
he United States has a long, complicat-
ed history with race.

For centuries, racially-motivated divisions 
have sowed hatred, fear, and violence. And 
as America faces yet another racial reckon-
ing, schools have become the center of com-
plex debates about how we discuss race.

For some, 2020’s Black Lives Matter pro-
tests and political clashes have made race a 
more important topic than ever before.

“Race is a large topic, but we no longer 
can have the luxury of being afraid of talking 
about it,” junior Kaylee Testerman said. 
“People suffer everyday and we need to start 
paying attention and tearing down this bro-
ken system.”

You may have heard of critical race theo-
ry, a method of studying history that looks 

through the lens of how racial prejudices 
have shaped the nation. Critical race theo-
ry, or CRT, isn’t new – it was created in the 
1980s as a grad-school level way of think-
ing and learning, according to a New York 
Times article by Jacey Fortin. But it’s become 
a center of controversy more recently.

Dr. Jennifer Koshatka Seman, who teach-
es American and Latin American history at 
Metropolitan State University of Denver, as 
well as graduate courses for K-12 teachers 
who want to expand their expertise in social 
studies, said that for many teachers, contro-
versies and legislation surrounding curricu-
lum have made it harder to teach.

“This depends, of course, on which state 
you’re in,” Seman said, “and what school dis-
trict and the kind of backlash you get. Obvi-
ously, in places like Texas [and] Oklahoma, 
some teachers are rightfully scared.”

Some Creek teachers, especially in the En-
glish and social studies departments, have 
often used pieces of literature, depending on 
the class, to introduce difficult conversations 
about race. 

“I used to, but I won’t anymore,” one 
English teacher, who preferred to remain 
anonymous, said of discussing race in their 
curriculum. “I’ve had a parent question my 
entire curriculum before, so once this con-
troversy started, I opted to stay out of con-
versations involving race as much as possi-
ble. This is disappointing because I feel like 
our classes can be safe spaces for students 
to explore their thoughts and feelings about 
difficult topics as they navigate their way to 
adulthood.”

But part of the problem with the critical 
race theory debate is the general misunder-
standing, from all sides, of what CRT actu-
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ally is. 
“I think there is a huge difference in teach-

ing kids ‘Critical Race Theory’ and ‘under-
standing the world around us,’ and unfortu-
nately the two are getting confused,” English 
teacher Jenna Chapman said. “Exposing 
ourselves to others and their lived experi-
ences allows us to understand perspectives 
other than our own. This exercise helps us 
develop as empathetic people and allows us 
to better connect as humans.”

Social studies teacher Fletcher Woolsey 
said that CRT has been misinterpreted on 
both sides. “People who are in favor of the 
theory can make the mistake of over-apply-
ing it or treating it as a concrete fact,” Wool-
sey said. “This idea that much of American 
history is guided by or directed by sort of 
racist undercurrents certainly is a 
possibility, but it’s almost impossi-
ble to empirically prove that. On the 
other side of the problem, it gets mis-
interpreted that critical race theory 
is basically blaming white people for 
everything, and anything bad that has 
happened has happened because of 
selfish, racist, white people.”

According to Woolsey, much of the 
pushback against CRT is due to these 
misunderstandings.

“That’s where you see a lot of the 
pushback from white parents that we 
see active today, is this sense that ‘my 
white kid is going to go to school and 
be told constantly, only how terrible he 
is because of his racial groups,’” Wool-
sey said. “That’s the fear. And that isn’t what 
it is.”

The History
The debate around teaching race history 

has been going on longer than you might 
think, although it hasn’t always taken the 
same name. In fact, almost directly after the 
Civil War ended, there were already conflicts 
over how to teach race in schools. Imme-
diately, there were people, primarily in the 

South, who tried to cover up some of the 
atrocities that had occurred.

“After the Civil War was fought, and slav-
ery was overturned legally, there was this pe-
riod of Reconstruction,” Seman said. “And in 
the South, those that were resentful of that, 
and those that thought that the war was un-
just and their society was ‘taken’ from them, 
began to promote this alternative idea of the 
past, this ‘Lost Cause’ mythology.”

The Lost Cause of the Confederacy, or just 
Lost Cause, refers to a widely spread myth 
that the Confederacy’s motivations were he-
roic and not simply centered around slavery. 
Tracy Thompson, writing for Salon, calls the 
Lost Cause ideology “a vigorous, sustained 
effort by Southerners to literally rewrite his-
tory.” 

The narrative was pushed by organiza-
tions such as the United Daughters of the 
Confederacy, which is an organization 
founded by female descendants of Confed-
erates. The UDC fought to paint a pretty 
picture of the Confederacy by writing text-
books, sponsoring historical museums, and 
building monuments – many of which have 
become the recent center of controversy and 
protest – all meant to create a positive image 
of the Confederacy and a romantic view of 

plantation life.
“Going back to the daughters of the Con-

federacy and the kind of alternative text-
books and alternative histories they put out 
about the Civil War, it’s basically just a re-
writing of history,” Seman said. “So it’s ba-
sically a whitewashing and sometimes just 
literal fabrications. If you ever look at any 
of those textbooks, it’s just outrageous the 
things that become enshrined for those folks 
that read that. And that becomes the truth 
because it’s in a textbook and ‘it’s what my 
elders tell me.’”

The main problem with this narrative, and 
the subsequent propaganda surrounding it, 
is how intentionally misleading it is. Often, 
you will hear the argument that the Civil 
War was instigated over states’ rights. But, 

according to most historians, when it 
comes down to it, every other motivat-
ing factor in the Civil War boils down 
to one thing: slavery.

Thompson describes it like this: 
even as the South claimed its moti-
vations were financial or a matter of 
states’ rights, “there was never any 
doubt that the billions of dollars in 
property represented by the South’s 
roughly four million slaves was some-
how at the root of everything.” But de-
spite this, the UDC and other related 
organizations were often successful in 
re-painting history and reframing the 
Confederacy.

The problem began there, with a 
division of how history was taught de-

pending on who wrote your textbooks. 
Blatant racism in textbooks, in fact, con-

tinued on for decades. In the 1900s, this 
language could be found in textbooks even 
outside of the South.

Woodrow Wilson – historian and soon-
to-be president – wrote a textbook, “A His-
tory of the American People,” in which he 
described Black Americans’ “ignorance and 
credulity,” which Wilson suggested “made 
them easy dupes” during the Reconstruction 

“I think there is a huge 
difference in teaching kids
‘Critical Race Theory’ and 
‘understanding the world
around us,’ and unfortunately 
the two are getting confused.”

English teacher 
Jenna Chapman
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Murder of George Floyd by Minneap-
olis Police helps to spark Black Lives 

Matter protests

1619 Project created by New York 
Times to help teach race

White supremacist Unite the Right rally in Charlottes-
ville, VA, clashes with a movement to remove the city’s 

statue of Robert E. Lee, leading to a broader critique 
of the “Lost Cause” narrative

Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw 
organizes a scholarly workshop that 
first articulates the principles of CRT

First African American studies depart-
ment is founded at San Francisco State 

University

W. E. B. DuBois, a Black scholar, attacks the 
Dunning School in a book called “Black 

Reconstruction”

The Dunning School originates, a scholarly 
interpretation that enshrines the “Lost Cause” 

narrative in American history

Colorado legislation leads to a change in 
CCSD social studies curriculum for teaching 

history of race in elementary schools

1776 Project created under Trump Administra-
tion as a counter response to the 1619 Project. 

It releases its report in early 2021

Civil War ends A mass shooting in a Black church in Charles-
ton, SC, prompts a reexamination of the 

history of the Confederate flag and slavery

United Daughters of the Confederacy 
(UDC) formed
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era as Northerners came to promote eco-
nomic development in the South. According 
to Wilson, these white people were “car-
petbaggers,” visitors to the South who were 
there to take advantage of formerly enslaved 
people, who, according to Wilson’s racist 
narrative, were easy to confuse.

Wilson was from Virginia, a Southern 
state, but this kind of narrative was present 
all over the country.

Thomas Bailey’s 1966 “The American Pag-
eant,” which is still used in public schools 
today (in revised editions), describes the 
granting of basic rights to formerly enslaved 
Black Americans as a “stark tragedy,” saying 
that while “wholesale liberation was proba-
bly unavoidable,” the granting of “wholesale 
suffrage” was “both selfish and idealistic” on 
the part of Northern whites.

It’s very easy to see how this language is 
problematic. 

And, as one New York Times report by 
Dana Goldstein found, textbook problems 
are still apparent today, even though text-
books now are unlikely to blatantly excuse 
the KKK.

She compared American history text-
books from California and Texas, and the 
results were striking – but not necessarily 
surprising to experts. Much of the language 
used in the California versions of textbooks 
about not just race, but gender, sexuality, in-
come, and other forms of historical inequal-
ity is completely missing from the Texas ver-
sions of the same exact books.

One example Goldstein lays out is from 
a section about the Harlem Renaissance, a 
1920s movement of Black art, literature, and 
scholarship. Whereas California students 
learn not only its effect on Black culture, but 
also of the backlash it received, Texas stu-
dents read this sentence of why white people 
were resistant to the Harlem Renaissance: 
“Some...dismissed the quality of literature 
produced during the period.” This excerpt is 
an example of how the Lost Cause narrative 

persists even today. 
More recently, there have been move-

ments to correct widespread myths about 
race, the Civil War, and Reconstruction.

One prominent example of this is the 
1619 Project, a set of articles and artistic 
pieces featured by the New York Times that 
is meant to be used when teaching slavery to 
students. 

The 1619 Project was published two years 
ago on the 400th anniversary of the arrival of 
the first enslaved Africans in North America. 
Taken together, the articles featured in this 
collection show how slavery lay at the very 
core of American history rather than on its 
periphery. They argue that we can’t truly un-
derstand American history without under-
standing slavery.

“[The 1619 Project] was obviously very 
successful among K-12 educators,” Seman 
said. “The Trump administration very, very 
openly took a stance against what now ev-
eryone’s lumping together as critical race 
theory, coming out of The 1619 Project.”

In response to the 1619 Project, Trump 
called an advisory 
board that he called 
the 1776 Commission. 
The dates are symbolic; 
1619 asks us to consid-
er slavery as the focal 
point of American his-
tory, whereas 1776 fo-
cuses our attention on 
the Revolutionary War, 
when Americans were 
supposedly united in a 
patriotic cause. 

The 1776 Commis-
sion lauded the idea 
of “patriotic educa-
tion” in which history 
classes concentrate on 
American achieve-
ments and ideals rather 
than the nation’s more 
complicated and uncomfortable history. 
Out of the clash between CRT and patri-
otic education came what we have now.  
And much of this debate has been from vo-
cal parents who are concerned about what 
their children are being taught. 

The Parents
One CCSD parent, Schumé Navarro, who 

is currently running for the school board, 
described how she thinks CRT is, or has the 
potential to, “ruin kids.” She raised the con-
cern that CRT and similar teaching methods 

are teaching children to see people by the 
color of their skin. 

“It’s [CRT] creating these environments 
where...a relationship could happen, where 
you could work together, where you could 
find your new best friend, your new part-
ner...and we just aren’t allowing that to hap-
pen because we’re so concerned with skin 
color,” Navarro said. “I think it’s creating the 
most racist environment I’ve ever seen. And 
that’s how I feel like it’s ruining [kids].”

According to Navarro, some of what kids 
are being taught in elementary school was 
their own biases and privileges. She de-
scribed examples of young students being 
asked to make a list of their own personal 
privileges. “We have a fifth grader who was 
told to write down his privileges and say his 
race,” she said. “He’s 10, he shouldn’t have to 
be in that space.”

Navarro believes that the 2020 murder of 
George Floyd by Minneapolis police and the 
subsequent Black Lives Matter Protests are 
the main factors behind the bloom of the 
CRT debate, including in CCSD. Legislation 

was recently passed in 
Colorado to include 
more conversations 
about race in elemen-
tary social studies cur-
riculum. Navarro said 
many of the guidelines 
laid out in this curric-
ulum risk alienating 
white students. Other 
parents disagree.

CCSD parent and 
former Creek PTCO 
President Andrea 
Davoll said that what’s 
at stake here isn’t CRT 
at all, but rather an ac-
curate depiction of his-
tory in schools.

“We don’t really 
teach that [CRT] in 

Cherry Creek Schools anyway,” she said. “We 
try to portray history as honestly and clearly 
as we can. And we try to talk about race in 
ways that honor and respect all cultures.”

School board president and parent of 
Creek graduates Karen Fisher said that the 
new curriculum is vital in making minority 
students feel more heard and understood.

“In Cherry Creek Schools, it’s not just 
about cramming for the test, or getting an 
ACT score, it’s also about feeling heard and 
included and connecting with staff,” Fisher 
said. For that reason, “it’s crucial to have cul-

turally relevant, accurate history.”
Kristin Allan, school board candidate and 

High Plains Elementary School parent, said 
that this curriculum change is another step 
in CCSD’s mission of equity.

“You’ll hear [Superintendent Christopher 
Smith] say this over and over again: every-
thing we do must be viewed through the 
lens of equity,” Allan said. “I believe that this 
history curriculum does that by opening so 
much by providing so much more informa-
tion about all parts of our history and teach-
ing honestly and accurately.”

Allan said that in no way is this meant to 
shame white kids. “The goal is not to make 
people feel bad. We can teach uncomfortable 
topics without making our kids feel bad,” 
Allan said. “No child should feel bad about 
learning about our history. But there is no 
shame in teaching an honest and accurate 
history.”

Fisher said that she often feels that par-
ents who have spoken out against the recent 
curriculum change in CCSD seemed “misin-
formed” and that they didn’t give much con-
crete reasoning behind their stances. When 
the district was deciding whether or not to 
pass the new social studies curriculum, sev-
eral parents came to speak at board meetings 
to express their concerns about the curricu-
lum. The problem, according to Fisher, was 
that those parents “didn’t give us any reason” 
to veto or delay the curriculum.

“I think that many of them probably were 
driven by politics,” Fisher said. “I think that 
some of the people who came didn’t have 
anything specific 
about Cherry Creek 
Schools, but were just 
sort of angry about 
how divisive every-
body [was].”

One organiza-
tion present at those 
meetings was No Left 
Turn, which was cre-
ated to oppose ed-
ucation “becoming 
tainted with historical revisionism, politi-
cal correctness, and the outright rejection 
of values which have long been at the core 
of the American experience,” according to 
their website

According to Fisher, some of the parents 
who came from No Left Turn weren’t actual-
ly CCSD parents, making it difficult for them 
to argue for or against issues in the district.

Nonetheless, CCSD’s curriculum change 
served as a microcosm of the CRT debate, 

and the way parents have become so in-
volved in it.

So why have parents become so ingrained 
in the CRT debate?

“I think it’s that they’ve been targeted,” 
Seman said. “I’ve had some conversations 
with people [and] they’re like, ‘What is this 
thing? Critical race theory? It sounds so 
scary,’ but it’s really 
not. It’s just honestly 
assessing where we’re 
at in this nation. But I 
think [some are] pur-
posefully targeting 
parents, and it spreads. 
You know, people talk.”

The Students
When it comes 

down to it, students are 
the ones who will learn 
CRT or not and take that knowledge with 
them into the future, regardless of what hap-
pens. So are Creek kids for or against CRT?

From a poll of 144 Creek students, the an-
swers were fairly split. 37.4% said they hadn’t 
heard of CRT at all. Another 37.4% said they 
were in favor of CRT, while 10.9% said they 
were against it. And many Creek kids have a 
lot to say when asked about this issue.

“Bias is present in everything humani-
ty does, but that doesn’t mean it has to be 
pervasive,” senior Kalisi Loveridge said. She 
characterized herself as in favor of critical 
race theory. “History has many different 
sides and perspectives; we should do our 

best to learn about 
them all. By teaching 
more comprehensive 
content concerning 
past events, schools 
can better prepare 
future citizens to 
understand and par-
ticipate in current 
events.”

A fairly low per-
centage of Creek 

students said they were against critical 
race theory, but few chose to answer why.  
“Let’s not teach kids what political opinions 
to believe but instead let them figure it out 
themselves,” one anonymous student* who 
characterized themselves as against CRT 
said.

Parents and their opinions have usually 
been at the forefront of the CRT debate. But 
of the 147 students polled, 86.3% said stu-
dents should at least sometimes have a say 

in what’s taught in school curricula. When 
adults are in charge of deciding what stu-
dents learn, kids’ voices aren’t always heard, 
some students say.

“[Students] should have control in terms 
of making sure what is taught is true, secu-
lar, and appropriate for the age level,” sopho-
more Toby Shu said.

Shu also cited 
some real-world 
examples of where 
CRT laws – made 
by adults – have 
caused issues, say-
ing that “the ban of 
teaching [CRT] by 
laws is overboard 
and ridiculous.”

“Critical race 
theory bills in con-
servative states, like 

the one in Tennessee, ban ‘division between, 
or resentment of, a race, sex, religion, creed, 
nonviolent political affiliation, social class, 
or class of people,’” Shu said. “Banning of 
a division between religion or creed would 
ban denigrating the KKK or Nazism. This is 
clearly overboard.”

Shu continued, noting why, despite grad-
ual social change, learning about racial ineq-
uity is still very important for students today. 
“To say that racial equality hasn’t gotten bet-
ter would be a lie, but it would also be a lie 
to say that racial equality has been reached,” 
Shu said.

No matter what students thought about 
CRT, the consensus on what we should be 
taught was clear. With a 95.2% consen-
sus, Creek kids overwhelmingly said they 
thought students should be taught the whole 
historical narrative, even – and perhaps es-
pecially – the parts that aren’t easy to hear.

“I think if we choose to leave out certain 
parts of history in our curriculum that are 
considered ugly, we are actively choosing 
ignorance,” senior Kayla Robinson said. 
“I firmly believe that the ability to turn a 
blind eye to certain issues because they don’t 
or didn’t affect you is a privilege. If we put 
America on a pedestal so we can celebrate it, 
we refuse to acknowledge the bad.”

Additional contributions made by Lily 
Deitch and Amanda Castillo-Lopez

“If we choose to leave out 
certain parts of history in 
our curriculum that are 
considered ugly, we are ac-
tively choosing ignorance.”

Senior Kayla Robinson

“Let’s not teach kids what 
political opinions to believe 
but instead let them figure 
it out themselves.”

Anonymous Student

27
States that have taken steps 
to restrict how teachers 
discuss race, according to 
EdWeek

Students who 
think curricula 

should cover good 
and ugly history 

equally

Students who 
said CRT is at 
least partly an 

important issue to 
them

Students who 
said the purpose 
of history class 

should be at 
least in part to 

discuss American 
achievements
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