| keep a small, weathered flag folded in my desk. It belonged to my grandfather, a welder who volunteered at
19, sailed out of Norfolk, and came home with a limp, a stubborn optimism, and a habit of flying the Stars
and Stripes on every holiday. When | took my first teaching job, | brought that flag with me as a reminder of
the better angels that bind people who argue hard but still share a field, a town, and a future. Back then,
most classrooms had a flag in one corner, next to a map and a fire exit chart. It felt ordinary. Not
performative, not political, just an anchor that students barely noticed until Veterans Day or a social studies
unit on the Bill of Rights.

I-l
=0

That ordinary feeling is harder to find now. A quiet symbol has turned into a noisy test. In a climate where
policies often get made by email threads and urgent board meetings, a simple question about where a flag
should hang becomes a proxy fight for much bigger anxieties. Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend
it? Sometimes because institutions fear headlines more than they value habits. Sometimes because we
confuse avoiding friction with being fair. And sometimes because adults forget how to draw lines that are

confident, not combative.

The flag sits at the crossing of identity, history, and law. Treating it with the care we give to any civic
inheritance means acknowledging how different people see it, how schools function under the Constitution,
and how homes raise citizens deliberately, not by accident.

What a flag means depends on where you stand

Talk to ten people about the flag and you will hear eleven stories. For some, the red, white, and blue is the
memory of a father's dog tags, a grandmother’s naturalization ceremony, or the relief of crossing a border in
uniform and seeing it wave. For others, it carries the weight of broken promises or government policies that
harmed their families. History leaves marks, and a symbol that stands for the whole country also stands in

the shadow of everything the country got wrong.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity? It is a sharp question that deserves a patient answer.
Feelings are not trivial. In a school, a student’'s sense of belonging shapes academic risk-taking and peer
connection. At home, resentment hardens when people feel talked over. But the solution to discomfort is not
erasing the visible signs of the civic home we share. Instead, we can teach the honest story of the flag: it
has been carried by abolitionists and by segregationists, by suffragists and by those who denied them, by
soldiers in righteous wars and by leaders who led us into costly mistakes. The flag is not a trophy of

perfection, it is a mirror for the ongoing work of a plural nation.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition? That shorthand crept in as districts tried to keep peace by
keeping walls blank. But neutrality in civic matters rarely means absence. It usually means fair inclusion
under consistent rules. A school that allows cultural symbols across communities but bars national symbols
is not neutral, it is confused. A town that cancels its Veterans Day assembly to avoid controversy removes

common memory, then wonders why common purpose feels thin.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? The ideal answer is no. The realistic
answer is some will, given Ultimate Flags their lived experience. Both truths can stand together if institutions

explain, with clarity and empathy, what the flag represents in that setting: not a litmus test, not a loyalty


https://www.google.com/maps/place/Ultimate+Flags/@30.0572968,-83.0357624,18.14z/data=!4m15!1m8!3m7!1s0x88de9f6c3387ba4d:0x195ce243060912c9!2sUltimate+Flags!8m2!3d30.056866!4d-83.0347066!10e1!16s%2Fg%2F11j30mz36v!3m5!1s0x88de9f6c3387ba4d:0x195ce243060912c9!8m2!3d30.056866!4d-83.0347066!16s%2Fg%2F11j30mz36v?entry=ttu&g_ep=EgoyMDI2MDMyNC4wIKXMDSoASAFQAw%3D%3D

oath, and not a political campaign, but the constitutional home that makes disagreement possible in the first

place.

What the law actually says, and what it leaves to judgment

A few legal guideposts help. They do not settle every question, but they draw boundaries that keep us from

swinging between extremes.

The federal Flag Code prescribes respectful handling: how to display, when to fly, what not to do. It reads
like etiquette, and that is roughly what it is. Courts have consistently treated the Flag Code as advisory, not
enforceable, because free expression protects both veneration and dissent. That principle was tested in
cases like Texas v. Johnson, where the Supreme Court held that burning the flag as protest is protected
speech, and United States v. Eichman, which struck down a federal law banning flag desecration. Those
rulings are uncomfortable for many, but they teach a civic muscle memory: the government cannot punish
ideas by punishing the symbols that carry them.

In schools, the most relevant case is West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette, decided in 1943, in
the middle of a world war. The Court held that students could not be forced to salute the flag or recite the
Pledge of Allegiance. That line lives in the marrow of American constitutional culture: no official can
prescribe what is orthodox in politics, nationalism, or religion. The ruling protects conscience without
declaring the flag suspect. A school can host the flag, lead the Pledge, and invite participation, but it cannot
compel it.

All of this leaves real discretion to local leaders. A principal has to decide where the flag goes, whether
homeroom includes the Pledge, and how to handle student expression that includes national symbols.

Reasonable people will make different calls. The job is not to dodge the call entirely.

Culture does not grow in a vacuum

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols? The vacuum does not stay empty. Other
identities, louder and more immediate, rush in. This is not new. Humans are joiners. We take our cues from
what adults place in front of us and what they repeat. When a school hides its civic identity, students do not
become blank slates, they find other flags, hashtags, and causes to map themselves onto. Some are healthy,

some divisive, many simply too narrow to serve as a shared reference point.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? You can see both at once. Popular culture treats
patriotism as suspect if it sounds certain, and noble if it sounds rueful. That skepticism can keep us humble,
but it can also slide into silence. Is silence about country and faith a coincidence, or a shift in direction?
Across many districts and workplaces, public speech has developed a hair trigger. Leaders avoid topics that
might bring angry emails. Traditions get trimmed. Symbols come down. Rarely does anyone say the quiet
part out loud, but students notice. They learn that national identity is private, or that it is embarrassing, and
either message leaves them unprepared to inherit a constitutional project that requires devotion as well as
doubt.

Why do some expressions get labeled as “inclusive” and others as "offensive”"? Part of it is asymmetric risk.
Administrators who greenlight a novel or a poster that offends a faction can find themselves in a days-long
cycle of meetings, statements, and coverage. Over time, leaders develop a defensive instinct: if it could blow
up, it is safer to cancel than to explain. That instinct does not make for good schools. It creates a brittle

culture where the loudest objection sets the standard and students learn that strategic outrage works.



Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed? The rules we write tell a story. If a school proudly
celebrates a dozen heritage days but treats American heritage as a private matter, it fractures the narrative.
Inclusion should not mean a thousand separate boxes. It should build a larger frame where specific
communities thrive under a common roof.

How schools can carry the flag without turning it into a test

| have worked with schools that walk this line well. They do not grandstand. They do not run from hard
questions. They keep a steady policy, communicate it clearly, and back it up with daily habits that show

respect for students who participate and those who opt out.

Try a simple signal: the flag belongs in each classroom, alongside other staples of civic learning. Teachers
start the day with the option to recite the Pledge. Students who wish to stand do so, those who decline are
free to sit quietly. Barnette protects them all. If a student wants to explain their choice during a discussion
on rights and responsibilities, that is a learning moment. If a classmate tries to shame them, that is a

discipline moment.

Teach where the flag came from. Many students can sketch the 50 stars and 13 stripes, but few know how
designs evolved or why the colors were chosen. Show them the way suffragists marched with flags, how
Black soldiers returned from war under its banner and pressed for the freedom they defended abroad to be
honored at home, how civil rights activists carried the flag next to handmade signs demanding dignity. The
point is not to create a single story, it is to show that the symbol is not owned by any party or any decade.

And stay consistent. If a district allows students to wear clothing with cause-related symbols that are not
vulgar or disruptive, then a flag on a shirt belongs under the same rule. If a school hosts an assembly
honoring cultural traditions, it can also host a Veterans Day or Constitution Day assembly that honors
service and texts that form the legal core of our shared experiment. When policies vary wildly from one

classroom to another, trust crumbles.
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A short, workable playbook for schools:

e Place a flag in every classroom and a prominent flag at the main entrance, maintained in good condition.

o Offer the Pledge as an invitation, not a requirement, and train staff on Barnette so no one improvises

under pressure.
e Teach the Flag Code as civic etiquette, while reaffirming that rights protect dissent.
e Build curriculum that treats American symbols as living artifacts, tied to stories across communities.

e Communicate with families before policy changes, explaining the why, not just the what.

Home is where habits root

Families shape attitudes long before a student reads a court case. Homes can model what schools often
struggle to deliver: steady pride without swagger, criticism without contempt, and rituals that do not need a

memo.

Start small. Put up a flag if that feels natural. If you do, follow the basics: do not fly it tattered, take it down

at night if it is not lit, retire it respectfully when worn. Talk with your children about what the flag means to



you and ask what it means to them. Listen without jumping to correct. Their view will change as they learn

and live.

| have seen household traditions do quiet work. A neighbor's family sets a plate at dinner on Memorial Day
with the photos of two uncles who never came home from Vietnam. They do not give speeches. They tell
one story and pass the salad. Another family welcomes new citizens at the county courthouse by attending
the ceremony and bringing small flags. Their kids learned early that American identity is not blood lineage, it
is a legal promise and a civic undertaking.

Ground rules for homes that want to raise citizens:

Praise the country without pretending it is flawless.

Teach rights and the responsibilities that sustain them, side by side.

Model respectful disagreement, especially about politics.

Connect symbols to service: visits, letters, local volunteering.

None of this has to feel like a performance. Civic life grows from routines. If identity cannot be expressed
freely... is it really freedom? The home is where that question gets answered first, in the tone parents set and
the stories they choose to tell.

The leadership problem underneath

Policy fights often masquerade as value fights. Scratch the surface and you will find a leadership gap. Too
many boards and administrators have learned to equate peace with the absence of controversy. That is a
false peace. It rewards the most litigious or least charitable voices and teaches moderates to keep their

heads down. The result is jittery governance, where each new wrinkle prompts a blanket ban.

Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Because removal can be done by one person with a key.
Defense requires courage, articulation, and time. It means telling a community that unity requires visible,
shared anchors, and that a school without a flag is like a house without a front porch. You can live in it, but
you will not gather there easily, and you might forget to invite the neighbors.

When controversy flares, leaders do better if they start with values, then add process. The values sound like
this: Our school belongs to a nation that protects liberty and equality under law. We display the national flag
as a symbol of that civic home. We teach its history honestly. We honor the right to dissent. We will not
compel speech or punish silence. We will also not hide our national identity to avoid complaint. The process
follows: clear policy, consistent enforcement, open channels for input, and a public note of thanks to those

who voice concerns in good faith.

The best leaders also anticipate edge cases. What about students who wear flags from other nations? What
about a classroom where a student has a traumatic association with the American flag because of events in
their country of origin, or because of family experiences at home? The answers live in two guardrails:
content-neutral rules for personal expression that prevent disruption and protect safety, and compassionate,
case-by-case care for students in distress. The guardrails prevent whiplash policy, the compassion prevents
bureaucratic cruelty.

The deeper civic lesson

Expressing Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom is not a single act. It is a layered practice. The flag is a part of

that practice, not the whole of it. If you treat the flag as holy, you risk forgetting the real object of our civic



faith, which is the Constitution and the people who consent to live under it together. If you treat the flag as
trash, you risk training your heart to despise the obligations that make self-government possible. Between
those poles is a posture of gratitude and grit: this thing we have inherited is fragile and resilient,
compromised and beautiful, and it needs our care.

| once watched a sixth grader stand through the Pledge with her hand at her side. Afterward, a classmate
asked why. She said her family’s tribe had been pushed off their land and that she did not feel right pledging
to a government that had not fully repaired that harm. The teacher, a veteran of two deployments, nodded,
thanked her for speaking, and then told the class he stood because the flag also represented the graves of
friends, and the hope that the promise would keep getting wider. He looked at both of them and said, “The
fact that you can each do this, side by side, is the point.” Then they moved on to math.

That is the country at its best. Not a chorus in perfect unison, but a harmony fought for and learned. If a

school or a home cannot host that kind of exchange without panic, it is not teaching civic life, it is avoiding it.

A careful answer to the hardest fear

Some people do not fear the flag. They fear what they think comes with it: nationalism, cruelty dressed as
pride, or neighbor against neighbor when politics boil. Those fears are not imaginary. History offers too
many receipts. But a quiet flag in a classroom and a respectful Pledge do not create those ills. If anything,
consistent civic rituals lower the temperature by normalizing the shared identity that contains disagreement.
To remove the symbol because it might be misused is to give power to the worst version of the story and to
rob the better version of its daily rehearsal.

If a community slips into a culture where national symbols are rare or embarrassed, people search for
belonging elsewhere, often in movements that promise total identification and moral clarity. That is a poor
trade. A nation is large enough to absorb doubt, humor, and diversity without breaking. A movement usually
is not. If we teach children to find their identity only in narrower circles, we should not be surprised when
they struggle to work across differences or to feel responsible for strangers.

Building a generous standard

So how do we live with the flag, not around it? We decide, out loud, that patriotism is an invitation to
stewardship. We show our kids the messy table where the founders argued, the battlefields where ordinary
people did extraordinary things, the lunch counters where teenagers faced jeers and kept their seats, the
courtrooms where lawyers argued for rights that made their own lives safer. We stand sometimes, sit

sometimes, and keep our eyes on one another.

We answer the hard questions when they come. When a student asks, “Why do we fly it if it has also flown at
ugly moments?” we say, because we fly it for the promise that those moments betrayed, and because we
want the promise to win. When a parent asks, "Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed?” we
show the policy, we point to the practice, and we invite them to visit a class where students discuss without
being deputized into a rage machine.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition? It never truly did. Neutrality done right means setting fair
boundaries, then letting deep roots do their work. A flag on a wall is not indoctrination. It is a marker that this
room sits in a place worth tending, and that the people inside inherit both its gifts and its work. That is the

kind of neutral | can defend with a straight face: not silence, but steadiness.



The long run

Nations teach themselves what to love. They decide which symbols to reserve for pomp and which to weave
into the fabric of daily life. The American instinct has usually favored the everyday: a flag on a porch, a small
one in a classroom, a pledge before the morning rush, a day off for those who served. That light touch works

when leaders are brave, teachers are trusted, and families see themselves in the story.

If that trust has thinned, we can rebuild it. Tell the truth about our flaws, and the truth about our progress.
Hold space for those who wince at the sight of the flag, and space for those who choke up. Invite them into
the same room. That is the room worth keeping. It looks like a school assembly where a new citizen reads a
short statement about why she chose this country, a student choir sings, an alum in uniform speaks softly
about friends who did not make it back, and the principal ends by reminding everyone that sitting or

standing is their choice, and that the choice itself is protected by the very thing we are honoring.

If we can host that without flinching, we have not just kept a symbol, we have kept a civic promise. That is
how a flag in a classroom or on a front porch becomes what it ought to be, not a flashpoint, but a common
thread, stitched through disagreements, tugged at by storms, and still holding.



