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What people are saying about

Education Revolution

Sam Shain’s book addresses and boldly answers a burning question for our time: how to develop critical political awareness given corporate media and their political biases. As a public high-school teacher, he has long practiced answers to the question. This book contains the wisdom he has acquired. He tells us what needs to be taught and how to generate media literacy. The US left especially needs to read this as an important source for changing the major narratives through which people today make sense of a capitalism in crisis.


Richard Wolff, author of Democracy At Work, host of Economic Update podcast


We live in a deeply unjust and unequal society. High school students are bombarded with propaganda to justify the status quo, from the reassuring fairy tales about capitalism in their economics classes to textbooks in their US History classes that are splattered with more pictures of eagles and slowly waving flags than the signs at a Trump rally. Sam Shain understands how important it is to equip these students with the reasoning tools they can use to think for themselves and see through all the nonsense. We need about 10,000 more of him.


Ben Burgis, author of Canceling Comedians While the World Burns: A Critique of the Contemporary Left








High school students’ anonymous reviews on Mr Shain’s journalism class


As a liberal and left thinking person, Mr Shain’s journalism class has helped me become more open-minded in talking with my Trump supporting father.


I learned a lot about how the world actually operates around me. We are all sort of blinded to this idea of reality, and during this class I was like un-blinded I guess? I don’t know what words to use exactly, but I was really shown how the world does work and how I can become its pawn or work against it.


I learned that you must view everything with an open mind and not let one article guide your opinion.


I learned so much about viewing the world, especially mass media, through a critical eye this year. I learned about what traps we fall into while viewing media and how we can prevent that. I also learned about good vs. questionable journalism tactics and how this can affect how accurate a news source is.


I think all of the discussions on the working world and capitalism will be useful for me when I enter the working world.


I’ve become more open-minded.


I think more deeply.
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To my baby son, Sonder. May the world become a better place for him and his generation, their children, and all future generations around the world.








“[Edward Bernays] (the father of public relations) writes, ‘those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country. We are governed, our minds molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested, largely by men we have never heard of.’ This might sound like the ramblings of a conspiracy theorist, but in fact it is far more nefarious: it is an invitation to the conspiracy, drafted by one of its founding fathers, and targeted to would-be titans of industry who would like to have a seat on his shadow council of thought leaders.


Perhaps Bernays overstated his case, but his ideas have troubling consequences. If he is right, then the very idea of a democratic society is a chimera: the will of the people is something to be shaped by hidden powers, making representative government meaningless. Our only hope is to identify the tools by which our beliefs, opinions, and preferences are shaped, and look for ways to re-exert control.”


The Misinformation Age by Cailin O’Connor and James Owen Weatherall







Author’s Note

As I point out in this book, America’s place on the political spectrum is objectively right wing. America is an individualized, increasingly privatized, and corporatized society. America has campaign funding laws that allow massive amounts of private special interest money to dominate the political process. We have a corporate media that carries the veneer of independence, but is ultimately more interested in preserving power and gaining profit than informing the populace and daring to be adversarial to power. We have private corporate power that essentially does whatever it wants. When I talk about “the Right” and “the Left” in this book, I am not talking about “Republicans” and “Democrats” respectively. Rather, I am talking about liberalism, which emphasizes the individual and personal responsibility, and socialism, which emphasizes broader systems and structures. Or if you’d rather, capitalists and working class, or private and public sector, respectively.


In this book, when I say “The Right,” I am generally talking about people and entities who believe in authoritarianism, privatization, corporatism, individualism, the “free market,” “trickle-down economics,” American exceptionalism/nationalism, and do not actually believe in democracy; but rather more or less in preserving and further compounding power where it already exists – a goal which naturally requires a substantial disinformation campaign.


When I talk about “The Left” I am discussing people who believe in shifting power from the private and corporate sector into the hands of the working class, or even an elected government to some degree. I am talking about working-class people who believe in free speech, a robust public sector (including education, of course), civil liberties, and know and understand the clear and present danger economically, environmentally, and authoritatively of capitalism as a system.


With these definitions in mind, I would argue that both American political parties are on “the Right.” The GOP is increasingly far right, and Democrats like Joe Biden, Hillary Clinton, or Barack Obama, who agree with the GOP on imperialist foreign policy, military and police spending, corporate tax breaks and subsidies, capitalism in general, are not too strikingly different if you put aside the disingenuous rhetoric and take an honest look at their voting records and policies.


If you ask the average working-class person how they feel about taxing multinational corporations and billionaires or how we run healthcare, for examples, most are going to agree they should be taxed at a higher rate and healthcare shouldn’t operate for profit, respectively. “The Left” is a much broader bloc of people than we tend to think, especially if the issues are simply presented fairly, free from manipulative framing.


And it would be even larger if we taught people in schools how to see beyond narratives peddled by the powerful, and be knowledgeable and skeptical enough to know, understand, and act upon their own interests.


Ultimately, this book is about using public schools to help the common person gain more power in this country.







Part One

The Basics of Journalism







Introduction

I used to be Facebook friends with a high school classmate (we’ll call him Trevor) who really hated teachers. Sure, he’d never come out and say, “I hate teachers,” but he thought public schools should be abolished. He thought we were overpaid and essentially welfare recipients who didn’t really contribute anything to humanity. He thought we were a general waste of space. He always said he planned to homeschool his kids because teachers were such losers, and he wanted to avoid the supposed “liberal indoctrination” of youths provided by our public school system. I would argue this is not only a slight to teachers but the idea of education and knowledge itself.


The reason certain people like Trevor end up feeling this way about teachers (which is of course always accompanied by the typical stew of insane beliefs – climate science is a hoax, our country is somehow post-racial because Obama, or COVID-19 was nothing more than a “Plandemic”) is because of the rapid spread of disinformation and brutally simplistic messaging by powerful and wealthy right-wing media platforms within a country in which both major parties continue to drift rightward (both economically and authoritatively) year after year. It’s because our entire culture has been propagandized by our corporate media and politicians to believe that our economy is a law of nature, thereby meaning if someone is rich it’s because they worked incredibly hard, or if someone is poor it’s because they are lazy. There is no nuance, no acknowledgment of history or systems, just mindless individualism. This type of attitude is required if sense is to be made of this insane system. Trevor didn’t know how to critically think beyond the rhetoric of Fox News or the so-called “Intellectual Dark Web” (as dubbed by the New York Times, right-wing internet stars like Ben Shapiro, Jordan Peterson, Dave Rubin, etc.) watered down version of the world. Guys like Trevor find a simple answer that makes them feel correct and persecuted, feeling emboldened to pass along what they learned from these hacks, spreading the grift like a virus to their own detriment.


Don’t get me wrong, even though I fancy myself as an intelligent skeptic when it comes to media consumption, I have a hard time dealing with the information onslaught – anyone would. But the reason this guy and I grew up together and have such opposing views, not only of our former high school but of the world in general, isn’t because he was able to escape some public school liberal indoctrination machine, I would argue the exact opposite: the public school system didn’t do well enough in preparing him to think about how to sift through information or think about positioning himself in a place politically that would be advantageous to his own self-interests. I know this because, though I did have plenty of wonderful and informative teachers, in this particular respect it didn’t do well enough in teaching me how to be more politically aware of my own interests as a working-class person either. I had to do it on my own, just as Trevor did, but we each took incredibly different paths based on what type of content we encountered later in life, or how we were raised. Throughout this book I will tackle a lot of the points made by the right-wing “Intellectual Dark Web” types, the messaging by right-wing corporate media (spoiler: this includes liberal favorites like the NY Times), as well as unfounded, baseless disinformation that comes in so many forms in the age of the internet. I wish their rhetoric could be written off as inconsequential, rendering further analysis of their drivel within this text a waste of time, but frankly the existence of these outlets and their unfortunately massive influence is a huge reason why my curriculum and this book should be taken seriously and read widely immediately.


People don’t know what they don’t know. Without an honest look at politics, everything is just assumed to be the way it is as a natural law with no other alternative. Without a legitimate critique of the powerful, people start to blame nonsense like “RussiaGate” or the “cancelation” of Dr Seuss or Mr Potatohead for their problems rather than taking aim at the corporations, and their toady politicians, that are truly oppressing and exploiting them. The foolhardy culture wars and conspiracy theories persist on both sides, I believe, because those are far easier to grasp than a thoughtful, intelligent, and legitimate critique of power in this country with solutions that would actually benefit the working class such as workers’ rights, unionization, and a robust public sector. Furthermore, corporate media, with all of their wealth and power, would rather emphasize those issues than true working-class grievances.


Why should public schools be expected to teach anything but a left-leaning version of current events and history, anyway? Should I, a teacher making a living off of a public institution, really encourage right-wing privatization? Should I be teaching winner-take-all capitalism? Disaster capitalism? How would it make sense for a teacher working in the public sector to teach the merits of privatization? If questions about healthcare come up, should I not tell them the truth about how it would cost me $14,000 (in a healthy year) to insure my wife and son while under a single-payer plan it would cost $500-$1000? We have seen winner-take-all capitalism enriches a handful of winners with wealth they could never spend in multiple lifetimes while four in five Americans live paycheck to paycheck. Is telling these truths out of line because “politics”? Why is there the existing stigma that “politics” has no place in the classroom, anyway? As teachers, perhaps it’s time to rethink not only the content in our classrooms, but the way the country itself is structured if so many of our students are destined to struggle with the problems of wealth inequality, student debt, the climate crisis, and a host of other issues within late-stage capitalism.


Of course, some readers are thinking, “yeah so don’t teach this sort of material at all – politics doesn’t belong in the classroom,” or, “students shouldn’t know a teacher’s political beliefs.” These are inherently right-wing positions. Avoiding these topics, pretending they don’t exist, not only isn’t fooling high school students, but also marginalizes and disregards existing issues in the world and attempts to impede progress by maintaining the status quo. If we don’t begin to discuss these things more often in schools, as I will argue through a working-person’s lens since most kids are going to earn their living using their labor, not their capital investments, then they are subject to other forces on their own to develop a sense of how the world works. These forces too often are those with the deepest pockets, including our corporatized media, our corporatized political parties, our corporatized TV networks, and our vast and confusing internet filled with faux-intellectual grifters, funded by giant industries, who sound so convincing without a worthy opponent to push back on the lies they are spewing. Schools must provide a space to confront this disinformation head on.


When it’s framed in this fashion, how could it be seen as dangerous for kids to begin thinking about this stuff with guidance and at an earlier age? Perhaps, for example, if the human-caused element of the climate crisis had been taught as a foregone conclusion and the forces of greed in the corporate sector weren’t able to prey on an ignorant populace by swooping in and spinning absurdities regarding the issue, this country would have done something about it a long time ago.


We’re living through a time when conspiracy theories aren’t just rarely-discussed fringe ideas, or relegated to the depths of the internet, they’re actually shaping public policy, or lack thereof, in real time. During COVID-19 Americans were banned from traveling to the European Union because we’ve allowed the ideology of “Plandemic,” an internet video claiming all sorts of outrageous nonsense about COVID-19, insinuating the whole thing is a hoax, to guide COVID-19 response policy, which has largely amounted to doing absolutely nothing at all and going back to what Americans perceive as “normal” because we lack any sort of imagination to conjure up a meaningful alternative. We saw millions of people after the 2020 presidential election accept the baseless premise that the election was “fraudulent” – not because evidence existed to prove this claim, but because that’s what they wanted to hear. So horrendous is America at critical thinking that The Economist and YouGov discovered in polling that over 80 percent of Trump’s voters believe the devoid-of-evidence claims he made after the 2020 election. In a Zoom journalism class during COVID, merely pointing out that Trump’s actions were unprecedented and his claims completely unfounded left a parent feeling obliged and emboldened to invade my class and claim I was “just giving my opinion” to the students. When I calmly asked him to simply relay any evidence of Trump’s claims, just before he claimed 2020 was the same as the 2000 election (not even close if you simply look at the numbers), he had very little to say. Frankly, I believe he would not have felt emboldened to do that, or would not have been tricked into believing the words of one lying politician over objective reality in the first place, had he taken a class like mine in high school.


We’re witnessing large numbers of people earnestly believing that we are in a post-racial society because our sense of history, in their minds, lives and dies with whether or not Confederate statues remain standing rather than substantial knowledge of different periods of time. On the other side, far too many people are satisfied with empty gestures like painting slogans on a street (or removing Confederate statues for that matter) rather than actual systemic change occurring to curtail existing issues – and perhaps the reason some are pacified by this is because they’ve never been introduced to the problems, let alone some ideas for solutions.


In 2020 the “choice” for president was the authoritariancurious incumbent Donald Trump versus the author of the “tough on crime” bill, who also voted for the Iraq War and has spent a career as a pawn for corporate interests, Joe Biden. Both men have been accused of sexual assault, both were quoted in mainstream publications discussing how they would fare in a fight against the other, and they even floated a push-up contest. This is clearly not the choice that an educated, thoughtful populace would wind up with in any rational world. The right and the so-called “left” arguing about who is tougher on crime, for decades now within a country which puts more people in cages than anywhere else on the planet (America is home to nearly 25 percent of the world’s prison population), should truly be a cause of concern.


Incidentally, it seems it is through the avenue of criticizing “both sides” over a set of moral principles such as anti-war, equality, civil rights, and preservation of our environment that a teacher can avoid partisanship because neither party at this point in time has done a very good job on a variety of these issues. This is not to say that both parties are equally bad, or one is better than the other, I think it’s more complex than that, but it does give teachers the ability to relieve any angsty parents in being able to say, “this class is political, as nearly everything is these days, but most certainly not partisan.” None of my classes are partisan because I would never preach to kids to specifically vote for a certain party or candidate, but it is political in that we discuss politics, current events, and current issues, because I am trying to make my classes relevant and meaningful. If a movement arises to stifle that sort of discussion in the classroom, I think we’d have yet another serious problem on our hands.


Though my aim in this book is to give teachers the confidence and arguments to dare to teach this stuff in class, at times it may not be easy and teachers might need to fight for their curriculums. In my third year teaching, my administration, which overall is a true pleasure to work with, floated elimination of the book Rising Out of Hatred from my freshman English curriculum after a parent complaint. My administration stated the book was “too political” and for a moment considered removal of the text – in their defense, it’s a difficult job making everyone happy as an administrator, balancing the happiness of parents, teachers, boards, and students.


Rising Out of Hatred is a book by Washington Post journalist Eli Saslow about a reformed white nationalist, Derek Black, who disavows his formerly hateful beliefs by attending New College, a diverse and progressive school. It’s a story of love, patience, and inclusion. Some students wanted the former white nationalist banned from New College because he was a young and prominent white nationalist figure, others stuck with him and through their compassion, understanding, and unfathomable patience eventually lifted him out of hate. The book lends itself to wonderful discussions about free speech, race, love, hate, violence, and so much more beyond the seemingly all-encompassing “politics.” The idea that this story should be banned on the grounds that it is “too political,” to me is blatantly outrageous, but nonetheless, there was a period of pushback before ultimately getting the book reinstated with an option for students to opt-out – which I would say is a fair solution for all involved. To my administration’s credit, they were willing to hear my arguments to keep the book alive. The arguments I used in a meeting with administration and the concerned parents in a meeting that year can be found in the pages of this book.


Speaking more broadly now, should material in schools be in jeopardy if a student, parent, or handful of parents complain it’s “too political”? It doesn’t seem like a wise idea. It seems clear that such complaints could undoubtedly become weaponized. If classroom content is objectively true, how could it possibly be removed? Shouldn’t the truth itself be important and healthy for students to know? Particularly when they’re in high school and a few short years away from entering the “real world”? Saying otherwise is essentially a glorified version of the tactic of accusing information of being “fake news” just because the recipient of the information doesn’t like what it says. One might refer to such an act as “cancel culture.” The truth cannot be changed, only obscured. I am a high school English teacher who reads extensively and happens to pay significant attention to the goings on of the world – as I would argue any educator should. It will be doing a great service to future generations to pass along these truths, to expose the problems that plague our country so conditions can continuously improve as time goes on. Though I’ve barely scratched the surface and continue to learn daily, I have dedicated a huge portion of my life to learning how the world works. While I still have a lot to learn, it seems I should most certainly be able to pass what I have learned along to my students.


But what falls under the umbrella of “politics” and why shouldn’t it be allowed in our classrooms, anyway? Literally anything could be deemed “political.” Something as basic as wearing masks in public spaces during a global pandemic was somehow politicized in this country. The science regarding human-caused climate change is apparently up for debate because, for big oil, the reality of the situation is so inconvenient for profit an alt-reality must be conjured up. In fact, we constantly see reality itself contorted so it fits nicely into the idea that history has ended, and capitalism is as good as it gets. Are we really supposed to give credence to both the truth and the anti-reality side of things, solely because the right wing has the wealth and resources to put utter nonsense and disinformation out there in the name of preserving profit? Saying “politics cannot be in the classroom” is so vague it could apply to literally anything. Any lesson on class and poverty, a theme touched upon countless times in classic literature, could be deemed as “political” by an angsty right-wing parent who was hell-bent on removing politics from the classroom and by extension maintaining the unsustainable status quo. I call on teachers to teach this material and for administrators to commit to defending it.


In English and History classes, through omission and emphasis, it is not only nearly impossible to avoid “political” concepts, but also impossible not to reveal some level of bias on matters that are subjective and moral rather than objective and scientific. English and history isn’t math and science, we are instead often dealing with moral questions. For example, there is no law of nature that indicates we must view each other as equals, treat each other with respect, or even avoid a culture of slavery, these are moral conclusions. Morally speaking, it used to be generally acceptable to literally own human beings in this country. The idea that human beings could be owned had to be dismantled not only through a physical battle, but an ideological battle as well, because there was no cut and dry law of nature for abolitionists to point to, there was no scientific conclusion, it was a moral question. We can use facts to back our morals, but at the end of the day we can’t exactly prove that everyone must be treated equally and slavery, according to cold hard scientific fact and peer-reviewed studies, must be abolished.


English and history classes must take a moral stance on different topics. When we consider the objective realities of widening inequality, a climate under attack by corporate America, privatized healthcare and higher education looting the incomes of American workers with union membership on the decline and wages stagnant, and the public sector (including our own institutions of schools) increasingly under attack with threats to privatize or stifle certain content, what choice do we have but to educate students about politics and do so from the left? The reason the “no politics in school” rhetoric even exists is to preserve the status quo as the deep pockets of right-wing disinformation manipulate public opinion by bending reality and swaying public consciousness with their half-baked versions of history, civics, political and economic theory, and social issues. We don’t give credence to both the Union and the Confederacy (at least not up here in Maine), we rightfully acknowledge that the south’s stance was wrong and morally abhorrent. Why should it be any different to point out that the side that constantly strives for widening inequality, destroying the environment for profit, turning profit off of people’s health issues, etc. is equally morally repugnant? Just because it’s happening in real time and isn’t ancient history doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be discussing these moral questions in classrooms. What kind of world do we want? I happen to be a teacher who knows about a lot of these issues; why shouldn’t my students be made aware of them as well as they get ready to act within and inherit this world?


One final point – though on many issues both Democrats and Republicans can be criticized, on others they can’t. The Republican Party is demonstrably worse on voting rights, for example. As stated essentially aloud by the party’s leaders including Trump, the more people that vote, the less-likely Republican victories are, which means the logical goal in maintaining Republican power is to limit democracy itself. Conservative Justice Brett Kavanaugh literally warned in a ruling leading up to the 2020 election that, “Those States want to avoid the chaos and suspicions of impropriety that can ensue if thousands of absentee ballots flow in after election day and potentially flip the results of an election. And those States also want to be able to definitively announce the results of the election on election night, or as soon as possible thereafter.” Read: more people voting would be different than fewer people voting, and fewer people voting is good for the GOP. Though the idea of democracy of course isn’t a foregone conclusion, etched in stone in the laws of nature as the indisputably best system based on proven scientific analysis or peer-reviewed studies, it seems like a moral argument worth fighting for in public schools just as is the fight against racism. The fact I can’t juxtapose this with an equally ill-fated anti-democracy effort by “the other side,” to me, doesn’t mean this issue shouldn’t be mentioned in classes because, again, voter suppression in this country as outlined by Carol Anderson in One Person, No Vote is something that is objectively happening. Yes, my bias leads me to mentioning this in class, and though I avoid partisanship, I don’t believe it’s even partisan to point out something that is literally happening in our country. The idea we shouldn’t say this because “politics” or “call out both sides the same” is absurd because it doesn’t change the fact that something is happening, it just inherently obscures the truth. If a school gives a presentation about the dangers of smoking cigarettes or vaping, is it super important to make sure Big Tobacco or the vaping industry get their equal time to come in and give their two cents? Oh, it’s a public health risk, you say? The same could be said about a variety of the issues mentioned thus far.


So enter the public school system and its army of teachers. I, for one, am just an average journalist turned high school English teacher. I am a millennial from Maine who went to a small college, graduated in debt up to my eyeballs, worked my first job out of college as a journalist for a measly $11 an hour, got laid off for the first time at age 24, went back to doing manual labor and painting houses with my college degree as I paid off the debt while living at home, got hired back at my newspaper only to lose the job again months later when the paper closed in the post-recession wake, then got my start in education as an Ed Tech at a behavioral school working with a population of people who have most certainly been hammered by late-stage capitalism far worse than I have. Some of these kids were so poor their families couldn’t afford to fix holes in the walls leading outdoors to the harsh Maine winter. When you realize kids are growing up in such environments in this very country, no amount of “hard work” within the “American Dream” is going to significantly lift this population, in most cases, out of poverty. I have seen what the rightward drift has done to individuals and families in the form of addiction, poverty, and the inevitable issues that plague these homes as a result, and I believe we should be educating the masses so something meaningful can be done about it. Personally, I started investigating the way the world works not only out of curiosity, but to make sense out of my own situation as a person living paycheck to paycheck, living at home, and working a thankless, brutal, yet highly-necessary, job with impoverished people as other members of society hoarded tens of billions of dollars in wealth – some of which contribute absolutely nothing meaningful to humanity, others who never worked a day in their life. I now teach to try to do my part in calling attention and hopefully eventually fixing some of these issues. If we don’t reckon with these types of problems, I fear we will continue to see widespread unrest and a state that deals with it not by providing a floor for people to stand on, but with a boot to the face and a knee on the neck. When you add the issue of the impending climate disaster and the inevitable destabilization that will cause, this type of education is a necessity.


Drawing upon a plethora of wonderful books and sources I have consumed daily for many years, I have developed a curriculum that gets kids thinking about the world around them, about democracy, journalism, information, bias, politics, parties, issues, empathy, and much more. As I reach a time when I myself am starting a family, I firmly believe the world itself depends upon these lessons taking hold in public consciousness. The alternative to turning things around is to continue this incessant rightward drift by both major US political parties, and frankly this looks like an utterly horrifying place – income disparities climbing alongside the dawn of trillionaires, unlimited warrantless spying, endless and expensive warfare, a gutted public sector as wealth, power, and influence is consolidated in unelected and unaccountable hands, and of course, most importantly, the looming climate disaster. We can’t sit around and wait for the powerful to have an Ebenezer Scrooge epiphany, we need to educate the masses.


I see no other entity that could possibly set the record straight as thoroughly and quickly besides a public institution. Not colleges, not podcasts, not even the internet. Teachers are a gift to this country, but we must come through to avert the rightward drift scenario as described above. Since we impact such a huge percentage of people, it seems we are poised for this incredibly important task.


The first part of the book will deal with the first semester of my curriculum where we cover the basics of journalism, the arguments for teaching bias in the classroom, and why bias in the classroom isn’t necessarily a bad thing. The second half of the book will take a look at the second semester where we look at media literacy from fake news to corporate media to critical thinking to conspiracy theories to conspiracies.


I don’t claim to have all of the answers. In fact one of the primary lessons I try to drive home in my classes is that the world is so complex and intricate it’s difficult for anyone to have all of the answers, which is precisely why we shouldn’t be satisfied with simplistic solutions or supposed answers to complicated problems. It’s precisely why we should be open-minded and hear all sorts of points of view. But I do believe the curriculum I have created in my journalism class (and my other English classes where I feature similar lessons on power, labor, collective action, etc.) is a very solid baseline of topics and ideas for every single teenager in America to consider as they become civically minded and aware human beings while they make their way into the world looking out for their own self-interests. I also maintain that plenty of adults could benefit from taking my journalism class, but barring a Billy Madison situation, I don’t see that happening. So I wrote this book. Whether you’re a teacher looking for ideas, an adult who wants a better handle on how to sift through media, or a parent demanding more from their school system, I am glad my work has found its way into your hands.
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