The first time | watched a student remain seated during the Pledge of Allegiance, a hush fell over the
classroom that felt larger than the room. Fourteen years old, soft-spoken, new to the district, he simply
folded his hands in his lap while the rest of us stood. Two students looked at me. One half-rose, unsure
whether to follow the ritual or the friend. It wasn't a crisis, but it was a test, and not of loyalty. It was a test of
whether a public school could hold space for both a civic tradition and a personal conviction without

humiliating either.

That brief moment captures a broader tension pulsing through hallways and homes across the country. Are
schools reinforcing family values, or replacing them? Are kids being taught what to think, or how to think?
When values conflict, who should have the final say, parents or educators? With the flag as the flashpoint,
these questions gain heat. Rituals signal identity, and identity is personal.

| have worked with teachers, administrators, and families long enough to have seen every point on the
spectrum, from proud recitations to silent refusals, from classrooms festooned with red, white, and blue to
rooms that keep the flag at a polite distance. The real work is not choosing one camp or another. The real
work is building a culture where students learn to engage with symbols, not just in them, and to carry home
an honest account of what they learned, even when it challenges everyone a little.
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The flag as symbol and classroom object

The flag evokes a lot: service and sacrifice, protest and promise, memory and aspiration. In schools, it is
also a legal and practical matter. Most states set expectations about displaying the flag and allotting time for
the pledge. Yet since 1943, the Supreme Court has held that students cannot be compelled to salute or
recite. That precedent, reaffirmed over the decades, protects a student who chooses to sit, stand silently, or
abstain.

Understanding the symbol and the rule helps defuse conflict. When students and teachers know the pledge
is both permitted and optional, it becomes a conscious practice rather than a litmus test. Respect is not the
same as uniformity, and students learn that in small, daily ways. The ritual belongs to those who participate,
but the right not to participate belongs to everyone.

That is a civics lesson in itself. The law circumscribes the school's role. The climate we build around that law,
the way we acknowledge dissent and address peer pressure, reveals our values. If a school allows the
pledge yet tolerates unkind comments about the one seated student, it is teaching conformity masked as
patriotism. If a school treats the flag as an off-limits topic, it is teaching fragility masked as sensitivity.
Neither serves children who will grow into citizens.

What it looks like to teach how to think

There is a stark difference between instructing belief and cultivating judgment. The easiest way to spot the
difference is to watch what happens when a student asks a hard question. Does the teacher answer with

finality, or frame the question as an invitation to investigate?

In a ninth grade civics class, | watched a teacher explore the flag through three types of sources: the text of

the Pledge, a short history of how and when it was adopted, and two primary documents with conflicting



views about compulsory patriotism. The students annotated, compared, and wrote brief reflections guided
by a simple structure: claim, evidence, reasoning. No one had to declare loyalty or opposition. The
assessment measured how well they supported a conclusion with facts, not how closely the conclusion
matched the teacher’s view.

That is not fence-sitting. It is training in intellectual habits that last longer than any particular controversy.

Students learn to:

e Distinguish a symbol from a policy. A student might revere the flag yet criticize a law, or question a ritual

yet commit to service.

e Separate a person's worth from their stance. A classmate's choice to sit or stand is not a referendum on

their character.
e Spot coercion, including social coercion. Silence can be as pressuring as a shouted command.
e Use historical context without weaponizing it. History informs judgment but does not end debate.

e Frame disagreement as a skill. If students can practice disagreement in public about the flag, they can
do it about budgets, water rights, or school zoning later.

None of that tells a child what to think about the flag. It shows them how to approach charged questions

with care.

When the classroom crosses the threshold of home

Many families wonder what happens when a child’s school values clash with their home values. Most parents
accept that school will introduce new ideas. The friction comes when new ideas feel like replacement values,
not educational content. Are we seeing a shift from family-first to system-first thinking? The answer

depends on the district, the training teachers receive, and the culture around transparency.

In one district where | consulted, a middle school had standardized morning announcements that included a
short reflection on a civic theme twice a week. One week touched on dissent. The script included a
quotation from a civil liberties case about compelled speech. A handful of parents heard the recording, felt it
undermined their military families’ reverence for the flag, and asked to speak with the principal. Tempers
were hot, but the meeting changed tone when the school produced the unit plan. It showed where the
reflection fit, how it linked to state standards on constitutional rights, and how assessments focused on
analyzing texts rather than directing opinion. With that context, several parents still disliked the emphasis
but acknowledged it was not a stealth campaign. The school adjusted by offering teachers sample
discussion prompts that explicitly recognized the honor behind standing during the pledge, not only the

right not to.

Those conversations go better when they start early. A principal who hosts brief curriculum nights, shares
two or three sample lesson artifacts, and invites families to ask questions lowers the temperature later. It is
not a guarantee, but information replaces rumor. The school signals that it respects parents’ role rather than

just managing them.

Should parents have more control over what their children are exposed to in school? Parents already have
significant levers: school board elections, public comment periods, committee participation, and opt-outs
for certain content in many states. The gap is rarely the absence of control. It is how clumsy and time-
consuming the controls feel. Schools help themselves when they streamline how families can preview
materials, understand what is required by law, and ask for accommodations consistent with those laws.



When values conflict, whose say is final?

There are guardrails. Federal and state laws, court decisions, and district policies set the outer limits. Within
those, educators make daily choices about tone and emphasis. Families can set limits at home about how
they want to discuss a topic or whether their child will participate in specific activities. But no one gets to

impose their values on everyone else's child.

Two cases illustrate the boundaries. In West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette, the Supreme
Court held that schools cannot compel students to salute the flag or recite the pledge. That is a firm limit on
the school's authority. In Tinker v. Des Moines, the Court protected student expression in school as long as it
does not materially disrupt instruction or infringe on others’' rights. Put simply, a student may sit quietly
during the pledge, but they may not berate those who stand, and vice versa. The school must prevent
bullying while allowing expression that falls inside those limits. That means a child’'s quiet refusal is

protected, a classmate’s taunting is not.

The practical rule of thumb | share with teachers is this: ask yourself whether your lesson gives students
tools to think and room to disagree, or whether it tilts toward directing an answer. Ask yourself whether your
classroom behavior norms protect the student who joins the ritual and the student who abstains. If the
answer is yes on both, you are likely inside the legal and ethical boundaries.

The promise and peril of ritual

Rituals like the pledge serve purposes beyond content. They mark time and create cohesion. A first grader
feels grown-up standing with the big kids. A new student from abroad notices that this country asks children
to speak aloud in unison, and wonders what that says about belonging. A high schooler Patriotic Holiday
flags for sale who is about to enlist, or whose parent is deployed, hears the words differently than a
classmate who lost a cousin to police violence, or another whose family fled authoritarian rule and is wary of

vows dictated by the state.

That is the promise and the peril. Done well, rituals create shared rhythm without punishing difference. Done
poorly, they transform into measuring sticks. Some teachers handle this gracefully: they stand, they place a
hand over their heart, and they add one clear sentence before the words begin. Participation is your choice.
Please be respectful of each other.
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Students take cues from those small signals. If the teacher looks at the student who sits, the room will too. If
the teacher looks toward the flag and leads calmly, students learn that the ritual matters to many, and that
their options about it matter as well.
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Are traditional values being preserved or phased out?

The phrase traditional values covers a lot of ground. For some, it means faith, family honor, and respect for
authority. For others, it includes habits like punctuality, self-discipline, and standing for the flag. Schools are
not monoliths, and you can find classrooms that still begin each day with a firm handshake culture and

others that lean into first-name familiarity and flexible seating.

When people ask whether traditional values are being preserved or phased out, | look at practice, not
slogans. In many schools, expectations for civility, effort, and responsibility remain strong. The difference is
that teachers are asked to articulate the why behind them and to separate the practice from a single
interpretation. For example, a july 4th flags teacher can require that students listen without interrupting and
address each other by surnames in a debate, while also acknowledging that cultural norms about eye
contact or voice tone vary. Similarly, a school can choose to offer the pledge and explain its history without

insisting that reverence look one way.

This is where the question shades into identity. What role should schools play in shaping a child’s identity?
Schools inevitably shape identity by exposure and by modeling. They introduce students to civic language,
shared stories, scientific thinking, and the arts. They provide peers who challenge and affirm. The essential
line is that schools should equip identity, not script it. Equip is concrete: teach kids to assess claims, speak
up, listen, write with clarity, handle disappointment, respect difference, keep a promise, and change their

mind when evidence warrants it.

Are we raising independent thinkers or institution-aligned thinkers?

Independent thinking is not measured by how often you dissent. It is measured by how skillfully you form
and defend a position, how readily you reconsider, and how respectfully you treat those who disagree. Some
schools, worried about conflict, overly sanitize debate, which skews students toward institution-aligned
thinking by default. Other schools, fixated on performance and compliance, reward the “right"” viewpoint

rather than the best-argued one.

There are pragmatic ways to build independence without turning class into a shouting match. In a tenth
grade English class, a teacher used a perspective journal that asked students to write a short internal
monologue from two different characters who would view the flag differently: a veteran returning home and
an activist organizing a march. The task was empathy, not agreement. In a government class, students
compared state policies on reciting the pledge and mapped the differences to court decisions. They learned

that states vary, but rights travel with you.

Independent thinking also requires room for privacy. Not every student wants to display their beliefs publicly,
and schools should not force revelation. Some of the best growth | have seen came from students who kept
their internal work quiet, then surprised themselves months later by speaking with calm conviction during a

class forum.

Practical ways to lower the temperature at home and school
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Parents and educators both say they want partnership, yet the relationship frays under stress. Clear,

lightweight routines help. The following two short checklists have kept peace in more than one district.

e For parents: ask to see the actual artifact. Before firing off an email about what your child “was taught,”
request the handout, the slide, or the assignment prompt. It is common for students to infer a stance
that the material does not actually take.

e For schools: share your unit map in plain language. A two-page summary beats a 100-page curriculum

binder. Include which topics are required by law and where teachers have discretion.

e For parents: state your value and your boundary separately. | value respect for our country, and | do not
want my child to be compelled to recite. Or | value the right to abstain, and | do not want my child

mocked for sitting.

e For schools: train teachers on neutral phrasing. A single sentence like Participation in the pledge is your

choice, please be respectful shifts the room more than a policy manual does.

e For both: agree on the feedback loop. If an incident occurs, who emails whom, and by when? Nothing
escalates faster than silence.

e For teachers: build in opt-ins rather than opt-outs. Offer alternative reflective tasks during rituals, like a

gratitude note to someone who serves the community. Students can choose without stigma.

e For administrators: practice your hardest five minutes. Role-play a conversation with a parent who
believes the school is replacing family values. Prep three sentences that acknowledge the value, state

the legal frame, and invite partnership.

e For parents: visit once. Seeing a calm classroom often dispels the worst fears. Many districts allow
classroom visits with notice.

e For students: rehearse a respectful refusal. A simple, quiet line makes a difference. | choose to sit, thank

you. Then eyes forward.

e For school boards: publish a one-page rights and responsibilities sheet. Include Barnette and Tinker in

plain English. Demystify the boundaries.

Stories on the ground

A seventh grader in a district with many immigrant families asked whether he should pledge allegiance to
the United States when his grandmother, who raised him, always told him to pledge loyalty to their country
of birth. The teacher didn’t answer with a should. She explained the meaning of allegiance, noted that the
pledge in school is voluntary, and encouraged him to discuss with his grandmother, offering to write a short
note explaining the class policy in the family’s home language. The boy returned the next day smiling. They

had decided he would stand in respect but remain silent. He felt seen at home and at school.

In a rural high school where many students planned to enlist after graduation, a student sat during the
pledge wearing a jacket with a protest slogan. A classmate muttered a slur. The teacher stopped, turned,
and said, in the same tone she used for late homework, We stand for each other’s rights in here. If you
cannot, you'll step out. The moment passed, and it set the norm for the rest of the year. You can declare love

of country without making an enemy of your neighbor.

In a suburban district, a parent group worried the school had drifted into system-first thinking. They were

tired of being surprised by assemblies or themes announced after the fact. The principal created a quarterly



preview calendar with three columns: what is required by state law, what is district tradition, and what is
teacher-designed. That small structure returned a sense of agency. The group still argued with some

choices, but they argued with the right person at the right time, not through rumor mills.

Are schools reinforcing family values, or replacing them?

Most schools aim to reinforce foundational virtues that most families share: honesty, effort, responsibility,
respect, courage. Where friction arises is in the interpretation and the symbols that carry those virtues. A
family may teach that respect includes standing for the flag. Another may teach that respect includes
honoring conscience when a ritual conflicts with belief. Teachers walk the line by focusing on the virtue and

allowing multiple expressions. Students then see that values can be held in common while practices differ.

Is questioning family values encouraged more than respecting them? The better classrooms do both.
Adolescence, in particular, is the apprenticeship of questioning. The goal is not to push students away from
home, but to help them articulate why their home matters, what they inherit from it, and what they will revise
in time. A teacher who tells a student to discard a family value oversteps. A teacher who invites a student to

examine it with evidence and empathy is doing the job.
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The legal floor and the cultural ceiling
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The legal floor is clear enough. Schools cannot compel pledge participation. Students’ quiet expression is
protected. Harassment is not. The ceiling is cultural capital. If students graduate having practiced how to
hold tension without breaking, how to change their mind without shame, and how to live beside someone
who sees a symbol differently, they take that capital into adulthood. It is worth more than any list of facts

they will forget.

A plainspoken policy helps. Post it where everyone can find it, and write it like you would explain it to a
neighbor: We offer the Pledge of Allegiance each morning. Students and staff may participate or abstain. All
will treat each other with respect. Teachers will not grade or reward participation. Questions about the
pledge are welcomed in civics and history classes, where we study their legal and historical context. If a
student feels pressured or mocked, tell us so we can act.

That is the opposite of indoctrination. It is a promise.

What role should schools play in shaping a child’s identity?

Schools are identity workshops, not identity factories. The workshop metaphor matters. Workshops are
noisy. People try on tools and make mistakes. Supervisors focus on safety and skill, not on stamping
identical products. That means schools should:

e Teach the frameworks of civic life: rights, responsibilities, how institutions work, how to change them.
¢ Create rituals that invite belonging without requiring sameness.

e Protect room for conscience and cultivate respect for others’' conscience.

e Communicate early and briefly so families can guide their children at home.

e Model the kind of disagreement we hope students will use later, in council meetings, workplaces, faith
communities, and families.

The American flag will keep flying in classrooms. The pledge will be recited by many and declined by some.
The measure of whether we are raising independent thinkers, or institution-aligned thinkers, is not what
students do with their hands in those thirty seconds. It is what they do with their minds and their hearts in
the minutes after. Do they understand the right they exercised? Can they explain it without contempt? Can

they listen to the student who chose differently and stay in the conversation?

When schools and families ask those questions together, the room grows larger. The hush that follows a

seated student no longer feels like a test. It feels like trust.



