immense amount of 
privilege and protection we receive out in the world, and 
I think it would be important to teach students about 
what the US government has done to other countries to 
establish this reputation as a capitalist warring empire.”

As schools interrogate what they teach about what it 
means to be American, they must do so by understanding 
that American exceptionalism may no longer be a 
meaningful baseline.  After detailing the turbulence 
the country had experienced over the past year, one 
community member said, “America for the first time in 
maybe its history was no longer seen as this world power 
and this country that others wanted to aspire to be.”
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By  | Yuri Kim

from an educator perspective 

“When reflecting on my experience as a high school history student, I realize that whiteness dominated the 
space.”
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The brilliant Nigerian author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 
reveals “The Danger of a Single Story” in her TED Talk of 
that name (2009). Adichie argues about how providing a 
single perspective leads to a narrative that is biased and ex-
clusive. This kind of narrative affects young, impressionable 
minds that only the dominant White group contributed to 
America’s development, which then creates a culture of 
disbelonging. How can all students feel “American,” when 
historically that meant “White, Eurocentric American”? 
This is the reality of what US history classes enforce, which 
also affected me as an Asian American student. 

When reflecting on my experience as a high school histo-
ry student, I realize that whiteness dominated the space. 
From Eurocentric expectations of behavior to the White 
male–centered curriculum, the stories always emphasized 
my feelings of being a “perpetual stranger.” We would rarely 
hear stories about other racial/ethnic groups, even though 
many people of color contributed to American history. 
Students of color, like myself, have difficulty bonding with 
the content and feel constant alienation from the main-
stream narrative of being “American.” We feel like we do 
not belong here, and we never have.

While trying to preach nationalism, people falsely describe 
a United States that has always done good things and that 
minority groups have always struggled and endured con-
flict. In the main article, Denver area community members 
argue how “schools can teach students how to understand 
themselves as individuals with identities that are not 
fundamentally antagonistic to being an American” (p. 2). 
Asian American students feel excluded or not “American” 
when their history is reduced to terrible working conditions 
for Chinese railroad workers, Japanese internment camps, 
and “yellow peril.” They grapple with feeling shame and 
lack of cultural pride for one’s identity when only negative 
stories are taught. Minority groups should not feel like 
their contributions to American history have always caused 
problems and tension. 

As a teacher, is essential to provide multiple perspectives 
and a meaningful, honest history of the United States. 
With the reality that the “American past is neither deeply 
explored, nor explicitly connected to the American pres-
ent” (p. 2), it is the responsibility of teachers to create 
connections to current events. History does not matter if 
educators teach about historical events without relating 
them back to the personal lives of students and present 
struggles of Americans of color. For example, when dis-
cussing territory issues between Mexico and the United 
States during the Mexican-American War and the Treaty of 
Guadalupe-Hidalgo, one must also connect that with the 
immigration controversy that is occuring at the southern 
border today. The teacher must discuss how the land once 

belonged to Mexico (after the Indigenous population) be-
fore it was forcefully sold to the United States. By provid-
ing this narrative, teachers can encourage the narrative that 
Mexican immigrants didn’t  “invade” this country and that 
they are just as American as anyone else. Educators need to 
continuously link the past with the current reality that our 
students of color face in the outside world today.

Last, but not least, I want to address the expectations of ed-
ucators to be inclusive and antiracist. Educators cannot just 
be diverse in their lesson plans, they need to be inclusive 
for every student to feel “American.” For example, it is not 
enough to mention the depressing negative histories of 
minorities; teachers need to offer positive, celebratory mo-
ments as well. This will create an environment of culturally 
responsive teaching and inclusivity as the norm. Then stu-
dents can feel like there were people who looked like them 
that contributed to the America we have today. Consistent 
with the feelings of the Denver Metro–area community 
members, I believe it is the responsibility of White teachers 
to believe the racialized experiences of their students, in-
corporate culturally responsive teaching practices, and dis-
mantle systems of whiteness. Too often, these expectations 
are put on the shoulders of the few teachers of color within 
schools. In order for real change to happen, the dominant 
group needs to intentionally advocate for their students of 
color by providing multiple perspectives, checking their 
own bias, and being inclusive of all groups. 
It is obvious that I share the same sentiments as the Den-
ver area community members. Being both a student and 
teacher of color, my experience in America’s educational 
system is truly reflected in this article. There should be a 
sense of urgency to reform current practices in our histo-
ry classes because ultimately it is doing more harm than 
good. Schools can no longer preach a single story to their 
students; they need to address the complete history of the 
United States, with all the atrocities and minority contri-
butions. Then students can feel a sense of belonging and 
solidify their place as an American. Once these changes 
occur, students can truly believe and reinforce American 
ideals of “equality for all.”

References
Adichie, C. N. (2009). The danger of a single story [Video]. 
TEDGlobal. https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngo-
zi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en
__________________________________________________

Yuri Kim
- Social Studies Teacher at  
  Overland High School (Aurora, CO)
- Racial Equity Leader for  
 Students Organized Against Racism   
 (S.O.A.R.) 
- Korean- American community  
  member



 |    Page 13    |    © 2021 djec   | 

| learning about “american” ideologies, values, and identities in public schools |

from a scholar perspective

“Presenting an inclusive and honest history will naturally lead to questions about American ideals.”
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The connection between the educational system in the US and 
the idea of being or becoming an “American” is complex, and 
that is illustrated by the many important issues raised in the 
central article for this issue.  One key idea the piece raises is 
that there are American ideals that should be taught as aspira-
tional and that are worthy of sustained consideration. I want 
to explore this idea within the context of a recent initiative to 
reform history and civic education.

Educating for American Democracy (2021) recently released 
The Roadmap to Educating for American Democracy, which 
provides curriculum guidance in this area through a “frame-
work for excellence in history and civics for all learners.” Many 
of the key ideas in the report resonate with the ideas in the 
central article of this issue. Both point out a need to provide an 
inclusive history of the US and recognition of common ideals 
and principles that are foundational to American government. 
The Roadmap also recognizes some of the tensions that arise 
when educating about an inclusive history, common ideals, 
and shared principles. I want to explore some of those tensions 
here.

Presenting an inclusive and honest history will naturally lead 
to questions about American ideals. The history of many 
Americans is a history of subjugation and marginalization.  
Such a history calls into question the reality and substance of 
claimed American ideals, such as liberty and equality. James 
Baldwin well described this mental dissonance when he was 
asked in school to pledge allegiance to a flag that assured 
liberty and justice for all (1963).   Yet when he looked around, 
he was continually reminded that those ideals of liberty and 
justice were not true for all and that he was living in a country 
not built for him. He recalls going to a White part of town as 
a young boy, looking around, and thinking, “You know—you 
know instinctively—that none of this is for you” (Baldwin, 
1963, p. 8).

This presents a challenge. Some argue that students must be 
taught a patriotic history of the US because it serves “as a glue 
for an extraordinarily diverse republic” (Cohen, 2020, para. 6). 
A patriotic history is seen as a means for creating attachment 
between citizen and state. But how can one create an attach-
ment to something which holds no reality for them? Perhaps 
one could argue that, regardless of circumstances, the ideals 
hold true, and progress toward making American ideals a real-
ity for all is happening. It is this argument that grounds civic 
reform efforts that call for providing a better education about 
the founding of the country and the origins of these ideals. The 
argument is that, by providing more background on the found-
ing of the nation, teaching students about the documents that 
codified these ideals, and combining that with a narrative of 
progress, students will feel sufficiently attached to the country 
to engage in good citizenship. 

This approach can be seen in current bill SB21-067(2021),  
recently passed by the Colorado General Assembly, that calls 
for students to learn the “fundamentals of the American re-
public,” including instruction about the “foundational docu-
ments” of the United States. The foundational documents that 
the bill explicitly mentions are the US and Colorado Consti-
tutions (including the Bills of Rights of each) and the Decla-
ration of Independence. This bill also requires that students 
receive instruction on such civic knowledge as the history and 
heritage of the nation. All of this together is intended to create 
civic-minded citizens with an attachment to and disposition to 
participate in the American project.

However, approaches like this suffer from the tensions  
mentioned above. If students learn an honest and inclusive 
history, they may legitimately wonder why they should devel-
op an attachment to a nation and its institutions that, while 
articulating certain ideals, has not delivered on those ideals 
for them over two centuries. Alternatively, they can learn the 
patriotic historical narrative that has dominated in the educa-
tional system. A glance at history textbooks, particularly older 
texts (although the problem persists with newer editions), 
shows the presentation of a whitewashed history—one with 
White people (usually males) at the center, with a large part 
of the American population existing on the periphery, only 
coming into view in sidebars, and most often when they fit a 
narrative of racial progress (Loewen, 2018).  Such texts create 
a picture of “Americanness” that excludes those who are not 
White. This too makes attachment difficult.

All of this information leads me to conclude that any history 
or civics reform must include discussions of power and involve 
the development of civic imagination. The ideals embedded in 
the American documents that may be worth preserving have a 
relationship to power. Those ideals work for those who possess 
the power within societal structures to make them work for 
them. This helps explain the saga of subjugation and mar-
ginalization as power differentials have played out over time. 
Presenting power as part of history leads to students asking 
questions regarding whether our current democratic structures 
are resulting in a meaningful sharing of power and are  
therefore moving us closer to the American ideals.

Civic imagination is equally important. Power exists and is 
maintained within structures. Although American founding 
documents may embed ideals, they have also given rise to in-
stitutional structures that reflect both the ideals and the power 
differentials in society. If students are taught reverence for the 
ideals and, in turn, the same reverence for the structures they 
created, the disillusionment is likely to continue. Students 
must have the freedom to critique the political structures and 
engage in a creative process of refashioning and reshaping the 
institutions that are intended to give life to these ideals. 
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By  | Lameese Makkawi

from a student perspective 

“We can disagree and still love each other unless your disagreement is rooted in my oppression and denial 
of my humanity and right to exist.”
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When thinking about what it means to be an American, 
I have to be honest and say that I don’t think of the title 
fondly. Growing up as the child of Sudanese immigrants, 
I was always taught to identify as Sudanese, even though 
when visiting Sudan, I was not considered Sudanese 
enough. And being born and raised here, I still wasn’t 
American enough. So what does it mean to be American? 

I don’t think we should center our identities on a working 
title like “American.” Now, I am not at all saying we still 
shouldn’t explore this notion, but I think we should reeval-
uate how much we let it impact us. Focusing on this label 
can also distract us from viewing ourselves as equal to each 
other because we keep adding more and more tiers in the 
hierarchy of who’s more American. We assess who is more 
American through constitutions and legislation established 
by old, closed-minded White men who didn’t have every-
one’s best interest at heart. The fact of the matter is, the 
foundation of this country and the means through which 
it enforces its legislation has always been and still is deeply 
rooted in prejudice. 

The line between patriotism and nationalism is blurred. 
And this obsession with wanting to define being “American” 
and being patriotic makes it susceptible to turn into nation-
alism if it hasn’t already. Nationalism allows us to separate 
ourselves even more from fellow humans around the world 
with disregard to their well-being, simply because they are 
the “other.” Nationalism stems from this innate sense of 
pride that ultimately causes us to take steps backward as 
humans. 

When thinking of America, we’re taught to visualize total 
freedom. Not for me, though. This is a narrative shoved 
down the throats of both Americans and foreigners to up-
hold the pride of privileged White Americans so as to not 
tarnish their fantasy of this country and to hide their guilt 
behind this idea of freedom being accessible to everyone 
even though that’s not the case. This all to prevent opening 
the floodgates of White tears. 

When also tackling other issues of sexism, LGBTQ+ rights, 
etc., there is an extreme lack of intersectionality within 
those groups. An example highlighted in the main article 
was White feminism. Women of color have paved the way 
for feminism; however, White women took this movement 
that was made for all women and turned it into yet anoth-
er Eurocentric movement excluding women of color and 
diminishing and denying their struggles as not only women 
but people of color. Many believe there is this big dichot-
omy between race and gender, when in reality being a mi-
nority in both categories amounts to an immense struggle 
and lack of solidarity from both sides. 

As a Black young woman myself, I have never felt fully 
represented in feminism or Black liberation. It’s conversa-
tions like these that need to be had in school when discuss-
ing what it means to be American, rather than how far a 
person’s lineage dates back. 

When thinking about how to have a conversation about 
race relations in America, I can’t help but remember 
this quote by James Baldwin: “We can disagree and still 
love each other unless your disagreement is rooted in my 
oppression and denial of my humanity and right to exist.” 
The main article mentions needing a diverse environment 
to better understand and educate students about what 
it means to be American. In schools, we often talk about 
diversity and look at the racial makeup of our student body 
but not our staff. I personally attend a high school with 
an extremely diverse student body but a very White staff. 
Because of this, many teachers are not well equipped to 
handle mediating and leading discussions around what it 
means to be American when there is this huge disconnect. 

This brings in the topic of preparation for teachers. They 
need to be empowered to have these discussions without 
the fear of losing their job if they momentarily stray away 
from the curriculum. However, we can’t trust our cur-
riculum since we’re learning from whitewashed history 
books that aren’t updated with current events that need 
to be discussed. Curriculum should be changed to include 
current and relevant events while still helping us under-
stand how to discuss race in a productive way. Being able to 
disagree on topics that arise in class but to never permit the 
denial of another’s right to exist as a human, let alone as an 
American. This prepares students for the real world, where 
they’ll meet different people with different opinions and 
experiences, with the ability to properly and appropriately 
handle unfamiliar situations.

Lameese Makkawi: Junior and pres-
ident of the Racial Equity Club at 
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from a community perspective

“Being an American should be taught as an Ideal.”
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The ideals of what it means to be an American in experience, 
versus the idea of it, have always been conflicting for me.  As 
the main article states, “There’s an important aspect of real-
izing the continuities of things that happened in history that 
still happen now” (p. 3). At the root level, I have always felt a 
strong sense of fabrication in the foundation of the American 
disposition, especially with how America discusses itself.  This 
current wave of nationalism is being felt and promoted across 
the globe in an effort to, once again, simply cover up for peo-
ple’s fascisim, racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, prejudices 
toward women, and all other forms of hate. It is part of this 
country’s DNA.

Growing up where I did, in Aurora, provided certain luxuries 
that are not afforded everywhere else, primarily as it relates to 
a type of diversity that has developed as a value of mine to this 
day.  Although I attended a private, Catholic, majority-White 
school until the age of nine, during the latter part of my educa-
tion, the demographic was the complete opposite. Halfway 
through third grade, I transferred to my first public school. 
Americans say they value diversity (ethnically, religiously, lin-
guistically, home-life, income, etc.), well, this new school was 
the epitome of it. The community where I was now attending 
school was accepting of everyone, and for me, following my 
early education experiences, that was so refreshing. This was 
such a welcome change for me because the private Catholic 
school I attended was primarily white, meaning everyone, 
including students, staff, administration, and anyone involved 
in the church. As early as three, even four years old, it became 
difficult for me not to notice how similar my peers seemed to 
one another, and that I was the difference. My transition from 
private education to my new public school was pivotal in the 
formation of what would become my perspectives of America 
and what it means to be American.

The section of the main article I enjoyed was that titled “Being 
an American Should Be Taught as an Ideal.” I respected and 
agreed with the idea that the future of this country is in the 
students’ hands, and we as young people have the potential to 
shift the tide in this country in a variety of ways. One quote 
from this section stated, “One of the biggest difficulties I think 
we have as Americans is that we reference a Constitution that 
was never written with all those of us who are in America 
in mind” (p. 3). This resonates with me, in part, due to my 
internal conflict of what it means to be American versus what 
is taught. “Given the disproportionately White demographic 
of teachers ... it should be Black, brown educators and Whites 
challenging the system” (p. 7). The lack of representation in 
education, even at my diverse public schools, plays a huge role 
in the history being told. My peer group diversified during my 
public school experience; my educators did not. Essentially 
all my teachers were White until the seventh grade. Minority 
populations need more representation within the education 

profession so that students hear a diverse narrative on  
American history, as well as what it means to be an American 
in 2021. In my opinion, the education system, and this  
country, owes it to the students. 
 
It’s apparent American students are not being taught by  
individuals of different sexualities and races; however, the  
belief is that, because we are all American, it makes it okay,  
at least that’s what I have been led to believe in all of my 
schooling experiences. The difference between the private, 
Catholic school where I began my education and the public 
schools I attended later on, came down to the America they 
represented, not the America I was taught about. My diverse 
public school was where I felt I belonged. Diversity, yes, but 
inclusion more than anything. True acceptance and an envi-
ronment that made it feel safe to expose oneself no matter 
how much or little one had. Despite everyone coming from a 
variety of lifestyles and upbringings at home, at school the cul-
ture was, come as you are, the idealistic version of America and 
what ought to be taught in school. The Catholic school where 
I started out, with little to no diversity, no room or freedoms 
to express one’s true self with dignity, with no real sense of 
inclusion, is what I imagine the Founding Fathers envisioned 
for this country at its genesis, and what many still want for 
this country. This is the version of America I was born into and 
unfortunately much of the America I still feel surrounded by. 

Ryan Chambers (22) is a musician, produc-
er, DJ, and songwriter in his final semesters 
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from an editorial perspective

“The disturbing confidence of ignorance.”
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Those with red and blue affiliations, or those with agendas 
based in finance and power, make declarations all too often 
about what it means to be an American and what you ought 
to do to consider yourself a good one. These declarations are 
the opposite of what inspired this issue of DJEC.  Rather than 
certainty, posturing, or grandstanding, we wanted to try to ask 
the right questions of ourselves and of the school settings that 
our children occupy each and every day.  The idea is for we 
Americans to take an inventory of why we are like this, and if 
we want something different for the next generation of Amer-
icans, what needs to change? School ethnic-racial socialization 
is defined as the way youth come to understand race and iden-
tity in school, one component of which is mainstream Ameri-
can socialization. This kind of socialization in school includes 
learning a pride in US values and norms, including neoliberal 
ideologies like individualism and merit-based competition 
(Byrd, 2017).
 
Indoctrinating children with these ideas of who they are based 
on where they live could be desirable for some, but for others 
it represents a type of false confidence supported by revision-
ism, convenient amnesia, and the refusal to reckon.  Filmmaker 
Raoul Peck (2021) described this American cognitive frame-
work as “the disturbing confidence of ignorance.”  Within the 
main article of this issue, the Denver metro area community 
members have beautiful, thoughtful ideas on how schools can 
help students remove this veil of ignorance, the importance of 
which cannot be overstated.  
 
This disturbing confidence described by Peck (2021) often 
manifests as a symptom, caused by the disease of American 
ignorance.  But there are other symptoms too, like Daunte 
Wright being murdered in Minneapolis almost one year after 
George Floyd was murdered in the same city, while we discuss 
intent and protocol.  Or the acceptance of the most recent 
shooting at a grocery store in Boulder, the memory of which 
dissipates when we commit to continuing the gun debate, 
as if the word debate weren’t a symptom of the very same 
ignorance. This ignorance leads to Americans finding new and 
creative ways to suppress votes, deny sick people healthcare, 
withhold living wages, kill an already dying planet, incarcerate 
more humans than any other country on Earth, and embolden 
domestic terrorists and White supremacists.  This ignorance 
has convoluted Christianity and consumer capitalism, allowing 
misrepresentations of the former to oppress almost as many as 
the cruel realities of the latter.  This ignorance exposes itself 
further through symptoms of hypersensitivity and outrage, like 
when someone decides to kneel in front of an American flag, 
or change the name of a football team.  If any of these symp-
toms of American ignorance caused your fist to clench or your 
jaw to tighten, I ask again, why are we STILL like this?
 

I recently completed my doctoral research study in Aurora, 
asking Black American high school students about their social-
ization experiences at school, including mainstream American 
socialization.  In a focus group interview, students described 
hearing messages about America that include why this country 
is unique/special, learning the core American values, and being 
fed a curriculum that largely highlights the heroics of White 
men.  As the data from this research demonstrate, messages 
that have perhaps been internalized in the past are being dis-
missed, and in turn, students are looking at teachers and school 
settings with mistrust. Young people are troubled by the 
casualness and brevity with which schools treat things like the 
genocide and removal of Native peoples, the kidnapping and 
enslavement of Black people, or the invention and investment 
in whiteness. They understand that a through line exists from 
historical inequities and atrocities to current ones, and they 
want their teachers to help them find it.  Students are craving 
a depth of knowledge of America, including contemporary  
discussions of what’s currently happening in their neighbor-
hoods and city.
 
What they are getting instead is information filtered through 
a colonial White lens that no longer (if it ever did) meets their 
needs or captures their reality.  Denver/metro community 
members and students are calling for an intersectional Amer-
ican identity, one that is not simply inclusive of, but is built 
upon, the spectrum of identities that Americans experience 
and practice.  They are calling for a real, ongoing reckoning 
with race and power because from what I can tell, folks are 
not only exhausted but also struggling to understand what to 
do with the trauma that comes with watching this country 
repeatedly make the same mistakes.  I do not know if the idea 
of being “proud to be an American” is irreparable or not, but 
I do believe it’s possible for us to create something new and 
different to be proud of, because in many ways our lives and 
future depend on it.  
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