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Ukraine’s iron will against
Putin’s barbarism
by Randi Weingarten
President, American Federation of Teachers

Ukraine has always loomed large in my life. My grandfather fled near-certain
death from the pogroms that massacred Jews in Ukraine early in the last
century, and he was able to bring most of his and my grandmother’s family from
western Ukraine to America. Many Jews who survived those pogroms later
perished in the massacre at Babi Yar by Nazi forces and their collaborators. In
2014, I went to Ukraine on a solidarity mission with other labor leaders shortly
after dozens of demonstrators were fatally shot there during a pro-democracy
uprising. The uprising ousted Ukraine’s Russian-backed president and ushered
in a new era of freedom and democracy that the Ukrainian people have long
wanted.

Weingarten in Kyiv’s Maidan Square in March 2014, after pro-democracy
demonstrators were killed there.

Like so many, I have watched with horror at Vladimir Putin’s barbarism and with
awe at the Ukrainian people’s determination and will. Putin’s forces are now
killing civilians—bombing kindergartens, hospitals, and people waiting in line for

food or trying to flee to safety. But instead of these Russian assaults breaking
their will, the Ukrainian people have confronted them with staunch resistance,
even as the carnage and suffering are mounting. This is a battle for people’s
lives and homes, and for freedom, self-determination and democracy.
Oleksandr Sushko(link is external), the executive director of the International
Renaissance Foundation in Ukraine, urges, “The voices of Ukraine’s civil
society sector must be protected, as we know these defenders of democracy
and freedom are high on Putin’s kill list.”
Teachers and trade unionists are among those “defenders of democracy.” As
Jeffrey C. Isaac(link is external), a professor of political science at Indiana
University, Bloomington, writes in the Albert Shanker Institute blog:
Education is a dangerous thing for authoritarian leaders and regimes, for it
nurtures free-thinking individuals capable of asking questions and seeking their
own answers. For this reason, teachers have long been on the front line of the
struggle for democracy.
In the U.S., teachers are facing a well-orchestrated political campaign by the
far-right to limit the teaching of certain subjects and perspectives in public
schools, all in the name of a “patriotism” that is manifestly hostile to a multiethnic and multi-racial democracy and a well-educated citizenry. …
… As Human Rights Watch reports(link is external), teachers [in Russia] will be
required to read out loud a two-page text informing students that Russia is
currently undertaking “special peacekeeping operation” in Ukraine… and that
the Russian government is committed to “peace” and “freedom,” and “is not
going to impose anything on anyone by force.”
Countering that kind of disinformation is part of the fight for self-determination
and democracy.
Amid the chaos and carnage of war, Ukrainian teachers have continued
teaching their students in any way they can—in basements and subways as
they seek refuge from bombings, using messaging apps like Telegram, and in
refugee resettlement areas.
According to the United Nations, nearly every second since the atrocities began,
a Ukrainian child has become a refugee(link is external). The teachers union in
Poland has turned its conference center into a home for more than 100
Ukrainian orphans and unaccompanied children and converted its offices into
temporary residences for women and children. Teachers in Poland, Germany,
Romania and Slovakia are preparing to integrate refugee children into their

school systems, implementing a dual-language model used to educate students
fleeing the war in Syria.
The AFT is raising funds to help resettle teachers and children displaced by the
war in Ukraine. The generosity of our members, many of whom are not paid a
living wage, has been tremendous. Every cent we raise will go directly to these
refugee efforts. In addition, many AFT pension trustees are divesting pension
funds from Russian investments.
Much of the world is in turmoil—from COVID-19, to climate catastrophes, to
humanitarian crises in Afghanistan, Central America, Haiti, South Sudan,
Yemen and elsewhere. As Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy said in his
address to the U.S. Congress last week, we need new alliances to stop conflicts
and keep peace. World leaders must call for an end to hostilities in Ukraine and
other conflict zones, and they must work both to stabilize countries so citizens
are not forced to flee and to resettle refugees whose only recourse is to leave
their homes.
I think many Americans believe that the survival of our democracy is a given.
But today democracy is imperiled not only in places like Ukraine, but by forces
here that are working to limit voting rights, spread disinformation, manipulate the
outcome of elections and prevent the peaceful transfer of power after legitimate
elections. Zelenskyy reminded us that “democracy, independence and freedom”
are the foundation of the United States and are not to be taken for granted.
Defending democracy is not something we can leave to others, as Ukraine’s
freedom fighters are showing us.

• Masking

What Young New Yorkers Think About
the End of the School Mask Mandate
Some students said they were excited to finally shed their masks, but others felt
unsafe and wanted to continue wearing them.

Some students arriving at school in Tottenville, Staten Island, kept their masks
on.Credit...Andres Kudacki for The New York Times
By Lola Fadulu, Nate Schweber, Julianne McShane and Sadef Ali Kully
March 8, 2022
New York City officials this week eliminated the mask mandate for public school
students that had been in place since fall 2020, an aggressive step toward
normalcy two years after the coronavirus began battering the city.
Some expressed joy at the chance to remove their masks, but not all the students
and parents interviewed this week were comfortable with the change. Here’s
what some students and parents had to say.
‘I feel happy and comfortable again.’
In Tottenville, Staten Island, a neighborhood with many white, politically
conservative residents, 76 percent of adults are fully vaccinated. But in the
neighborhood’s main public elementary school, P.S. 1, only 10 percent of
students are, according to city data.

Julius Campbell, 12, walked toward the nearby Independent School 34 on
Monday — where nearly 32 percent of students are fully vaccinated — wearing
his mask beneath his chin. He said he would wait to get inside before making up
his mind about whether to keep it on or take it off.
“I feel happy and comfortable again,” Julius said, adding that he planned to
mask up if “some kids cough around me and seem sick.”

Julius Campbell, 12, right, arriving at school with his mother, Teri-Ann Hawley,
said he would wait until he got inside to decide about wearing a
mask.Credit...Andres Kudacki for The New York Times
Across the five boroughs, Staten Island has the lowest student vaccination rate
at 47 percent, the data shows. Manhattan has the highest student vaccination
rate at 72 percent.
Otzar Jaffe, 14, a freshman at Stuyvesant High School in Manhattan, said
wearing a mask had made it harder for him to participate in class and form
friendships. He was one of the few students at his school who chose not to wear
a mask on Monday.
“It was hard for people to hear me sometimes,” Otzar said. “Remembering faces
was also much more difficult, and remembering names — putting a name to a
face — I kind of forgot a lot of names fairly quickly.”
Otzar said he wasn’t worried about how other students at Stuyvesant, where 93
percent of students are fully vaccinated, would react to his decision. “I’m looking
forward to letting people see what I actually look like,” he added.

‘I just feel unsafe without the mandate.’
The majority of students passing through the red gates to attend Nelson
Mandela High School and Boys and Girls High School, both in BedfordStuyvesant, Brooklyn, were still masked on Monday.
“I feel like they need to bring it back because, like, I don’t really want to get
infected by Covid or anything,” said Jordan Pickett, a 10th grader at Nelson
Mandela High School, where about 40 percent of students are fully vaccinated.
Jordan, 16, said he hadn’t gotten the shot yet because he was waiting for his
mother to take him, and she’d been busy with work.
“I just feel unsafe without the mandate,” he said.
Citywide, 52 percent of K-12 public school students are fully
vaccinated, according to the data, and 59 percent of students have received at
least one dose. But there is wide variation in vaccination rates among
neighborhoods.
District 23 in Brooklyn, which includes Brownsville and part of East New York,
is one of the poorest in the city and has the lowest vaccination rate in the school
system. Only 38 percent of students have received at least one dose of a vaccine.
But in District 2 — which covers some of the wealthiest parts of Manhattan,
including the Upper East Side and TriBeCa — 80 percent of students have
received at least one dose, the highest rate in New York.
Most children became eligible for vaccines last year, though no vaccine has yet
been authorized for those younger than 5.
‘It mostly depends on what everyone else around me is going to do.’
As Cathleen Xi, 14, rushed over the TriBeCa Bridge on Monday morning to head
into Stuyvesant, she was wearing a mask.
But she wasn’t sure she would keep it on all day: Her strategy was to “follow the
crowd,” she said.
“I have talked about it with a lot of friends, and most of us are planning to keep
it on. Luckily a lot of my school is vaccinated,” said Eden Di Lella, 15, a
sophomore at Stuyvesant who planned to continue wearing a mask.

“I’m looking forward to letting people see what I actually look like,” said one
student at Stuyvesant High School in Manhattan.Credit...Brittainy Newman for
The New York Times
She said some friends planned to take their masks off in certain situations,
though, such as during P.E. or chorus.
Tijana Ciroc, a 17-year-old senior at Boys and Girls High School, said she was
ultimately glad that students had the choice to decide whether to wear a mask.
Over 45 percent of students at the school are fully vaccinated.
“I feel like it is good that we have the option now to choose whether we want to
wear it or not,” said Ms. Ciroc. “I feel like if some people still want to wear it,
they can. If you don’t, since the cases are dropping and it is safer, you can feel
free to do that.”
‘Keep it on.’
It was news to Asmaa Khalil, the mother of a fourth grader, that the city’s mask
mandate for schoolchildren 5 and older had been lifted.
“I didn’t know that,” a surprised-sounding Ms. Khalil, 27, said outside P.S. 41,
an elementary school in Brownsville, on Monday morning. Just over 26 percent
of students there are fully vaccinated.
One thing hadn’t changed, though: Ms. Khalil was dropping off her son, Atef
Ahmed, 9, with instructions to keep wearing his mask in school.
“I would rather not wear the mask,” said Atef, who is vaccinated. “In gym, when
you run, it feels like you can’t breathe.”
“Keep it on,” Ms. Khalil said as she sent Atef inside. “I love you.”

Kareem Middleton, 33, was up bright and early to send his son, Jalen, off to his
third grade classroom at P.S. 284 nearby. Mr. Middleton, who is vaccinated,
said he told his son, who is not, to keep wearing the face covering.
Just 10.7 percent of students at the school are fully vaccinated, and Mr.
Middleton said he wanted to wait and see how the vaccine affected him before
letting his son receive the shots.
He said he didn’t think any of the mandates, including the one that required
people to show proof of vaccination to enter restaurants and certain other
indoor venues, should have been lifted.
“I always felt like the mask mandate should always stay in effect because I don’t
feel like coronavirus is totally dead,” he said. “I just felt like it is mutating more.”
‘I just let them go with the flow.’
As soon as Marco Ferrito, 7, saw his peers streaming into P.S. 1 in Tottenville
maskless, he decided he would join them.
“I made sure he had it with him anyway, and I told him, ‘If you change your
mind you got it in your bag,’” said his father, Michael Ferrito, who called Marco
back to give him a goodbye hug before the boy sprinted into school.
Nancy Dormevil, whose two children attend Cynthia Jenkins Elementary School
in Springfield Gardens, Queens, said she hadn’t talked with them about the
elimination of the mask mandate. Just 11.2 percent of students at the school are
fully vaccinated.

Just over 11 percent of children at Cynthia Jenkins Elementary School in Queens
are vaccinated.Credit...Anna Watts for The New York Times

“I personally haven’t had that conversation with them,” Ms. Dormevil said. “I
just let them go with the flow.”
Her son is under 5 and for now must keep his mask on at school, but as for her
daughter, she said: “If she feels like she wants to keep it on, then she keeps it
on.”
‘I would like to keep my family safe.’
Some students said they would continue wearing their masks in hopes of
protecting vulnerable family members.
Natalie Cuevas, 14, a student at Stuyvesant, planned to stay masked in part to
help protect her parents and grandmother from contracting Covid-19, she said.
“Even though Covid is dying down, it’s still here,” Natalie said.
Sharon Otterman, Sean Piccoli and Precious Fondren contributed reporting.

Editor’s Note
Each month the On Target will come out near the end of the month.
If you have something that you would like included, please send as
a Word document by the 20th of the month to:
lpanek@clarenceschools.org
Items that could be included are: Articles dealing with
education/unions, Good ideas for teaching, something humorous/light
dealing with education, Information for sharing, Opinion pieces on
education, Advertisement for a service you provide.
Thank you,
Lisa Panek

• Shortages

Governor Hochul's Plan will Incentivize Teaching as a
Profession; Create a Robust Pipeline for Future
Educators
Plan will Address New York's Ongoing Teacher Shortage
and Dramatically Increase Funding for K-12 Education
Governor Kathy Hochul today announced a plan to rebuild New York's teacher
workforce, with an emphasis on recruiting and retaining teachers throughout the
state to resolve the ongoing teacher shortage. Governor Hochul's bold plan
includes providing incentives for teachers, accelerating the state certification
process, addressing student needs and creating a robust pipeline of future
educators to ensure this shortage never again threatens the opportunities for
families and children.
"Far more must be done to help New York's school system overcome the
challenges that existed before and were exacerbated by the pandemic," Governor
Hochul said. "We must do more to support students and teachers in our state and
encourage a new generation to enter the field of education so that New York never
again faces the chronic staffing shortages we are seeing today."
In October, Governor Hochul announced that New York State will finally deliver on
the promise of the Campaign for Fiscal Equity and phase-in full funding of
Foundation Aid to New York school districts by the 2023-24 school year. This will
mean billions in additional support for the districts across the state and an
unprecedented opportunity to bolster New York's education system.
New York, however, is also facing a steep retirement cliff in the coming years -one
that has been exacerbated by the ongoing pandemic. The state needs
approximately 180,000 new teachers over the next decade to meet workforce
needs.

To meet this crisis head on, Governor Hochul will take immediate actions to recruit
and retain teachers, accelerate the teacher certification process, and dramatically
increase funding for K-12 education. This includes:
•

Providing incentives to attract more teachers and school workers: As
an immediate step to shore up teacher shortages, the $35,000 income limit
for certain retirees will be temporarily waived, thereby incentivizing some of
the roughly 169,000 retired teachers throughout the state to rejoin the
workforce. Retired counselors and school bus drivers will also be
incentivized to return to work. Alternative teacher certification programs,
such as the New York City Teaching Collaborative, will also be expanded to
make it easier and more appealing for professionals in other careers to
become teachers. Aspiring teachers will apprentice in high-need school
districts while pursuing a master's degree in their field.

•

Accelerating the teacher certification process: The State Education
Department (SED) will be provided additional staff for its teacher certification
office to reduce review time. Additionally, the Governor will work with the
Legislature and the SED to reform the certification process to allow for
provisionally approved teachers to work immediately if they meet
coursework, fingerprint, and background check requirements, thereby
enabling candidates to teach while they wait for SED to complete its lengthy
approval process. Provisional approval will also be extended to school
counselors, social workers, and other SED-licensed professions with current
job market shortages, as well as for retirees with expired licenses in good
standing.

•

Providing learning and mental health grants: These grants will go to
school districts to help address these challenges by providing resources,
including more counselors and mental health programs and expanded
learning opportunities.

•

Connecting student service corps with community groups to meet local
needs: The Student Service Corps initiative will utilize the talent and energy
of the tens of thousands of SUNY and CUNY students in programs related to

childcare, education, counseling, and mental health to work with nonprofits
schools and community organizations to help meet local needs for children
and communities.
•

Creating a state teacher residency program: The Empire State Teacher
Residency Program will provide matching funding for local districts to create
two-year residency programs for graduate-level teacher candidates. Funded
programs will involve SUNY, the City University of New York (CUNY), and/or
private colleges partnering with public school districts to provide reduced or
free tuition for teaching candidates, including books and fees, mentoring, and
a stipend to cover living expenses. The program will prioritize diversity
among teacher residents and partnering mentors and will place an emphasis
on both high-need subject areas and geographic locations with teacher
shortages.

•

Funding new cohorts of the master teacher program: These cohorts will
be aimed at supporting teachers of color, Career and Technical Education
(CTE) teachers, and guidance counselors. Special programming will focus
on ensuring that all students have information and opportunities about CTE
programs and alternative career pathways.

•

Upskilling teacher support workers to earn their certifications: This will
provide funding for paraprofessionals to gain skills and credentials to
become teachers, with a priority on diversity in the workforce. This program
will cover two years of part-time tuition, fees, and books at SUNY and CUNY
for those awarded paraprofessionals who remain employed in a school
district while pursuing a teaching degree, and it will provide support for
participants pursuing a teaching degree. School districts will be required to
pair candidates with professional mentors.

•

Providing schools with billions of dollars by fully funding Foundation
Aid: Fully funding Foundation Aid will bring to an end a 29-year battle over
adequate funding of public schools -particularly those with higher-need
students. This bold decision means all schools will now receive equitable
resources.

• Social Emotional Learning
March 23, 2022

Mindfulness and yoga help to meet
students’ social-emotional needs
Author: Liza Frenette
Source: NYSUT Communications

Caption: During the common advisory period in the middle of the day, Buffalo Teachers
Federation member Clarice Proeschel sometimes takes groups of girls into PS 89's dedicated
mindfulness room for some talk time and then some yoga. Photo provided.

When she taught abroad, Clarice Proeschel learned how to communicate with
others despite a language barrier. At the community school in Buffalo where she
teaches art, she follows a similar principle, using concepts of yoga to communicate
with students struggling with social-emotional barriers.
At PS 89, Dr. Lydia T. Wright School of Excellence, Proeschel teaches grades 4-8,
introducing students to a diverse group of artists. But that’s the pedagogy part.
Then there is the attention to students’ social-emotional needs. Proeschel said
during the pandemic, students lost “a lot of basic skills, simple skills, which we’ve
had to build up.” They struggle with attention, being around other students and
teacher authority. There are a lot of conflicts, she said, and using yoga and
mindfulness can help with these.
Proeschel, a member of the Buffalo Teachers Federation, and other teachers met
with NYSUT officials during visits earlier this month to West Hertel Academy and
PS 89 in Buffalo. NYSUT’s quest is for new annual state funding of $100 million
for more community schools — a cornerstone of the union’s Future Forward
campaign.

PS 89 has a mindfulness room, which includes a supply of yoga mats. During the
common advisory period in the middle of the day, Proeschel sometimes takes
groups of girls into the room for some talk time and then some yoga. She hopes to
do some outside yoga with students as well.
“They love it. It’s fun. They enjoy moving,” she said.
If a particular class in this community school is disruptive, Proeschel will have
students do some breathing exercises and get out of their seats for some yoga
movements.
She uses yoga’s mindful techniques for everyday situations. Art class sometimes
begins with 10 minutes of silence or quiet music, dimmed lights and a focus on
breathing. Students will be asked to think about how they perceive the art-making
process, how they can stay focused and how they avoid judging the process of
their art.
Employing the breath, Proeschel said, is a basic skill that can be used to become
aware of one’s state of mind. If a person stops when they are angry and checks in
with their body, they might realize their heart is beating fast and their breathing is
hard, and when they are like this, they are apt to make reactive decisions. By
focusing on the breath, not the problem, and pausing, they can come to make a
choice for a next step that will serve them, not hurt them. Students often have a
hard time controlling their impulses, she said.
The school hosts a monthly Saturday Academy for students and families, and
Proeschel holds yoga classes there, as well as some art classes. She is a certified
children’s and adult yoga teacher and a trauma-informed, community-based yoga
instructor.
The school also implements restorative practices to help with student conflicts —
who was harmed and how to move forward — and to redirect the cycle of students
fixating on what separates them.
Statewide, approximately 300 out of more than 700 school districts utilize the
community school model. Funding would allow for more community schools and
the hiring of community school coordinators to help develop programming and
connect families in need with services not provided by the school itself.
Buffalo’s 24 community schools offer health clinics, parent centers and the
Saturday Academy program attended by more than 11,000 students, parents and
community members this school year alone. These schools offer wellness and
legal clinics, virtual and in-person workshops, and additional resources in
collaboration with community-based organizations.

Free Speech???
OPINION
THE EDITORIAL BOARD

America Has a Free Speech Problem
March 18, 2022

Credit...Pablo Delcan
By The Editorial Board
The editorial board is a group of opinion journalists whose views are informed by expertise,
research, debate and certain longstanding values. It is separate from the newsroom.
For all the tolerance and enlightenment that modern society claims, Americans are losing
hold of a fundamental right as citizens of a free country: the right to speak their minds and
voice their opinions in public without fear of being shamed or shunned.
This social silencing, this depluralizing of America, has been evident for years, but dealing
with it stirs yet more fear. It feels like a third rail, dangerous. For a strong nation and open
society, that is dangerous.
How has this happened? In large part, it’s because the political left and the right are caught in
a destructive loop of condemnation and recrimination around cancel culture. Many on the left
refuse to acknowledge that cancel culture exists at all, believing that those who complain
about it are offering cover for bigots to peddle hate speech. Many on the right, for all their
braying about cancel culture, have embraced an even more extreme version of censoriousness
as a bulwark against a rapidly changing society, with laws that would ban books, stifle
teachers and discourage open discussion in classrooms.
Many Americans are understandably confused, then, about what they can say and where they
can say it. People should be able to put forward viewpoints, ask questions and make mistakes

and take unpopular but good-faith positions on issues that society is still working through —
all without fearing cancellation.
However you define cancel culture, Americans know it exists and feel its burden. In a
new national poll commissioned by Times Opinion and Siena College, only 34 percent of
Americans said they believed that all Americans enjoyed freedom of speech completely. The
poll found that 84 percent of adults said it is a “very serious” or “somewhat serious” problem
that some Americans do not speak freely in everyday situations because of fear of retaliation
or harsh criticism.
This poll and other recent surveys from the Pew Research Center and the Knight
Foundation reveal a crisis of confidence around one of America’s most basic values. Freedom
of speech and expression is vital to human beings’ search for truth and knowledge about our
world. A society that values freedom of speech can benefit from the full diversity of its people
and their ideas. At the individual level, human beings cannot flourish without the confidence
to take risks, pursue ideas and express thoughts that others might reject.
Most important, freedom of speech is the bedrock of democratic self-government. If people
feel free to express their views in their communities, the democratic process can respond to
and resolve competing ideas. Ideas that go unchallenged by opposing views risk becoming
weak and brittle rather than being strengthened by tough scrutiny. When speech is stifled or
when dissenters are shut out of public discourse, a society also loses its ability to resolve
conflict, and it faces the risk of political violence.

1. Over the past year, have you held your tongue because you were
concerned about retaliation or harsh criticism?
No

Yes

Overall

44%

55%

Men

50

49

Women

38

61

Democrats

46

52

Republicans

41

58

18-34

39

61

65+

57

41

More than half of Americans also answered “yes.”

2. Over the past year, have you retaliated against or harshly criticized
another person because of something he or she said?
No

Yes

Overall

77%

22%

Men

75

24

Women

80

20

Democrats

69

30

Republicans

81

18

18-34

66

34

65+

84

14

Neither had most Americans. But one in five answered “yes.”

3. How much of a problem is it that some Americans do not exercise their
freedom of speech in everyday situations out of fear of retaliation or harsh
criticism?
Not at all
serious

Not very
serious

Somewhat
serious

Very
serious

Overall

5%

9%

44%

40%

Men

5

12

40

42

Women

4

7

48

39

Democrats

4

13

49

32

Republicans

5

10

45

39

18-34

2

11

49

38

65+

6

10

44

36

Most Americans agree with you. Eighty-four percent said it was a “somewhat
serious” or “very serious” problem.

The Times Opinion/Siena College poll found that 46 percent of respondents said
they felt less free to talk about politics compared to a decade ago. Thirty percent
said they felt the same. Only 21 percent of people reported feeling freer, even
though in the past decade there was a vast expansion of voices in the public
square through social media.
“There’s a crisis around the freedom of speech now because many people don’t
understand it, they weren’t taught what it means and why it matters,” said
Suzanne Nossel, the chief executive of PEN America, a free speech organization.
“Safeguards for free speech have been essential to almost all social progress in
the country, from the civil rights movement to women’s suffrage to the current
fights over racial justice and the police.”
Times Opinion commissioned the poll to provide more data and insight that can
inform a debate mired in extremes. This editorial board plans to identify a wide
range of threats to freedom of speech in the coming months and to offer possible
solutions. Freedom of speech requires not just a commitment to openness and
tolerance in the abstract. It demands conscientiousness about both the power of
speech and its potential harms. We believe it isn’t enough for Americans to just
believe in the rights of others to speak freely; they should also find ways to
actively support and protect those rights.
We are under no illusion that this is easy. Our era, especially, is not made for
this; social media is awash in speech of the point-scoring, picking-apart, pilingon, put-down variety. A deluge of misinformation and disinformation online has
heightened this tension. Making the internet a more gracious place does not
seem high on anyone’s agenda, and certainly not for most of the tech companies
that control it.
But the old lesson of “think before you speak” has given way to the new lesson of
“speak at your peril.” You can’t consider yourself a supporter of free speech and
be policing and punishing speech more than protecting it. Free speech demands
a greater willingness to engage with ideas we dislike and greater self-restraint in
the face of words that challenge and even unsettle us.
It is worth noting here the important distinction between what the First
Amendment protects (freedom from government restrictions on expression) and
the popular conception of free speech (the affirmative right to speak your mind
in public, on which the law is silent). The world is witnessing, in Vladimir
Putin’s Russia, the strangling of free speech through government censorship and
imprisonment. That is not the kind of threat to freedom of expression that
Americans face. Yet something has been lost; the poll clearly shows a
dissatisfaction with free speech as it is experienced and understood by
Americans today.

Consider this finding from our poll: Fifty-five percent of respondents said that
they had held their tongue over the past year because they were concerned about
retaliation or harsh criticism. Women were more likely to report doing so — 61
percent, compared to 49 percent of men. Older respondents were less likely to
have done so than other age groups. Republicans (58 percent) were slightly
more likely to have held their tongues than Democrats (52 percent) or
independents (56 percent).
At the same time, 22 percent of adults reported that they had retaliated against
or were harshly critical of someone over something he or she said. Adults 18 to
34 years old were far more likely to have done so than older Americans; liberals
were more likely to have done so than moderates or conservatives.
Elijah Afere, a 25-year-old I.T. technician from Union, N.J., said that he worried
about the larger implications of chilled speech for democracy. “You can’t give
people the benefit of the doubt to just hold a conversation anymore. You’ve got
to worry about feeling judged,” he said. “Political views can even affect your
family ties, how you relate to your uncle or the other side. It’s really not good.”
Roy Block, 76, from San Antonio, described himself as conservative and said he
has been alarmed by scenes of parents being silenced at school board meetings
over the past year. “I think it’s mostly conservatives that are being silenced,” he
said. “But regardless, I think it should be a two-way street. Everybody should
have an opportunity to speak and especially in open gathering and open forum.”
1. Do you feel more free, less free or as free as you did before to express your viewpoint in
most situations on a daily basis today than you did 10 years ago on politics?
More free

As free as before

Less free

Overall

21%

30%

46%

Men

22

32

44

Women

21

28

49

Democrats

28

37

34

Republicans

13

31

55

18-34

28

30

42

65+

22

34

40

Almost half of Americans also said they felt “less free.”
2. Do you feel more free, less free or as free as you did before to express your
viewpoint in most situations on a daily basis today than you did 10 years ago on
race relations?
More free

As free as before

Less free

Overall

28%

35%

35%

Men

28

35

35

Women

27

36

36

Democrats

37

38

24

Republicans

15

38

46

18-34

42

29

28

65+

24

42

32

One out of four Americans agrees with you. But almost half of Republicans said
they felt “less free.”
Pollsters asked how free people felt today to discuss six topics — including religion, politics,
gender identity and race relations — compared to 10 years ago: more free, less free or the
same. Those who felt freest were Black respondents: At least 30 percent of them said they felt
more free to speak on every topic, including 42 percent on race relations, the highest share of
any racial or ethnic group. Still, that sentiment of more freedom among Black respondents
reached only 46 percent, not a majority (the 46 percent being on the issue of gender identity).
At the same time, a full 84 percent of Black people polled shared the concern of this editorial
that it was a “very serious” or “somewhat serious” problem that some Americans do not
exercise their freedom of speech out of fear of retaliation or harsh criticism. And 45 percent of
Black people and nearly 60 percent of Latinos and white people polled reported that they’d
held their tongues in the past year out of fear of retaliation or harsh criticism.
While the level of national anxiety around free speech is apparent, the solutions are much less
clear. In the poll, 66 percent of respondents agreed with the following: “Our democracy is
built upon the free, open and safe exchange of ideas, no matter how different they are. We
should encourage all speech so long as it is done in a way that doesn’t threaten others.” Yet a
full 30 percent agreed that “while I support free speech, sometimes you have shut down
speech that is antidemocratic, bigoted or simply untrue.” Those who identified themselves as
Democrats and liberals showed a higher level of support for sometimes shutting down such
speech.

The full-throated defense of free speech was once a liberal ideal. Many of the legal victories
that expanded the realm of permissible speech in the United States came in defense of liberal
speakers against the power of the government — a ruling that students couldn’t be forced to
recite the Pledge of Allegiance, a ruling protecting the rights of students to demonstrate
against the Vietnam War, a ruling allowing the burning of the American flag.
And yet many progressives appear to have lost faith in that principle. This was a source of
great frustration for one of those who responded to our poll, Emily Leonard, a 93-year-old
from Hartford, Conn., who described herself as a liberal. She said she was alarmed about
reports of speakers getting shouted down on college campuses. “We need to hear what people
think, even though we disagree with them. It is the basis of our democracy. And it’s absolutely
essential to a continuing democracy,” she said. “Liberal as I am — a little to the left of Lenin —
I think these kids and this whole cancel culture and so-called woke is doing us so much harm.
They’re undermining the Constitution. That’s what it comes down to.”
The progressive movement in America has been a force for good in many ways: for social and
racial justice, for pay equity, for a fairer system and society and for calling out hate and hate
speech. In the course of their fight for tolerance, many progressives have become intolerant of
those who disagree with them or express other opinions and taken on a kind of selfrighteousness and censoriousness that the right long displayed and the left long abhorred. It
has made people uncertain about the contours of speech: Many know they shouldn’t utter
racist things, but they don’t understand what they can say about race or can say to a person of
a different race from theirs. Attacking people in the workplace, on campus, on social media
and elsewhere who express unpopular views from a place of good faith is the practice of a
closed society.
The Times does not allow hate speech in our pages, even though it is broadly protected by the
Constitution, and we support that principle. But there is a difference between hate speech
and speech that challenges us in ways that we might find difficult or even offensive.
At the same time, all Americans should be deeply concerned about an avalanche of legislation
passed by Republican-controlled legislatures around the country that gags discussion of
certain topics and clearly violates the spirit of the First Amendment, if not the letter of the
law.
It goes far beyond conservative states yanking books about race and sex from public school
libraries. Since 2021 in 40 state legislatures, 175 bills have been introduced or prefiled that
target what teachers can say and what students can learn, often with severe penalties. Of
those, 13 have become law in 11 states, and 106 are still under consideration. All told, 99 bills
currently target K-12 public schools, 44 target higher education, and 59 include punishment
for violators, according to a running tally kept by PEN America. In some instances, the
proposed bills failed to become law. In other cases, the courts should declare them
unconstitutional.
These bills include Florida’s “Don’t Say Gay” bill, which would restrict what teachers and
students can talk about and allows for parents to file lawsuits. If the law goes into force, watch
for lawsuits against schools that restrict the free speech rights of students to discuss things
like sexuality, established by earlier Supreme Court rulings.
The new gag laws coincide with a similar barrage of bills that ostensibly target critical race
theory, an idea that has percolated down from law schools to the broader public in recent

years as a way to understand the pervasiveness of racism. The moral panic around critical
race theory has morphed into a vast effort to restrict discussions of race, sex, American
history and other topics that conservatives say are divisive. Several states have now passed
these gag laws restricting what can be said in public schools, colleges and universities, and
state agencies and institutions.
In passing laws that restrict speech, conservatives have adopted the language of harm that
some liberals used in the past to restrict speech — the idea that speech itself can cause an
unacceptable harm, which has led to a proliferation of campus speech codes and the use of
trigger warnings in college classrooms.
Now conservatives have used the idea of harmful speech to their own ends: An anti-criticalrace-theory law in Tennessee passed last year, for instance, prohibits promoting the concept
that “an individual should feel discomfort, guilt, anguish or another form of psychological
distress solely because of the individual’s race or sex” — a measure aimed at avoiding the
“distress” that students might feel when learning about racist or misogynist elements of
American history. (Unmentioned, of course, is the potential discomfort felt by students who
are fed a whitewashed version of American history.)
Liberals — and anyone concerned with protecting free speech — are right to fight against
these pernicious laws. But legal limits are not the only constraints on Americans’ freedom of
speech. On college campuses and in many workplaces, speech that others find harmful or
offensive can result not only in online shaming but also in the loss of livelihood. Some
progressives believe this has provided a necessary, and even welcome, check on those in
power. But when social norms around acceptable speech are constantly shifting and when
there is no clear definition of harm, these constraints on speech can turn into arbitrary rules
with disproportionate consequences.
Free speech is predicated on mutual respect — that of people for one another and of a
government for the people it serves. Every day, in communities across the country, Americans
must speak to one another freely to refine and improve the elements of our social contract:
What do we owe the most vulnerable in our neighborhoods? What conduct should we expect
from public servants? What ideas are so essential to understanding American democracy that
they should be taught in schools? When public discourse in America is narrowed, it becomes
harder to answer these and the many other urgent questions we face as a society.
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