
Researchers Question Prioritizing  
“Patriotic Education”

 

An honor society for the nation’s most accomplished education research-
ers has clapped back against a Trump administration proposal to prior-
itize Department of Education grant funding for programs that promote 
“patriotic education.”

The U.S. Department of Education proposal defined “patriotic educa-
tion” as follows:

[A] presentation of the history of America grounded in an ac-
curate, honest, unifying, inspiring, and ennobling characteri-
zation of the American founding and foundational principles; 
a clear examination of how the United States has admirably 
grown closer to its noble principles throughout its history; and 
the concept that commitment to America’s aspirations is bene-
ficial and justified.

In a five-page statement released last week, the National Academy of 
Education (NAEd) criticized the proposal’s hagiographic treatment of 
American history. Accordingly, it called for a more expansive definition 
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of patriotic education. The statement also discouraged the term “patriot-
ic education,” proposing that it be changed to “civic education.” 

Based on a recent peer-reviewed synthesis report, the NAEd argued that 
the administration “defines patriotic education too narrowly.” The au-
thors write:

While foundational civic knowledge as well as appreciation for 
America’s founding traditions and principles are an essential 
basis for participation in America’s constitutional democracy, 
reflective patriotism is also a critical part of a healthy democ-
racy. It prepares students to develop the capacity to embrace 
love for the United States while critically examining how its 
institutions function, including both successes and failures. 
This approach prepares students to engage with democratic 
processes through rational thinking rather than uncritical sen-
timent. This emphasis on critical thinking is essential as we live 
in a complex and highly interdependent world. The challenges 
we face and that our children will face in the future cannot be 
wrestled with simplistically.

In addition to urging the administration to emphasize critical thinking, 
Academy members called for it to “ensure that students’ understandings 
of civic, historical, and political traditions are inclusive of the rich cul-
tural histories that comprise American society.” The statement contin-
ues,

While some argue that teaching our students about the chal-
lenges to the vision of democracy articulated in our founding 
documents will lead students to not love America – such as 
about slavery, the impacts on Indigenous communities in the 
expansion of the U.S. territory, the impacts of historical an-
tisemitism, historical relationships with our bordering neigh-
bor Mexico, the practices of Eugenics, the internment of Jap-
anese-Americans during World War II, or that women did not 
get the right to vote until 1920 – we argue just the opposite. 
Namely, that it is inspirational that we have a system of gov-
ernance through which to peacefully challenge and transform 
these ethical dilemmas in our history. Supporting our students 
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in understanding how we have been able to wrestle with these 
ethical dilemmas not only gives hope, but helps students to 
understand their potential as civic actors. Problems do not go 
away because we ignore them.

The comment period for the proposed rule opened on September 17th 
and closed on October 17th. The rule, with possible modifications, will 
likely be adopted by the administration. But pursuant to the Administra-
tive Procedure Act, 5 U.S.C. § 553(c), the Department must review and 
evaluate comments, such as the NAEd comment, that raise significant 
issues related to the proposed rule.

This newsletter is made possible in part by support provided by the Great Lakes Cen-
ter for Education Research and Practice: http://www.greatlakescenter.org

The National Education Policy Center (NEPC), a university research center housed 
at the University of Colorado Boulder School of Education, sponsors research, 
produces policy briefs, and publishes expert third-party reviews of think tank reports. 
NEPC publications are written in accessible language and are intended for a broad 
audience that includes academic experts, policymakers, the media, and the general 
public. Our mission is to provide high-quality information in support of democratic 
deliberation about education policy. We are guided by the belief that the democratic 
governance of public education is strengthened when policies are based on sound 
evidence and support a multiracial society that is inclusive, kind, and just. Visit us 
at: http://nepc.colorado.edu
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