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12:00:08 JENN WHITE 

This is 1A.  I'm Jenn White in Washington.  The latest culture war is being 

fought in the classroom.  Critical race theory has been around for more than 

40 years.  It examines how racism as a social construct intersects with history, 

policy, the law, and a whole lot more.  Now, several states, including Idaho, 

Tennessee, and Oklahoma have banned teaching Critical Race Theory in 

schools. 

00:00:34 JENN WHITE 

Many may not know the fundamentals of the theory, but the decades-old 

concept was pushed into the public consciousness by former President Trump 

last year. 

00:00:41 DONALD TRUMP 

Critical race theory, the 1619 Project, and the crusade against American 

history is toxic propaganda, ideological poison that if not removed will 

dissolve the civic bonds that tie us together, will destroy our country. 

00:01:04 JENN WHITE 

Now, the theory is once again the subject of debate being taken up by 

conservative state legislators, resulting in fiery debates like this one in Texas. 
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00:01:13 REP. MARY GONZÁLEZ 

No, representative Toth, but the [unintelligible]  is cherry-picking 

words here and there -- 

00:01:15 REP. STEVE TOTH 

Representative, let me answer the question.  Let me answer the question.  I'd 

be happy -- 

00:01:17 REP. MARY GONZÁLEZ 

I have a question. 

00:01:19 REP. STEVE TOTH 

You -- you didn't let me answer the question yet. 

00:01:19 REP. MARY GONZÁLEZ 

How many books have you -- how many books have you read that deal with 

Critical Race Theory and critical theory?  From front cover to back cover. 

00:01:27 REP. STEVE TOTH 

I've read white papers on Critical Race Theory, and that's where I've derived 

these quotes.  So -- 

00:01:32 REP. MARY GONZÁLEZ 

So, you want to ban a whole subject of theory, because you have read a couple 

of white papers. 

00:01:39 JENN WHITE 

Many proponents of the theory say these bans misunderstand it.  So, what is 

Critical Race Theory, and what's the best way to teach America's 

complicated history with race and racism?  Here to help us through it is Anya 

Kamenetz, education reporter at NPR and author of the forthcoming book, 

"The Stolen Year," about children and COVID.  Anya, thanks for joining us. 

00:02:00 ANYA KAMENETZ 

Thanks so much for having me. 

00:02:01 JENN WHITE 

And Clint Smith, staff writer at The Atlantic and author of "How the Word is 

Passed," a reckoning with the history of slavery across America. Clint, 

welcome back. 

00:02:10 CLINT SMITH 

It's great to be here. 

00:02:11 JENN WHITE 

So, Clint, let's start with you.  How do you define Critical Race Theory or 

CRT, as it's commonly known? 



WAMU 88.5 FM 1A June 08, 2021 

3 of 22 

Teleperformance Rapidtext 

 

00:02:17 CLINT SMITH 

So, Critical Race Theory, contrary to what politicians like Nikki Haley and 

other folks on the right would tell you, is a thing that is attempting to teach 

your children that they are racist, as they put it.  CRT is a prism and a lens 

through which to understand how our society was built and constructed 

around racism. 

00:02:42 CLINT SMITH 

How it is embedded in our founding, how our social, political, and economic 

infrastructure has been shaped and animated and continues to be shaped by 

forces of race and racism.  So, if we think about the history of the New Deal, 

right, the New Deal, we are told, is one of the greatest catalysts of 

intergenerational wealth in the history of the 20th century, and in many ways, 

it was, for many people.  It provided an unparalleled opportunity to 

accumulate wealth over the course of generations, but it also, very 

intentionally, was created so that Dixiecrats in the South could prevent Black 

people in the South, where the vast majority of Black people lived, from 

accessing its benefits. 

00:03:21 CLINT SMITH 

And so you have the greatest catalyst of intergenerational wealth over the 

course of the century, through this New Deal legislation, and you prevent an 

entire demographic of people, millions and millions of people, from getting 

access to those benefits.  And then people want to ask questions later, when 

there are disparate outcomes along the lines that those resources are allotted. 

00:03:41 CLINT SMITH 

And so, what Critical Race Theory demands of us is that we look at the 

contemporary landscape of inequality and understand it as a result of 

systemic, structural, and historical decisions that have been made through 

public policy and through the law, and not just -- and not to understand 

racism as something that is simply interpersonal, but is a much larger -- 

reflective of a much larger set of forces. 

00:04:04 JENN WHITE 

Anya, help us understand some of these legislative bans.  What are they 

saying, exactly? 
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00:04:09 ANYA KAMENETZ 

Well, what I find so interesting, picking up on this point that, you know, 

Critical Race Theory is supposed to be about helping students understand the 

power structures that dictate our historical circumstances and our 

circumstances today.  And yet, a lot of these laws actually talk about 

psychological states of mind.  So, the Texas law says, you know, that they 

should -- that no teacher should be responsible for any individual feeling 

discomfort, guilt, anguish, because of their race or sex.   

00:04:40 ANYA KAMENETZ 

And that's -- first of all, that's giving teachers a lot of credit for making 

students feel a certain way, but secondly, it's really just turning things on its 

head.  This is, like, an upside-down, "Alice in Wonderland" logic to say that 

teaching students about the facts of our history or the power structures that 

have been in place since our founding and before, and all the way up to today, 

that those facts, that knowledge, is going to create an adverse psychological 

effect, or that it will be disunifying. 

00:05:11 ANYA KAMENETZ 

That's sort of strange for people, who are engaging in education, because 

facts are supposed to empower people.  Truth is supposed to shed light.  Not 

being able to discuss facts of our history is something that -- in the name of 

unity is something that really flies in the face, I think, of a lot of what 

education's about. 

00:05:30 JENN WHITE 

Well, we asked Critical Race Theory scholar Ian Haney López from the 

University of California-Berkeley to give us his definition of what CRT is and 

what it isn't. 

00:05:39 IAN HANEY LOPEZ 

Critical race theory is two things right now.  It's an academic discipline that 

seeks to take racism seriously in the service of creating a more just society, 

and also, and more importantly, it's a racial monster being concocted by the 

hard right.  The hard right, which I believe includes the GOP today, is trying 

to scare people, using terms that evoke a sense of racial threat while allowing 

plausible deniability. Like the phrase "illegal alien," or "welfare queen," 

today, Critical Race Theory is operating as this sort of a dog whistle. 

00:06:20 JENN WHITE 

Now, Clint, every state that has introduced CRT legislation is led by 

Republican lawmakers.  How do you see Critical Race Theory being used 

politically? 
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00:06:30 CLINT SMITH 

I think Critical Race Theory is currently being used as a mechanism by which 

to propagate fear.  I think that so much of the right is operating through 

using fear as the sort of political currency, and if you distort and 

misrepresent the framework of Critical Race Theory, of the 1619 Project, or 

anything that is attempting to capture or tell the story of America in its 

totality as people being told that they are bad people, or people being -- large 

swaths of the population being told that they are racist or wrong, or that 

there is something inherently problematic with them, then you tap into 

people's sense of who they are in the world, which is going to animate a whole 

host of political decisions that is going to drive how they vote and drive what 

they care about. 

00:07:24 JENN WHITE 

Anya, how is Critical Race Theory used within the classroom right now? 

00:07:31 ANYA KAMENETZ 

You know, I don't really think it's that relevant of a concept, honestly, in K-

12 education today.  I think that using that phrase really accepts the terms of 

debate as laid out by Republicans.  The teaching of civics, the teaching of 

history and social studies has been on the decline in this country since the 

introduction of standardized tests that are high-stakes that limit the 

curriculum and narrow it towards math and language arts. 

00:07:56 ANYA KAMENETZ 

And so, there's been a lot of concern and worry about the fact that according 

to the Southern Poverty Law Center a few years ago, only 8 percent of high 

school seniors surveyed could even identify slavery as the central cause of the 

Civil War, and four in 10 teachers responded to that survey to say that their 

state doesn't offer much support for teaching about slavery. 

00:08:18 ANYA KAMENETZ 

And so we have a context of a narrowed curriculum, obviously we are coming 

off of a year and a half of disrupted education, where most teachers are 

saying that they're not able to cover the material that they would cover in a 

normal year, because it's either been virtual, it's been hybrid, there's been 

closures. 

00:08:33 ANYA KAMENETZ 

So, we have a lot of reason for concern about how we're teaching history and 

geography.  Is there room in the curriculum for students to know the basic 

facts of our history?  Is there time to do it?  These are really concerns that 

supersede any discussion of anything called Critical Race Theory, which I 

think you'd get a lot of puzzled looks if you walked into your average middle 

school or high school classroom using those words. 
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00:08:57 JENN WHITE 

Well, and to that end, Clint, we recently had a conversation on the show 

about the Tulsa race massacre and the Oklahoma, and that's the largest daily 

newspaper in Oklahoma surveyed its subscribers -- and this was an horrific 

attack in 1921 where white residents burned a Black enclave to the ground. 

00:09:14 JENN WHITE 

Eighty-three percent of those surveyed said they'd never received a full lesson 

on the massacre in their K-12 school, even in the state where the massacre 

took place.  Its history was effectively erased.  So, I'm trying to wrap my head 

around, for educators, how challenging this becomes, when it's just -- we're 

just trying to teach history in its fullness, but there's pushback to that. 

00:09:45 CLINT SMITH 

And I think that part of what's important to recognize is that this is not -- we 

see an iteration of legislation that is attempting to sort of push back, in a 

state-sanctioned way, against the teaching of a robust and honest and 

empirically grounded history. 

00:10:01 CLINT SMITH 

But this is something that's been going on for decades and for centuries, in 

many ways, in this country.  I think of a trip that I took to Monticello for my 

book, and I went to Monticello, which is the home of Thomas Jefferson, and a 

plantation where hundreds of enslaved people were held over the course of 

generations. 

00:10:18 CLINT SMITH 

And on one of my tours, I was with a -- I was on a slavery at Monticello tour, 

where they discussed Jefferson's relationship to slavery and the lives of 

enslaved people there, and I met two people on that tour, two women named 

Donna and Grace, and I went up to them after the tour, because they had 

seemed so deeply unsettled by everything that they were hearing, and I 

wanted to get a sense of how they responded and what they were thinking. 

00:10:42 CLINT SMITH 

And they were like, I had no idea that Jefferson owned slaves.  I had no idea 

that Monticello was a plantation.  And mind you, these are people who 

bought plane tickets, who got hotel rooms, who rented cars, who came to this 

site as a sort of pilgrimage to see the home of the third president of the United 

States, but had no conception of him as an enslaver.  And I think that it's a 

microcosm, in the same way that Tulsa is a microcosm, of a profound failure 

over the course of generations -- these were older women -- to teach the 

history of slavery at all, or in any way that is commensurate with the impact 

that it had on the contemporary landscape of inequality, and not just slavery, 

but a whole host of racist policies across generations. 
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00:11:26 JENN WHITE 

We're talking to Clint Smith of The Atlantic and Anya Kamenetz, education 

reporter at NPR.  In a moment, the American Federation of Teachers 

represents thousands of educators.  We'll ask them how these new -- what 

these new laws mean for their members.  I'm Jenn White.  This is 1A, from 

WAMU and NPR. 

00:11:59 JENN WHITE 

I'm Jenn White.  This is 1A.  Across the U.S., states are limiting the way 

teachers can discuss race in the classroom.  The move is a push against 

Critical Race Theory, which emphasizes the role of race in America's history. 

We're discussing with Anya Kamenetz, education reporter at NPR and 

author of the forthcoming book, "The Stolen Year," about childhood in 

COVID. 

00:12:18 JENN WHITE 

Clint Smith, staff writer at The Atlantic, and author of "How the Word is 

Passed, A Reckoning with the History of Slavery Across America."  And 

we're joined now by Fedrick Ingram. He's the secretary treasurer of the 

American Federation of Teachers.  That's the union representing K-12 

educators and other school personnel.  Fedrick, welcome to the program. 

00:12:39 FEDRICK INGRAM 

Thank you for having me. 

00:12:40 JENN WHITE 

So, you represent thousands of -- millions of American educators.  What are 

you hearing about these laws from them?  How does this legislation impact 

their work in the classroom? 

00:12:51 FEDRICK INGRAM 

Well, next year is gonna be a pivotal year for all of our educators, for all of 

our students and families, as we go back into our classrooms on a full-time 

basis.  What folks have tried to do is politicize education once again, and 

teachers are not into that. 

00:13:09 FEDRICK INGRAM 

Teachers want to teach, and they want to teach the truth.  So, we've always 

trusted our teachers across America, we've always trusted that they will 

impart facts into our students and into the body of knowledge, especially 

from civics and history. 

00:13:23 FEDRICK INGRAM 

So, we expect our teachers to do that.  No matter what the legislation is, our 

duty is to teach the truth about American history, to teach the truth about 

world history, and we will continue to do that. 
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00:13:34 JENN WHITE 

Well, Randi Weingarten, president of the American Federation of Teachers, 

sent this statement about the bans, saying, quote, "Teaching America's 

history requires considering all the facts available to us, including those that 

are uncomfortable, like the history of enslavement and discrimination 

towards people of color and people perceived as different.  That's why we are 

developing nuanced, professional learning opportunities and sharing vetted 

lesson plans, like those from the 1619 Project, to help educators tackle the 

hard conversations around our country's history and its impact on today and 

tomorrow." 

00:14:08 JENN WHITE 

Anya, how are teachers and schools responding to these bans?  Because from 

your earlier statement, it seems, like there's quite a bit of confusion about 

what this really means. 

00:14:19 ANYA KAMENETZ 

You know, I really do believe it's gonna have a chilling effect, on top of all the 

other stresses that teachers have been facing in this year.  I happened to be in 

Oklahoma yesterday, and I was talking to a teacher who is of Cherokee 

ancestry and has increasingly more diverse classrooms. 

00:14:37 ANYA KAMENETZ 

The ground truth is four out of five of our teachers are white, where over half 

of our students are of other ethnicities and races.  So, there is a disconnect in 

many, many classrooms, and this teacher told me that she is worried, because 

she doesn't have the support that she needs to bring up tough topics around 

the very violent history of that particular part of Oklahoma.  And so, she 

fears pushback from parents, from powerful people within the community, 

and she doesn't have support from her administration. 

00:15:08 ANYA KAMENETZ 

So, if you look at what's actually going on in public school classrooms around 

the country, I think there's a lot of fear already.  And, I think, these bans are 

only going to strengthen that kind of pushback that teachers get when they 

just try to have a conversation about being tolerant or being respectful of 

other people's backgrounds. 

00:15:28 JENN WHITE 

Fedrick, what has been some of the criticism you've heard about teaching 

systemic racism in the classroom? 
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00:15:34 FEDRICK INGRAM 

Well, I live in Florida, and so Ron DeSantis has been one of the forerunners 

in trying to politicize this issue of CRT.  So, we've heard all kinds of 

erroneous kinds of comments from Ron DeSantis in terms of not teaching 

facts, in terms of not teaching -- in terms of Critical Race Theory seeks to 

divide our students and our communities.  And that is absolutely false. 

00:16:06 FEDRICK INGRAM 

So, what we know is that our teachers will do what is right, and what we also 

know is that we have a nationwide teacher shortage, and these laws that are 

being passed statewide are only seeking to push teachers out of the classroom, 

because it does not allow them the autonomy to go into the truth of what we 

know is right for our students. 

00:16:30 JENN WHITE 

Well, let's turn to a voicemail we received.  This is James in Chicago. 

00:16:34 JAMES (CALLER) 

I think Critical Race Theory is not merely just a teaching of history, it's a 

perspective.  It's an ideological perspective of history in America.  Yes, there 

was racism, but to teach it as though you ought to be ashamed of your white 

skin or that you bear current responsibility for something that you had no 

part of, that people in the past had part of, is actually wrong.  So, it absolutely 

needs to be banned.  It teaches Caucasian children to be guilty of their skin 

color. 

00:17:04 JENN WHITE 

And I have to mention here that we got quite a few messages along those lines.  

Clint, what do you say to people, who say this causes racial division and 

makes white kids feel guilty? 

00:17:18 CLINT SMITH 

I think, again, Critical Race Theory is not focusing or thinking about an 

individual and their relationship to race or racism, or their own relationship 

to their skin, necessarily.  It's not concerned with what's in their heart or 

their interiority.  What it is asking of us is to recognize the ways that racism 

has shaped what, again, the contemporary landscape of inequality looks like, 

to understand that that the reason one community looks one way and another 

community looks another way is not, because of the people in those 

communities, but it is because largely of what has been done to those 

communities, the resources that have been given or taken away from those 

communities generation after generation after generation. 
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00:18:00 CLINT SMITH 

And, I think more broadly, part of the insidiousness of this is that a history of 

white supremacy makes it so it turns empirical statements into ideological 

ones, right?  So, if I say the confederacy was a treasonous territory that raised 

an army to fight a war predicated on maintaining and expanding the 

institution of slavery, in some classrooms, in some states, that would be 

perceived as an ideological statement. 

00:18:28 CLINT SMITH 

That would be perceived as me sharing my political opinions or sensibilities 

with my students, and at worst, attempting to indoctrinate students with my 

political beliefs.  But that's actually just an empirical statement.  It's one 

that's grounded in primary source documents. It's one that is grounded in 

historical fact.  All you have to do is look at what the confederate states said 

as they seceded from the Union in 1860 and 1861, a state like Mississippi, 

which says, quote, "Our position is thoroughly aligned with the institution of 

slavery, the greatest material interest of the world." 

00:18:58 CLINT SMITH 

And so, these folks were not vague about why they were seceding and why the 

Civil War was about to begin.  They were quite clear.  But again, part of the 

way that the current discourse around this -- and the discourse, honestly, for 

over a century now -- is that it distorts and misrepresents empirical 

statements and primary source documents, and makes it seem as if those 

things are representative of political sensibilities instead of fact. 

00:19:25 JENN WHITE 

Again, I just want to pull on this thread, Anya, that you noted earlier, because 

everything is being put under this umbrella of CRT, it's getting -- kind of 

unraveling the teaching of history from what's become this dog whistle.  It 

gets very complicated for people, especially if they're not familiar with the 

scholarship around CRT.  But, what we're really talking about is how to 

teach history that acknowledges the truth of what's happened in America, 

and the different experiences of people in this country, and not whitewashing 

that history in a way that makes some people more comfortable.  How much 

more difficult has that become for teachers who are living in states and 

teaching in states where this legislation is passed? 

00:20:26 ANYA KAMENETZ 

So, I think, that's really well put, and I just want to do a little bit of 

untangling or debunking, because what your caller alluded to, I think there's 

been so much conflation between two very different things.  One is sort of 

unconscious bias training or diversity and inclusion training that happens to 

adults, it happens sometimes with teachers as part of professional 

development, and that is when you're kind of in this encounter group model. 
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00:20:51 ANYA KAMENETZ 

You're getting together, you're talking about your feelings about being white, 

your feelings about being another race, and that's kind of this whole idea that 

people will feel guilty, they'll feel anguish.  If I as a white person start to 

confront the actions that I've taken in my life, yeah, I might feel those things.  

That's all for adults. 

00:21:10 ANYA KAMENETZ 

And then this whole other conversation is about do our kids deserve to know 

the basic facts of our history, and why are we so concerned about the feelings 

of white kids hearing about slavery when more than half of our public school 

students are not white?  And, if they don't get taught explicitly about the 

denial of opportunity for generations, the implicit, the silent lesson that 

they're getting is that they're inferior for other reasons that have to do with 

something essential about themselves. 

00:21:40 ANYA KAMENETZ 

If you don't know about redlining, if you don't know about the systematic 

denial of generational wealth, then you're gonna conclude that the reason that 

your community is impoverished is because of something to do with you.  I 

think we should be a lot more concerned about the psychological impact of 

that, just on a numbers basis, because that's the situation a lot of students 

find themselves in. 

00:22:01 JENN WHITE 

Well, and Fedrick, I'm also curious to know from you how concerned you are 

that state to state, young people could be learning very different versions of 

American history based on where they live.  And I would argue some of that 

is already in play, but this type of legislation could heighten that. 

00:22:21 CLINT SMITH 

Yeah, so it could, but again, history -- I will go back to -- is about truth and 

facts, and civics is about truth and fact and what that is.  So, for many years, 

many of our students -- in fact, hundreds of years, our students were taught 

that Christopher Columbus discovered America. 

00:22:38 CLINT SMITH 

Many of our states have never gone into slavery as they should, and talk 

about the impacts or the ill effects of slavery.  Many of our students were 

never taught about reconstruction and what this country tried to do as an 

effort to reconnect the roots of African-Americans, and reconnect them back 

to society. 
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00:22:58 CLINT SMITH 

So, many of our students can't expel what it means to go through Jim Crow 

and the civil rights movement.  So, we have to really be grounded in truth.  

This is about politics, this is a government overreach, this is divisive, to say 

that CRT is indoctrinating our students or seeking to divide, somehow, our 

students. 

00:23:20 CLINT SMITH 

So, there has to be an effort of racial literacy enabling educators to inform 

and change collective practices and policies that will impact educational 

outcomes for our public schools.  That is what we need to do.  We have to 

focus on giving our students all of the possibilities that they can to develop the 

truth about the history, so that we don't repeat some of the atrocities that 

have happened in this country. 

00:23:45 JENN WHITE 

I'm Jenn White.  You're listening to 1A.  We're talking about how race and 

racism is taught in schools with Fedrick Ingram.  He's the secretary treasurer 

of the American Federation of Teachers.  Anya Kamenetz is also with us.  

She's education reporter at NPR, and Clint Smith, staff writer at The 

Atlantic. 

00:24:04 JENN WHITE 

We also want to hear from you.  How would you like kids to be taught about 

America's history on race, racism, and slavery?  Mitzi emailed, "I'm so 

grateful to Nikole Hannah-Jones and The New York Times for the 

publication of 1619 Project.  Schools need to teach American history.  For 

example, the recent exploration on TV, online, and in print media of the 

Tulsa massacre.  People say, 'I never heard of this before.'" And Melissa 

tweets, "No one misunderstands the theory.  Misuse of it might be the real 

problem." 

00:24:33 JENN WHITE 

You can comment on our Facebook page, tweet us @1A, or send us an email 

at 1A@WAMU.org.  Well, last month Oklahoma Governor Kevin Stitt signed 

a law limiting discussions of racism in the classroom.  Let's listen. 

00:24:46 KEVIN STITT 

Now, more than ever, we need policies that bring us together, not rip us 

apart.  And, as governor, I firmly believe that not one cent of taxpayer money 

should be used to define and divide young Oklahomans about their race or 

sex.  That is what this bill upholds for public education.  Verbatim, it reads, 

"No teacher shall require or make part of a course that one race or sex is 

inherently superior to another race or sex." 
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00:25:18 JENN WHITE 

Fedrick, what's your reaction to his statement there 

00:25:21 FEDRICK INGRAM 

I have so many reactions to that, but I will just say this -- that we as people 

must continue to put pressure on our school boards, our elected officials from 

state government, from the governors down to the mayors of cities, that we 

must continue to allow our teachers to teach. 

00:25:45 FEDRICK INGRAM 

And the pressure that is coming from some of the politics that is being put 

into our classroom is going to start to permeate through our teaching force, 

and teachers will leave this classroom.  They will leave their classrooms, and 

it will hurt our students further, because we will not have people, who love 

our kids, love our communities, and love their subject areas enough to stay.  

Because they know that other people from an ivory tower are screaming on a 

megaphone that they are not going to be given the tools and the supports and 

the resources that they need to teach the truth in their classrooms. 

00:26:26 JENN WHITE 

Well, Michigan is another state that has some legislation in the works 

banning the teaching of Critical Race Theory.  One teacher in Michigan who 

wanted to remain anonymous sent us a statement.  It's read here by 1A 

producer, Michelle Harven. 

00:26:39 MICHELLE HARVEN 

"Teachers have recognized that while providing remote instruction during 

the pandemic, some parents have been listening in to parts of our lessons via 

Zoom, but only truly hearing bits and pieces.  However, when these parents 

combine fragments of our lesson plans and conservative media conspiracy 

talking points, they have falsely accused teachers of providing biased 

instruction, targeting students based on their political beliefs, and abusing 

their children when enforcing mask mandates. 

00:27:07 MICHELLE HARVEN 

A group of parents recently went to a school board meeting and recklessly 

demanded for the discipline, firing, or resignation of some teachers who, 

among other things, were accused of teaching Critical Race Theory.  As a 

high school, we have never used the term 'Critical Race Theory' in any 

discussion within the social studies or English departments. 

00:27:28 MICHELLE HARVEN 

Parents have harassed teachers by requesting personnel records, making false 

allegations with regards to their professionalism, and even surveilling them 

off-campus, and it's driving many of us out of the profession.  I'm fearful for 

the future of public education." 
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00:27:44 JENN WHITE 

Now, Anya, this teacher describes CRT as part of a larger political or cultural 

issue between parents and teachers.  In your reporting, are you hearing from 

teachers with similar experiences? 

00:27:55 ANYA KAMENETZ 

Absolutely.  I mean, and I just want to note that I've reported back going a 

couple years now that there's been a lot of successful targeting of professors 

for perceived left-wing ideas, and this is something that's been taken up by 

the right wing, and there have been initiatives such as Film Your Marxist 

Professor, there have been watch -- there's something called Professor 

Watchlist.  And so I see this kind of going from something that's been 

successful on the Higher Ed side, and now bleeding over into K-12. 

00:28:27 ANYA KAMENETZ 

And, this teacher makes a very good point, that the virtual instruction allows 

parents to have a lot more of a window into the classroom, which formerly 

had been a place where the teacher had autonomy, and the parents have 

autonomy at home.  So, this is a point for friction, for rubbing up, and I think 

parents that are upset about a lot of different things around education are 

using this as kind of a focal point.  So, we're gonna see more, I think, civic 

dust-ups over the role of education from people on both sides -- people that 

want more culturally responsive education, and then people who want 

something that accords with the ideologies that they may be teaching at home. 

00:29:07 JENN WHITE 

We're talking to Anya Kamenetz, education reporter at NPR, Clint Smith, 

staff writer at The Atlantic and author of "How the Word is Passed."  Also 

joining us was Fedrick Ingram.  He's the secretary treasurer of the American 

Federation of Teachers.  That's the union representing K-12 educators and 

other school personnel.  Fedrick, thanks for your time. 

00:29:25 FEDRICK INGRAM 

Thank you. 

00:29:26 JENN WHITE 

I'm Jenn White.  We'll hear more from you and our guests in a moment.  

Now, let's get back to our conversation on the growing number of bills 

seeking to ban teaching of Critical Race Theory in schools.  We're here with 

Anya Kamenetz, education reporter at NPR and author of the forthcoming 

book, "The Stolen Year," about children and COVID. 
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00:30:04 JENN WHITE 

And Clint Smith, staff writer at The Atlantic and author of "How the Word is 

Passed, A Reckoning with the History of Slavery Across America."  We're 

also hearing from you.  Reginald emailed, "If I knew my people killed over 

300 people in Tulsa, burned their businesses, looted and destroyed their 

property, would that make me feel bad?  Probably, but maybe that's not such 

a bad thing.  Maybe that is where we need to start." 

00:30:27 JENN WHITE 

And, Maple tweets, "It amazes me how many people don't know the true role 

of racism and oppression in American history.  It absolutely needs to be 

taught.  Opponents will say it will spread hate, but we need to recognize the 

hatred white people have spread for centuries in America." 

00:30:40 JENN WHITE 

You know, Clint, I want to touch on something we haven't really talked about 

in this conversation, and it's not just about how we teach racism and the 

history of slavery and the oppression of other people in America, but it's also 

about what's not in history books. 

00:31:01 JENN WHITE 

I remember when I was growing up, and this was a long time ago now, but I 

went to -- I grew up in Detroit, so my teachers were predominantly Black.  I 

went to school with predominately Black kids.  But when I think about the 

history books and what wasn't included in those books about the experience 

of Black Americans -- my mother made note of that. 

00:31:21 JENN WHITE 

She invested in this collection of African-American encyclopedias, basically to 

supplement my education, so I would understand that Black people had a 

history in this country that went beyond slavery.  That we were writers and 

poets and activists, and that became my supplemental teaching. Are you 

concerned about just how we teach history now, not just about slavery, but 

also the contributions of people in this country? 
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00:31:55 CLINT SMITH 

Absolutely, and you know, it's -- I am -- this is related to what you're 

discussing, but I'm sensitive to and sympathetic to those who say, oh, we talk 

about slavery so much, or oh, we are not just -- we weren't just slaves, we 

were, to your point, writers and artists, and that our ancestry, those of us who 

are descendants of captured Africans, preceded slavery.  So, I think that that 

is absolutely true, and in no way do I or would I think anyone who spends a 

lot of time studying or thinking about these subjects, there would be no 

advocacy of singularly teaching or focusing on the history of slavery, because 

the Black experience in this country is so heterogeneous and pluralistic and 

diverse and remarkable. 

00:32:52 CLINT SMITH 

And what is almost most remarkable is all that has been done in spite of this 

horrific and oppressive history across generations.  At the same time, I think 

it's a both/and, because part of the insidiousness, again, of white supremacy is 

that it makes us feel as if we talk about slavery all the time when we actually 

don't talk about it, in our public discourse, at least, in any way that is 

commensurate with the actual economic, social, and political impact that it 

had on this country, and with regard to our proximity to it. 

00:33:25 CLINT SMITH 

I mean, in the book, part of what I'm trying to get people to understand is 

that, you know, many young people grow up talking about slavery as if it was 

something in the Jurassic age.  It's like, dinosaurs, The Flintstones, and 

slavery.  Almost as if they all existed at the same time.  Slavery existed in this 

country for 250 years, and only has not existed for 150. 

00:33:47 CLINT SMITH 

And, so this institution that existed for 100 years longer than it hasn't, the 

idea that we would suggest that that has no relationship to the contemporary 

landscape of inequality is both morally and intellectually disingenuous.  The 

woman who opened the National Museum of African American History and 

Culture in 2016, standing alongside the Obama family, was the daughter of 

an enslaved person. 

00:34:10 CLINT SMITH 

My grandfather's grandfather was enslaved.  When I think about my four-

year-old son sitting on my grandfather's lap, I'm reminded of my 

grandfather, or I imagine my grandfather sitting on his grandfather's lap.  

And I'm reminded that the story that we tell ourselves was a long time ago 

wasn't that long ago at all. 



WAMU 88.5 FM 1A June 08, 2021 

17 of 22 

Teleperformance Rapidtext 

 

00:34:26 CLINT SMITH 

So, I say all that to say I think it is deeply important to tell a full and holistic 

story of Black life in this country that centers on all that we have contributed 

to a country that for so long contributed very little to us, and that we talk 

about the history that that has had to emerge from, to Anya's point, to give us 

a better sense of why so many of our communities look the way that they do, 

so we can understand that again, they are not the result of singular or 

individual decisions or lack thereof, but are the results of a much longer and 

more insidious history. 

00:35:03 JENN WHITE 

Yeah, I often remind myself that my parents were both born under Jim 

Crow.  They weren't full citizens of this country until they were adults.  I 

want to read a couple of other comments here.  Barb emailed, "For a few 

hundred years we've been getting biased education that leaves out half of our 

history, giving us only the white version.  As a 17-year-old white -- 70-year-

old white woman, I'm just now learning our full history." 

00:35:31 JENN WHITE 

Willow emails, "I can't imagine how hard it is on the teachers to interpret 

these laws while also having the personal responsibility to make sure that they 

don't hide things from their students.  Having to deal with that, and the fact 

that their wages are constantly being dropped, I really can't praise our 

teachers enough." 

00:35:47 JENN WHITE 

And Heather emails this, "My late grandfather was quite literally a fighter in 

the Nazi army, and my education about the Holocaust and the atrocities of 

World War II gave me a clearer picture of my grandparents and how they 

processed the world after the war.  Should I have been denied that education 

because of the guilt I may have felt over my grandfather's part in the war?" 

00:36:06 JENN WHITE 

And Jerry emailed, "Perhaps it would be beneficial to ask how did post-

World War II Germany deal with honestly teaching about their Nazi past?  

Could educators utilize this model to confront U.S. history?"  And there's an 

excellent book out right now, actually, called "What We Can Learn from the 

Germans." 

00:36:22 JENN WHITE 

I did a conversation with the author of that book.  We'll tweet out a link 

@1A.  Anya, I just wonder, in your reporting, what you're seeing as what 

comes next.  We're seeing these laws passed.  Are we going to see more of 

them, or, like, where are we, I guess, is my big question. 
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00:36:48 ANYA KAMENETZ 

I mean, I guess, these probably -- this will go on. I'm sure that there will be 

court challenges, I'm sure that there will be pushback.  I want to focus for a 

second on the students, because we have this generation growing up, they've 

had this year of disrupted education.  A year ago, I was speaking with high 

school students that have been cooped up in their homes for weeks and weeks.  

And then they were unleashed on the world, high school students led many of 

the Black Lives Matter peaceful protests around this country last year. 

00:37:19 ANYA KAMENETZ 

And, when I talk to them about what they wanted out of their education, 

across the board the students that I talk to say if we're gonna come back, we 

need to be trusting that we're gonna learn more in the classroom than we've 

been learning in the streets, and we want the education that we're getting in 

the classroom to compliment the history that we're, in fact, living through.  I 

mean, this is an historic moment and has been, in terms of civil rights not 

only for Black students, for indigenous students, for students of Asian-

American descent.  And they need help from their educators, from their 

school system, to make sense of what they're going through right now. 

00:37:51 ANYA KAMENETZ 

And they want an education that's gonna speak to their identities, going to 

make them feel that they have something to contribute, and that they can be 

proud of what has come before in terms of activism, in terms of resistance, 

and civic engagement, truthfully.  So, I think that there's a huge moral 

imperative as far as anyone who cares about education in this country to 

construct a kind of learning that allows young people to not only confront the 

past, but have the tools to build a better future. 

00:38:21 JENN WHITE 

Well, former President Trump created a commission to promote what he 

called, patriotic education, and yesterday, Texas Governor Greg Abbott 

signed a law establishing the 1836 Project, which also promotes so-called 

patriotic education. 

00:38:36 GREG ABBOTT 

To keep Texas the best state in the United States of America, we must never 

forget why Texas became so exceptional in the first place.  A law creating the 

1836 project does that.  The 1836 Project promotes patriotic education about 

Texas and ensures that the generations to come understand Texas values. 

00:39:05 JENN WHITE 

Anya, what is patriotic education, or what's your best guess? 
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00:39:10 ANYA KAMENETZ 

I mean, there's been a tradition in our education system since the very 

beginning of teaching a version of history that creates obedient citizens.  You 

can look at just something like the Pledge of Allegiance, which was instituted 

in the 1950s.  So, something that is the dominant culture narrative, something 

that is presenting a form of history that elevates everyone in our past to the 

level of heroes and other people are just in the background I think are all 

kind of aspects of what you might call patriotic education.  The outcome of, 

you know, Trump's initiative in patriotic education was something that was 

really denounced by historians as having much more grounding in ideology 

than in fact. 

00:39:57 JENN WHITE 

I'm Jenn White.  You're listening to 1A.  We're talking about how to talk 

about America's history in the classroom with Anya Kamenetz, education 

reporter at NPR, and Clint Smith, staff writer at The Atlantic and author of 

"How the Word is Passed." 

00:40:13 JENN WHITE 

Clint, I want to turn to your new book.  As you mentioned, you traveled to 

eight places in the United States and one abroad to understand how each 

reckons with its relationship to the history of American slavery.  What did 

you learn? 

00:40:28 CLINT SMITH 

I learned a lot.  What I hope that the reader understands is that this book is 

not written by someone who's attempting to tell a sort of didactic story of 

slavery.  Part of what motivated and animated the desire to write this book 

was having so many questions myself. 

00:40:46 CLINT SMITH 

In 2017, I watched the confederate statues in my hometown in New Orleans 

taken down, statues of Robert E. Lee, Jefferson Davis, PGT Beauregard, and 

I was thinking about what it meant that I had grown up in a majority Black 

city in which there were more homages to enslavers than there were to 

enslaved people. 
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00:41:02 CLINT SMITH 

And what did it mean that I -- to get to school, I had to go down Robert E. 

Lee Boulevard.  To get to the grocery store, I had to go down Jefferson Davis 

Parkway, that my middle school was named after a confederate leader, that 

my parents still live on a street named after somebody, who owned 115 slave 

people. So, I became sort of obsessed with how slavery is memorialized or, in 

many ways, failed to be memorialized, and so, travel to different places across 

this country to understand that.  One of the places that stands out is Angola 

prison. 

00:41:30 CLINT SMITH 

And, Angola is the largest maximum security prison in the country.  It is 

18,000 acres wide, bigger than the island of Manhattan.  It is a place where 75 

percent of the people held there are Black men; over 70 percent of them are 

serving life sentences, and is built on top of a former plantation. 

00:41:47 CLINT SMITH 

What I tell folks is that if you were to go to Germany and you had the largest 

maximum security prison in Germany, and it was built on top of a former 

concentration camp, in which the people held there were disproportionately 

Jewish, that place would rightfully be a global emblem of anti-Semitism.  It 

would be abhorrent.  It would be disgusting.  It would be so clearly an affront 

to our moral and ethical sensibilities. 

00:42:09 CLINT SMITH 

And, yet here in the United States, we have the largest maximum security 

prison in the country, where the vast majority of people held there are Black 

men serving life sentences, who go work in fields of what was once a 

plantation, with someone on horseback with a gun over their shoulder 

watching over them.  Part of what I'm exploring when I'm there is, like, well, 

how does that happen?  What are the ways that white supremacy not only 

enacts physical violence against people's bodies, but also collectively numbs 

us as a society to certain types of violence that, in another global context, 

would be wildly unacceptable. 

00:42:40 CLINT SMITH 

So, I traveled to Angola and traveled to Monticello, I traveled to Whitney 

Plantation, I traveled to one of the largest confederate cemeteries in the 

country and spent the day with the Sons of Confederate Veterans, traveled to 

Galveston, Texas, I traveled to New York City, I traveled to Dakar, Senegal.  

I go to all of these places to understand how slavery is memorialized, and to 

what extent are these places directly confronting their history, and to what 

extent are they running from it. 
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00:43:07 JENN WHITE 

Well, a couple of messages from you.  One of you emailed, "Teachers have 

been gagged by parents and administrators when it comes to education, and 

because it's all about the money, as was told to me by my administrator, we 

must please parents and politicians, because they can take away financial 

support." 

00:43:24 JENN WHITE 

Also a tweet from Andrea, who says, "Just turned 71.  Always thought I knew 

the history of slavery, reading Harriet Jacobs' 'Incidents in the Life of a Slave 

Girl.'  I did not know anything.  Teach this in schools."  As we wrap up here, 

Anya, what's at stake?  Give us a broad picture of what's at stake here. 

00:43:44 ANYA KAMENETZ 

Oh, my gosh, I mean, you know, we really -- so, research shows that civics 

education enables students to be better in other subjects, and it's a foundation 

for all kinds of education.  I think that what we're looking at here is a set of 

laws that is trying to reach into the classroom and change the nature of what 

is taught, pushing back against the truth and pushing back against history.  

But I feel that that can only go on for so long, because we live in a world 

where truth can pass a lot more quickly around the world.  So, I don't know, 

I just feel like we're going to get into a time where students are coming into 

the classroom with different ideas and different questions, and simply 

legislating away is not going to make these questions go away any time soon. 

00:44:41 JENN WHITE 

Clint, your thoughts? 

00:44:44 CLINT SMITH 

Yeah, I think I am concerned by the chilling effect that this might have, but 

I'm also really heartened by so much of the work that so many teachers 

across this country have been doing around this for the past year, many for 

the past several years and decades.  And I do believe that there are so many 

teachers who now have more resources, more language, more frameworks, 

and more community with which to bring honesty about American history to 

their classrooms, and to bring honesty about the current landscape of 

inequality to their classrooms. 

00:45:19 CLINT SMITH 

And I think that despite -- in spite of these bills, we're gonna have so many 

teachers who are making their classroom spaces where their students can 

wrestle with these questions, and wrestle honestly with them. 
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00:45:33 JENN WHITE 

That's Clint Smith.  He's a staff writer at The Atlantic, and author of "How 

the Word is Passed."  Also with us, Anya Kamenetz, an education reporter at 

NPR and author of the forthcoming book "The Stolen Year."  Anya, Clint, 

thanks to you both. 

00:45:46 JENN WHITE 

Remember you can follow the show on Instagram, we're @The1AShow.  

Today's producer was Michelle Harven.  This program comes to you from 

WAMU, part of American University in Washington, distributed by NPR.  

I'm Jenn White.  Thanks for listening, and let's talk more soon.  This is 1A. 

 


