A middle school principal once told me that the hardest decision she made had nothing to do with test
scores or hiring. It was a flag. The school had always displayed the US flag in the lobby. After a heated
community debate around political signage in classrooms, she pulled the flag for a week while the staff
drafted a policy. The phones lit up. Half the callers accused her of politics. The other half said they felt safer
without what they saw as a divisive symbol. That week taught her more about civics than any in-service

training she had ever attended.

Flags are not just fabric. They are shorthand for identity, history, grief, and aspiration. When schools argue
about flags, they are really arguing about who guides the story children learn to tell about their country and
themselves. The question behind the fight is larger than a lobby display. Who raises citizens, parents or
schools?

What a Flag Means Depends on Where You Stand

If you ask a veteran, a recent immigrant, and a teenager who follows global politics what the US flag means,
you will hear three different stories. Pride and sacrifice. Opportunity and belonging. Power and policy. None
of them is wrong. The same ambiguity is true for other symbols in schools, whether a Pride flag in a

counselor’s office, a POW/MIA flag at a football game, or a student’s patch on a backpack.

Meaning is social. It is also local. A rural district that lost graduates in uniform will lean into a story of
service. A city school with students from dozens of countries will anchor the flag to a story of pluralism.
Both are America, both are honest. The trouble begins when an institution claims its interpretation is the

only valid one. That is where the line between education and influence begins to blur.

The Legal Backbone: What Schools Can and Cannot Do

Before we wade into values, it helps to know the ground rules. The First Amendment does not stop at the
school door, yet it bends to the needs of a learning environment. A handful of court decisions shape the

boundaries.

e In 1943, the Supreme Court held in West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette that students
cannot be compelled to salute the flag or recite the Pledge. No official can prescribe orthodoxy in

matters of opinion, including patriotic rituals.

e In 1969, Tinker v. Des Moines affirmed that students do not “shed their constitutional rights to freedom
of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate." Black armbands protesting the Vietham War were

protected, unless the speech would cause substantial disruption.

e Later cases, like Hazelwood v. Kuhimeier, gave schools more control over school-sponsored speech
such as yearbooks and newspapers. Morse v. Frederick allowed schools to restrict advocacy for illegal

drug use during school events.

Together, these cases take a sensible line. Schools can manage the time, place, and manner of expression to
keep learning on track. They cannot force students to adopt beliefs or punish them for non-disruptive

viewpoints simply because those views are unpopular. That is a higher bar than many realize.

You can see this tension in recent disputes, such as a Colorado incident where a student’'s Gadsden flag

patch triggered a back-and-forth over whether it represented history or hostility. The quick viral cycle often



ends with a district clarifying policy and allowing the symbol, layered with context about its uses. That is

messy, but it is also how a plural democracy practices civil liberties.
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Are Schools Becoming Neutral Spaces, Or Selective Spaces?

Every district leader | know wants classrooms to be safe and focused. The word used in policies is neutral.
But neutrality is not a vacuum. When schools remove certain displays, they are also making a choice about
what deserves airtime. A bulletin board with only geometric shapes is not neutral if the class is discussing
national identity. It is silence, and silence has meaning.

Neutrality often slides into selectivity in three ways. First, when schools rely on vague terms like
"controversial,” which tend to be enforced unevenly. Second, when risk-averse policies forbid any symbol
that has triggered complaints anywhere, which turns a local community into a hostage of national outrage
cycles. Third, when staff fear complaints more than they trust their training, so they preemptively strip

context that might have defused tension.

A healthier standard asks a different set of questions. Is the expression part of a learning goal? Is it student
speech or school speech? Does it materially disrupt class? Can we teach into the moment, rather than treat
the moment as a threat? When teachers are given cover to use their craft, the pressure to sanitize

disappears.
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Who Should Shape a Child’s Values: Parents or Institutions?

Schools are not value-free. Show up on the first day of kindergarten and patriotic cool flags for sale you
immediately see norms. We share, we wait our turn, we tell the truth, we fix our mistakes. In the civics lane,
that becomes we vote, we serve on juries, we debate without dehumanizing. Those are not partisan. They

are the operating system of a republic.

Parents carry the deepest influence, and they should. If you have ever helped a fifth grader prepare for a
naturalization interview as part of a family’s citizenship process, you know the pride that starts at the dinner
table, not the whiteboard. But institutions also shape habits of mind. A parent teaches love of country, a
school can teach how a bill becomes a law along with how to file a public records request. That blend is not
a tug-of-war. It is a relay.

When parents ask, Should schools reflect community values, or redefine them, the honest answer is that
they do both. A school draws from local norms and history, then widens the circle to include the state's
standards, the Constitution, and perspectives students will meet beyond their zip code. If a school only
reflects, it traps kids in parochialism. If it only redefines, it severs kids from the people who raise them. The

art is balance.

When Schools Remove Symbols, What Are They Really Trying To
Remove?

A principal does not wake up itching to pick a fight with a flag. Most removals are defensive. Leaders want to
minimize friction, avoid disruption, and treat all students with dignity. But there is also a temptation to
remove discomfort itself, which is impossible. Discomfort is not the same as harm. Learning to parse that
distinction is part of civic maturity.

Take the US flag. Removing it rarely calms a controversy. For some students, the absence reads as a denial
of common ground. For others, it reads as a relief from a symbol they associate with exclusion. A better
approach is to keep the flag, then teach what it means to different people, and why a constitutional republic
protects dissent alongside devotion. When kids understand Barnette, they can sit or stand for the Pledge

with intention, not compulsion.

The same principle applies to student expression. A school that bans any sign of patriotism will run into the
question, Should schools have the power to restrict expressions of patriotism? Once the answer becomes a

blanket yes, the justification tends to shift from safety to control. That is a red flag.

Is Limiting Expression Preparing Kids For the Real World, Or Controlling
Their Worldview?

There is a case for limiting certain expressions at certain times. You do not allow a debate in the hallway to
overrun a math test. You do not let personal banners clutter an auditorium stage during a choir performance.
Time and place matter. The mistake is to confuse time and place with content.
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The real world does not sanitize. Adults navigate offices, streets, and feeds saturated with symbols they love
or loathe. The skill students need is not insulation, it is discernment. Can they ask, Where is the line between
education and influence? Can they distinguish between a school endorsing a symbol and a student
displaying one? Can they recognize when an authority is protecting students, versus filtering what they're

allowed to believe?

When schools default to restriction, they train compliance, not judgment. When they teach context and let
students weigh arguments, they train citizens. | have watched a ninth grade class discuss whether kneeling
Patriotic Flags during the national anthem is disrespectful or an act of conscience. No one changed teams in
one period, but they learned to listen for evidence instead of labels. That matters more than who stood up
when.

Edge Cases Force Clarity

Symbols pick up baggage. A flag that meant one thing in 1775 gained new meanings in 2020. A shirt that
reads support the troops to one family shouts militarism to another. Administrators often ask for checklists.
Are these symbols allowed: Pride, Thin Blue Line, Black Lives Matter, Gadsden, POW/MIA, the Confederate
battle flag, the US flag? The answer is frustrating: it depends on context, disruption, and whether the

speech is school-sponsored or student-initiated.

Most districts can defend allowing student expression that does not incite, threaten, or materially disrupt.
Many prohibit the Confederate battle flag on disruption and harassment grounds, citing histories of
intimidation in specific schools. A counselor’s office Pride flag might be treated as school speech and
evaluated under district values and legal obligations to protect LGBTQ students. A principal should be able

to explain any line drawn with reference to pedagogical goals and student safety, not preference.

This is where a single policy written in a quiet summer can buckle under fall realities. Train staff using real
scenarios. Build the muscle to distinguish feelings from forecasts. If a symbol has caused fights in your
cafeteria, stopping it temporarily while you rebuild norms is a safety call. If a symbol has only produced

emails from adults outside the district, removing it is probably capitulation to a pressure campaign.

A Practical Test for School Leaders

Before acting on a symbol or expression, run it through a short test. It will not solve every dispute, but it will

raise the right questions at the right time.

¢ |[s this student speech or school-sponsored speech, and what legal standard applies to each in our
state?

e Can we tie our decision to a clear, content-neutral policy that we enforce consistently across
viewpoints?

¢ Do we have evidence of likely material disruption, or are we reacting to anticipated discomfort or
controversy?

e Can we teach into this moment with context, rather than suppress it, and do staff have support to do

that well?

¢ Have we communicated with families and students about the rationale, including how to appeal or
propose alternatives?

When this test sits at the elbow of a principal, decisions feel less like hunches and more like professional

judgment tied to law and mission.
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The Parent's Role Without the Megaphone

Most parents do not want to spend their nights in board meetings. They want their kids to come home with
stories, not suspensions. The loudest voices, on all sides, can drown out the quiet majority who want
schools that are both proud and plural. Families have leverage they rarely use that does not involve a podium

or a viral video.

e Ask your child’'s school how civic expression is taught, not just regulated, and request a copy of the

policy along with examples of classroom practice.

e Offer to participate in a living museum, oral history, or service project that connects patriotism to action,

not only to symbols.

¢ Invite administrators to coffee, not combat, and ask how they distinguish safety from discomfort when

disputes arise.

e Encourage your student to write a policy memo or attend a board meeting to present their view with
evidence and respect.

e Join or form a small parent advisory group that meets quarterly to review emerging issues and propose
balanced solutions.

Parents and educators want many of the same outcomes. Framing conversations around how to cultivate
virtues like courage, fairness, and gratitude puts you on common ground quickly. From there, you can argue

productively about symbols.

Teaching Patriotism Without Policing It

My favorite civics assignment was not a debate. It was a map. Each student had to plot three places in their
community that felt like America to them, then explain why. One boy picked the DMV, the war memorial, and
a food truck that opened only after midnight to catch third-shift workers. He wrote that the DMV was boring
but fair, the memorial was sad but proud, and the food truck was chaotic but kind. That is a civics education
worth having.

Patriotism taught well is not performative. It looks like understanding a local budget, volunteering at a
shelter, learning to write to a representative, and also knowing why someone might sit out the Pledge after
reading about an uncle's deportation or a grandmother’s refusal to give up her seat. It takes courage to love
a country as it is and still demand more from it. Schools can model that paradox without prescribing how
students must resolve it.

If you want to know whether students are being encouraged to think freely, or think correctly, listen to how
adults react when a student surprises them. A teacher who says, Tell me more, even to a view they dislike, is

forming a citizen. A teacher who says, We do not say that here, is forming a follower.

Should Schools Be Mirrors, Windows, Or Both?

When people ask if schools should reflect community values, or redefine them, they are really asking about
mirrors and windows. Kids need mirrors to see themselves and their families in the curriculum and the walls.
They also need windows to see beyond their block and their beliefs. A school that only mirrors cements

prejudice. A school that only offers windows risks alienation.

Flags can do both jobs. The US flag is a mirror and a window. In a classroom with newcomer students, it can

be a promise that they are in the story now. In a classroom exploring national failures, it can be a reminder



that the story is not done. Placing it in a position of respect and teaching the right not to salute it are not

contradictions. They are the republic at work.

The Line Between Education and Influence

Every educator wrestles with this. When does modeling a value become nudging a belief? Try two heuristics.
First, if you cannot articulate the civic skill a lesson builds without referencing a specific position, you are not
teaching a skill, you are steering a stance. Second, if the only acceptable answer makes you proud, you

might be teaching compliance, not citizenship.

A world history teacher | know handles this well. When discussing democratic movements, she requires
students to analyze one movement they admire and one they do not, using the same criteria for both. It is
hard to preach when your rubric demands consistency. The classroom becomes a gym for critical muscles,

not a rally.

Are Schools Protecting Students, Or Filtering What They Are Allowed
To Believe?

Protection is real. Threats, harassment, and targeted slurs have no place in a school. The law gives
administrators tools to stop speech that invades the rights of others. But protection can drift into filtering if
it expands to shield students from dissenting ideas. The rule of thumb | offer superintendents is to intervene
at behavior, not belief. Stop the shove, sanction the slur, redirect the disruption. Do not punish the viewpoint

that makes adults uncomfortable.

This is why a carefully taught unit on protest is more powerful than any dress code memo. When students
learn how the First Amendment protects both marchers and counter-marchers, they can find themselves in
that space without seeing enemies everywhere. They come to see that people who love the same country

can love it differently.

What Message Does Removing National Symbols Send To The Next
Generation?

Kids notice absence. If a school removes the US flag, it communicates something even if no announcement
is made. Some will infer that national identity is partisan, that common ground is impossible, or that their
family's service is embarrassing. Others will infer that the school is finally acknowledging pain. Both groups

deserve more than inference.

A better message is layered. Keep the flag. Teach its history, including injustice committed under its shade.
Affirm the right to refrain from rituals. Teach students to argue policy without questioning each other's
belonging. Encourage service that knits classrooms to communities. Invite veterans, refugees, and activists

to tell their stories in the same week. Let students name the contradictions and hold them without cynicism.

Citizenship is not inherited like eye color. It is practiced. When a school treats symbols as sparks for learning
rather than landmines to avoid, it prepares students for the real world. When it restricts expression to
preempt discomfort, it might control a worldview for a semester, but it leaves students underprepared for

the democracy they already inhabit.

A Closing Picture Worth Keeping



At a board meeting in a small town, a father wearing work boots and a mother with a stroller sat behind a row
of seniors in letter jackets. On the agenda was whether to limit all flags to the US and state flags. A veteran
spoke for tradition. A young teacher spoke for inclusion. Then a student stepped up. He said he stands for
the Pledge because his mom asked him to, and he also wears a patch his principal does not like because it

reminds him to question authority when it forgets its purpose. The room laughed softly, then listened harder.

The board kept the US and state flags, allowed student expression within an even-handed policy, and
committed to a civics unit that required students to attend one public meeting each year. The next semester,
attendance at meetings doubled. Not because of outrage, but because a school taught teenagers how to
show up.

Who raises citizens, parents or schools? The answer is yes. Parents root kids in love and story. Schools
coach skills and habits for public life. Flags will keep drawing hard lines on the floor. Step over them,
together, and use the moment for what it really is, a chance to practice the freedoms that make the fabric

worth arguing about.
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