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Would You Like Values with That?
Chick-Fil-A and Character Education

Deron Boyles
Georgia State University

“Character education” represents a long-standing staple of U.S.A. schools.
From the “Old Deluder Satan™ Law of 1647 to The New England Primer in the 18"®
century to McGuffey Readers {rom the late [830s (and well into the 1920s), the idea
of transmitting core values to the young is so deeply rooted in the history of
schooling that “morals” is often assumed to be a ““given.”' Over time, various social
and religious concerns melded into a taken-for-granted presupposition that schools
should play a major role in transmitting “good character™ and fostering character
development. Not only is there little contestation about the role of character
education in schools, there is a dearth of literature connecting corporatization and
charactereducation. Evenincluding Alex Molnar’s and Michael Apple’s work, little
has been written about the specific instances of or connections between commer-
cialism and teaching character in schools.”? While Kaestle notes that the common
school movement was successtul in creating an “ideology centered on republican-
ism, Protestantism, and capitalism, three sources of social belief that were intertwined
and mutually supporting,” there is little specifically about Christian fundamentalism.
character education, and commercialism. Molnar’s chapter in The Construction of
Children’s Characterisanoverview of commercialismin schools. He provides many
examples of corporate intrusion into classroom life and argues that such a presence
in schools undeniably influences students’ character (negatively). Apple’s work,
00, isreplete with instances of how neo-conservatives and right-wing organizations
have increased their power and influence on school policy. While I value and
appreciate this work, missing, on my view, are more detailed, “case analyses.” This
essay attempts to fill that void. I specifically link Christian fundamentalism to a
school-business partnership sponsor (Truett Cathy and Chick-fil-A) that provides
acharactereducation curriculum (“Core Essentials™) for public schools. The empha-
sis is on deconstructing the “Core Essentials” curriculum while also revealing
Christian fundamentalist links to the corporate/school nexus. These links are
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46 Would You Like Values with That?

developed and brought together in what might seem like unorthodox ways, but the
links are intended to help us reconsider the degree to which both school-business
partnerships, generally, and a Christian fundamentalist-supported character educa-
tion program, specifically, should be avoided.

I explore three main lines of inquiry: (1) the specifics of “Core Essentials” as a
strategy for teaching character; (2) the role (and ironies) of private businesses
influencing public school curricula; and (3) the assumptions inherent in the kind of
teaching of character outlined by “Core Essentials.” Girding this inquiry isa concern
about the problematic enterprise of teaching character, itself, as if it were an
unquestionable domain. Further, the oddly-but-related contexts of childhood obe-
sity findings and Christian influences (both general symbolism and fundamentalist
indoctrination) on and in public spheres will be considered via Theodore Brameld’s
Ends and Means in Education, John Dewey’s Moral Principles in Education, and
Pierre Bourdieu’s Acts of Resistance and Firing Back.* Tobe clear, this essay extends
Weber’s, Kaestle’s, Apple’s and others’ views of Protestantism merging with
capitalism to create historical realities (for Kaestle) or problematic situations (for
Weber and Apple) by forcing the element of Christian fundamentalism into the
equation. Itis not a small matter, on my view, that the curriculum this essay considers
is financially supported by a Christian fundamentalist. Indeed, the curriculum, as will
be shown, encourages students to financially support the company itself (and
corporate chief), thus setting up a cycle whereby unwitting teachers and students
finance a Christian fundamentalist’s policies that, in turn, support Christian funda-
mentalism in general.’

Overview: From Character to Cathy

Current state curricula often include character education and a series of
organizations have been established to advance the idea that character education
is fundamental to schools. National programs that currently exist include, among
others, “Character Counts!” from the Josephson Institute and “A 12-Point Compre-
hensive Approach to Character Education” from The Center for the 4™ and 5" Rs
(respect and responsibility). Other national and international organizations include
the Character Education Partnership (CEP), and The Institute for Global Ethics.®
These organizations proclaim themselves to be non-partisan and each identifies
universal values that should be adopted, though the number of values varies.
Michael Josephson developed “Character Counts!,” the most widely used character
education programinthe U.S.A. Josephson retired from careers in law, business, and
education to run the Joseph and Edna Josephson Institute, named for his parents.
He serves the organization without a salary and all proceeds from speaking engage-
ments and written work are stated as going directly back into the non-profit institute.”
The Center for the 4" and 5™ Rs is led by Thomas Lickona, a professor of educational
psychology at the State University of New York-Cortland. The Center for the 4" and
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5" Rs 1s a university bureau committed to “building a moral society and developing
schools which are civil and caring communities.” Lickona is a widely published
author who also serves on the board of the CEP. Josephson and Lickona, however,
are not the only ones influencing character education programs.’ Truett Cathy also
influences character education curriculum in the U.S.A.

Cathy is the founder and CEO of Chick-fil-A, the fast food restaurant headquar-
tered in Georgia. Cathy is also an avowed Christian fundamentalist." Accordingly,
he donated an “age-appropriate” (protestant) Bible to every school library in the state
of Georgia in 2003. He is also the financial resource behind the national “Core
Essentials” character education initiative based in Georgia and through his financ-
ing, Chick-fil-A sponsors the teacher’s guides sent to each school." In addition,
Cathy teamed with William Bennett to offer wrist bands and cassettes as part of “kid’s
meals” at various Chick-fil-A stores. The wrist bands and cassettes tout such values
as “respect,” “‘courage,” and “honesty.”

Since Truett Cathy is a fundamentalist Christian as well as private businessman,
I question the understanding demonstrated by Georgia State Superintendent of
Schools, Kathy Cox, inaJuly 1, 2003 letter to Georgia school principals. She wrote
that Truett Cathy is “‘a pioneering businessman” whose “generosity” allowed for an
“age-appropriate Bible” to be placed in every school library in the state. She also
wrote that Truett Cathy’s “initiative has been completely funded by Mr. Cathy. No
state funds have been used to supply this book to your school. Mr. Cathy has a
passion for helping children, [sic] and he sees this as another way to encourage the
youth of our great state.”'? What does the distinction between state and private
funds for Bible purchases and placement mean? Does the fact that a Christian
fundamentalist funded a character education program represent any challenges or
concerns for, say, students who are Jewish or Agnostic or Muslim? Indeed, as this
essay will soon show in detail, at least some of the money Cathy used to buy Bibles
for public schools came, by extension, from elementary students who were them-
selves subjected to the very character education curriculum Cathy underwrites.

Differently, but still related to Christian fundamentalism, is there any connection
between Kathy Cox’sendorsement, nay, praise of Truett Cathy and Cox s claim that
the term “evolution™ is a “buzzword” that should be replaced in the state curriculum
of Georgia?"* If Truett Cathy were actually interested in the welfare of children, why
would he promote unhealthy fast-food as part of a character education program that
touts “honesty™ as a virtue? Indeed, what assumptions are made by Truett Cathy,
furthered by the state, and pushed into the hands of teachers by the private, non-
profit Core Essentials organization that Cathy’s profits from Chick-fil-A support?

The Program ltself: Detailing Various Aspects

A visit to the Chick-fil-A website reveals an interesting phenomenon. On the
page displaying information regarding Chick-fil-A’s support of “Core Essentials,”
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the company also notes the following: “Amid our nation’s growing concern for
children’s character development, Chick-fil-A has found a way to help. Since 2000
we’ve been a national sponsor of Core Essentials, an educational program that gives
teachers and parents tools for imparting key values to elementary-age boys and girls.
By teaching inner beliefs and attitudes such as honesty, patience, respect, orderli-
ness and courage, Core Essentials helps children treat others right, make smart
decisions, and maximize their potential. The entire program teaches 27 values over
a three-year period. To learn more about Core Essentials, contact a Chick-fil-A
franchisee in your area.”"

When you go to the website page and begin reading the paragraph just cited,
you are interrupted by the cartoon image of the back of acow’s head. The image then
scrawls “‘eat mor chikin’’” across the screen, the very screen that includes the words
“character development.” It seems inconsistent, at least, to (1) have “more” and
“chicken” spelled incorrectly on the page devoted to children’s schooling; and (2)
for those who would support the general notion of character education and the
ensuing lists of values that accompany the phrase, where do “graffiti”” and “interrup-
tion™ appear on those lists of values?

Once past the website interruption, however, one can find more information
about the program and it does not take long to understand the underlying point.
The website indicates that there is a booklet for teachers to help in the teaching
of character—specifically to elementary school children in grades k-2 and 3-5. In
Core Essentials: A Strategy for Teaching Character, the first page of the booklet
quateachers’ guide outlines three main elements of the program: Identifying Basic
Components, Preparation, and Establishing a Routine. Each of the three main
elements has sub-headingsidentifying key features indicative of the main elements
as well as the overall intent of the larger program. Under “Identify the Basic
Components,” there are the following sub-headings: “teacher’s guide, bookmarks/
tablecards, value-able card, and posters.” The teacher’s guide is the booklet and
tells teachers what to do, when to do it, and how to do it. The sub-section that
explains elements in the teacher’s guide notes that “each month you have age-
appropriate matcrials at two academic levels, K-2 and 3-5. Included in the guide are
literature and video suggestions which may be displayed in the library by the media
specialist.”"® For the bookmarks/tablecards, the booklet instructs that *“the book-
mark is perforated and should be separated from the tablecard, which is designed
to be folded and placed in aconvenient location at home (kitchen counter or table).
The parents of each child may then use this tool to emphasize the value through
family discussions and activities.” For the value-able card, importantly, the booklet
reveals that the “. . .card is a key component which leads to successful implemen-
tation of the program. It is designed as the incentive for children who are caught
[sic] displaying the value. Each month you will see suggestions in the Teacher’s
Guide for ‘Catching Kids.” Use these ideas to help you choose students who show
they understand the value. The card rewards them with a FREE Chick-fil-A Kid’s
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Meal. Ideally, you should have enough cards to reward each student everv month
(if earned).”'®

Good Old Fashioned Character

With this overview, consider what happens to the kindergarten and elementary
students in classes that adopt the Core Essentials program. What I intend to do here
is outline the specific instructions that are included in the teacher’s guide and
underscore the elements that make this character education plan an indoctrinating,
and thereby restrictive and troubling, approach to teaching children. One may argue
that an indoctrinating approach to character education is what is needed. “Core
Essentials” relies heavily on the idea that values are to be “imparted,” or “revealed,”
thus reinforcing both a banking approach to teaching and learning and a kind of
religious indoctrination whereby the teacher not only deposits data into the
students’ “‘empty vaults” (or minds) but also acts on the assumed validity of the
dogma.'” I submit that these elements in the curriculum indicate anexus of Christian,
capitalist values. Importantly, there are also elements of hypocrisy that make the
entire enterprise suspect.

There is adifferent value for each month of the year represented by the guidelines
in question. They include, beginning in September and ending in May: initiative,
respect, uniqueness, peace, orderliness, kindness, courage, joy, and patience. For
each month, the teacher’s guide begins with the exact same formula: a definition of
the term, a list of suggested books that represent the value, a list of quotes, a story
about an animal that illustrates the value, and directions for teachers. Consider the
directions for October. The value is “respect” and the teacher is given the definition:
“responding with words and actions that show others they are important.”"* One of
the “famous person” quotes given in the booklet is “Always respect your parents...Do
whatever your parents say. They are your best friends in life.” Aside from the obvious
parallel to one of the Ten Commandments (Honor thy father and mother), there is also
an irony in having the quote signify “respect.” The quote is attributed to George
Steinbrenner, the notorious baseball owner whose fights with managers and team
members are legendary.

For December, the value is peace and is defined as “proving that you care more
about each other than winning an argument.” The booklet also indicates that “the
first step toward living peaceably is one made quietly inside ourselves. We must
decide that other people are worth more to us than our own selfish desires, and that
the value of agreement is greater than the satisfaction of defeating an opponent.”"
While the moralistic sentiment may sound nice, [ wonder about a possible hidden
agenda. Much like the “always respect your parents...do whatever they say” quote
from the October lesson, I wonder about the degree to which students are actually
being subjugated under a logic of hegemony. As though a sexually abusive parent’s
directions are always to be followed, the under belly of Christian universalism may

—
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reveal itself given careful analysis. That acorporate fast-food chain arguably interested
in increasing market share via competition supports a program that appears to want to
produce docile, unquestioning students goes to the heart of the school-business
intersection as well. To wit, are schools about producing unquestioning consumers
via a character education program that appears to elevate passivity and dogma? This
concern does not only apply to the students subjected to the program, however.
Teachers, too, are under a hegemonic rationale that subjugates and marginalizes their
expertise and professionalism under pre-ordained scripts.

Each week in December, for example, has a corresponding paragraph that begins
“QOur value this monthis peace. The definition of peace is ‘proving that you care more
about each other than winning an argument.””* Forget that the vast majority of
schools are not in session for four weeks in December, the four-week script
nevertheless reflects a kind of proletarianization or de-skilling of teaching at the same
time that it seems to mimic catechism-like recitations from Christian churches. For the
“bulletin board” aspect of the teacher’s guide for December, teachers are told to
“designabulletin board with achimney made of craft paper. Give each child astocking
made out of construction paper. On the stocking, have the students write how they
care for other people. The children may decorate their stockings afterwards. Hang
their stockings on the chimney that you have made.” The title given to the bulletin
board assignment is “The Stockings Were Hung By the Chimney with Peace.” Aside
from the overly-prescriptive directions that devalue teachers’ autonomy and profes-
sionalism, stockings are typically hung by chimneys in Christian homes, not Jewish
or Muslim homes. Furthermore, if stockings are hung in homes for the Christmas
holidays, is the point of young children hanging the stockings to “care for other
people,” or to receive materialist presents?

A Christian theme is discernable in other parts of the Core Essentials handbook
as well. For January, orderliness is the value and while the paragraph begins with “a
study of nature,” the teacher is supposed to explain to the students that “the
constellations are a beautiful example of the order which exists in the skies.” Given
the recent controversy in Georgia concerning Kathy Cox and evolution, the “order in
the skies™ reference sounds eerily like creationist “grand design™ assertions.?* For
February, the value is kindness and the teacher is supposed to explain that a wise saying
is “do to others as you would have them do to you.”* Fine as far as it goes, the unhidden
“Golden Rule” taken together with other religious themes raises concerns in my mind.
Ifelementary students hassle their parents into taking them to Chick-fil-A for their “free”
meal during the month of X, they would receive acassette and/or a bracelet/watch-type
band that has a compartment to hold more information from the “Core Essentials”
program.* For “responsibility” the plastic holder on the wrist band is a sheep dog and
the insert of stickers includes statements like “‘guard sheep dogs are responsible for
protecting sheep” and “shepherds trust their sheep dogs to do what is expected of
them.” While my intent is not to make too much of these points, it does seem to me to
be another fundamentalist and uncritical Christian theme. Sheep? Shepherds? Further,
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married with the religious and overwhelmingly Christian themes are themes about work
and capitalism. For the month of April, for example, students read quotes from Dale
Carnegie and Henry Ford. Carnegie’s quote is “when fate hands you a lemon, make
lemonade” and Ford’s is “there is joy in work.”®

What these and other quotes within the curriculum arguably indicate is the nexus
of Christianity and capitalism. By weaving a language of accommodation with a
language of economics, contrived optimism becomes an unquestioned foundation
for docile, naive workers. The nexus results in a kind of confused nationalist
mythology that takes Christian values for granted while accommodating the lauding
of individualism and pretenses of participating in a democracy. The mythology of
“anyone can be anything they want” given “free markets,” “hard work,” and
entrepreneurialism, masks the reality faced by increasing numbers of workers. As
Bourdieu points out,

there are more and more low-level service jobs that are underpaid and low-
productivity, unskilled or underskilled (based on hasty on-the-job training), with
no career prospects—in short, the throwaway jobs of what André Gorz calls a
‘society of servants.” According to economist Jean Gadrey, quoting an American
study, of the thirty jobs that will grow fastest in the next decade, seventeen require
no skills and only eight require higher education and qualification. At the other end
of social space, the dominated dominant, that is, the managers, are experiencing a
new form of alienation. They occupy an ambiguous position, equivalent to that of
the petty bourgeois at another historical stage in the structure, which leads to forms
of organized self-exploitation.*

Part of the historical stage to which Bourdieu refers was outlined in 1926 by Richard
Henry Tawney. In his classic text, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, Tawney
presaged that “rightly or wrongly, with wisdom or its opposite, not only in England
but on the Continent and in America, not in one denomination but among Roman
Catholics, Anglicans, and Nonconformists, an attempt is being made to restate the
practical implications of the social ethics of the Christian faith, in a form sufficiently
comprehensive to provide a standard by which to judge the collective actions and
institutions of mankind [sic], in the sphere both of international politics and of social
organizations.”?

The scenario goes something like this: inculcate the youngest and most
impressionable withexternally contrived religious values and increasingly mold the
docile congregation of followers into workers who honor authority. In the process,
remove opportunities for critique and questioning by championing a priori notions
of consensus and the status quo. According to Lindblom, corporations are intimately
tied to this very process and set up the nexus of and integration between capitalism
and Christian moral codes at the expense of public debate and authentic democratic

| governance. He notes the key features in business terms and calls them “the grand
issues of politico-economic organization: private enterprise, a high degree of
| corporate autonomy, protection of the status quo on distribution of income and

Li
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wealth, close consultation between business and government, and restriction of
union demands to those consistent with business profitability. .. . They try, through
indoctrination, to keep all these issues from coming to the agenda of government.”*
For the parallel to schools, I am reminded of Theodore Brameld’s discussion of
indoctrination when he was attempting to defend the notion of “partiality” in schools
in his Ends and Means in Education.”

Brameld defined indoctrination as a “method of learning by communication which
proceeds primarily in one direction. . .for the purpose of inculcating in the mind and
behavior of the latter a firm acceptance of some one doctrine or systematic body of
beliefs—a doctrine assumed in advance by its exponents to be so supremely true, so
good, or so beautiful as to justify no need for critical, scrupulous, thoroughgoing
comparison with alternative doctrines.”* Brameld’s concern was that schools prac-
ticed indoctrination at the expense of the society. For the purpose of this essay,
however, he went even further. He indicted “the Church” for establishing the very
conditions that promoted learning of the kind he deplored (and this essay challenges).
“For many centuries,” Brameld wrote, “the Church has deliberately and frankly
inculcated its own doctrine as alone true and good, its chief indoctrinators being priests
vested with authority to communicate its tenets to receptive minds. . . .this kind of
education flourishes oftener than not: inculcation of moral codes or social folklore, and
especially of attitudes and programs identified with the traditional economic-political
system, simply mcans that public schools, far more often than most of their personnel
themselves realize, are under the heavy influence of the dominant ideology.”™

When specifically looking carefully at the text of the “Core Essentials” teacher’s
guide, tolink and illustrate Brameld’s point, a series of questions come to mind. When,
in March, the theme is courage, teachers are told that “courage is the foundation of our
democracy. Discover the courage of the young citizens in your class by using a few
of these ideas: Watch for students who do the right thing even when it has
consequences; Observe students who stand up for their beliefs; Notice those students
who do not give in to peer pressure; and Let students write or discuss what courage
means to them. Allow them to make a pledge about their courage and watch to see who
lives up to that pledge.”** Given the preceding months that privileged meekness and
obedience to authority, what should be “discovered” about the “young citizens™ in
the class? If citizenship has been crafted in a hierarchical and externally imposed
fashion, with the teacher at the center—or more accurately, the “Core Essentials”
program at the center—how seriously are teachers supposed to take the task laid out
for them? Further, in terms of power, if the teachers are the ones “allowing” students
tomake a pledge and “letting” students write and discuss what courage means to them,
the idea of students as courageous citizens is further subjugated under the power and
authority of the teacher via the “Core Essentials” curriculum.
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Values and the Drive-Thru: Is Your Body Your Temple?

Throughout the Core Essentials teacher’s guide there are sections called
“Catching Kids.” These sections are ostensibly intended to “catch” children “doing
good” so as to turn the idea of “catching” a student doing something into a positive
rather than a negative action. Unique to the “Core Essentials” program, however, is
that, because the program is underwritten by Truett Cathy and his Chick-fil-A fast-
food chain, the “Catching Kids” sections have “value-able cards.” These cards are
considered “rewards” by the program and when given out by the teacher to the
studentenable the student to geta free “kid’s meal” at Chick-fil-A. A couple of issues
converge around this point. Firstly, the students who “earn” the reward are
specifically within grades k-2 and 3-5. What we have are the youngest and most
impressionable students in schools being bribed to act in particular ways in order to
getameal thatis unhealthy—and paying for it such that they ironically, by extension,
fund the very program that encourages them to eat fast food in the first place. As
Carolyn Vander Schee has pointed out, childhood obesity is a concern that has direct
links to schools and programs they sponsor (both via in-school food services and
out-of-school connections like “Core Essentials™).** Other studies also conclude
that fast food intake among school children is part of a growing obesity epidemic.*

By using an unhealthy meal as a reward for complying with a “character
education” program, one wonders about the hypocrisy. Where in the program, for
example, are students instructed to demonstrate courage by questioning the corpo-
rate underwriting of the program itself? At what point do students critically
investigate the Christian fundamentalist beliefs held by the “benefactor” of the
curriculum to which they are subjected? When are the students encouraged to
consider the fact thatin order for them to redeem their “kid’s meal” voucher they will
|
\

have to be accompanied by an adult who most likely will purchase food and provide
profit for Chick-fil-A? Indeed, recall the direct quote from the teacher’s guide noted
toward the beginning of this essay. The guide encourages teachers to “use these
ideas to help...choose students who show they understand the value... Ideally, you
should have enough cards to reward each student every month (if earned).”” The
point may not be to reward students for good character, even if we could agree on
what good character means. The point is to get as many children from grades k-5 into
a fast food chain to eat greasy food with their parents so a fundamentalist Christian
can provide funds to surreptitiously spread his private beliefs in public schools. Can
we imagine that the marketing department at Chick-fil-A has not surmised the amount
of business they would generate over a three-year period of time (the time it takes
| to complete the entire program, recall)? Differently, but related, when are students
‘ asked about honesty in disclosing complete calorie and fat content in the food that
is being used to lure them to behave in particular ways?
Chick-fil-A does have a section on its website where it lists the nutritional value
1 of items on their menu.”® But even the way the documentation is presented is
\

-
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misleading. To consider the amount of fat and calories in a “kid’s meal,” you have
to know what actually comprises a “kid’s meal.” On the website, for example, both
4- and 6-ounce servings of chicken nuggets are provided on separate lines. A “kid’s
meal,” however, includes more than just the chicken nuggets. The meal includes
waffle fries and a drink. Why not be “honest” and include the combined caloric value
of the entire meal (allowing for variants like whether the drink is a soda, lemonade,
orwater)?Isiteasier to differentiate and parse the particulars so the whole is not easily
discernible? Perhaps the most extreme evidence of Chick-fil-A’s Janus-faced ap-
proach to the issue of caloric intake and nutrition is its stance that eating plenty of
their fast food is not really the problem. The problem is lack of exercise. Indeed, and
incredibly, Chick-fil-A offers a“Chick-fil-A 10-Second Tip” inthe Children’s Hospital’'s
(Knoxville, TN) “Healthy Kids” newsletter. The tip is, “Rather than only focusing on
decreasing a big eater’s intake, try to increase activity and exercise.”

Toillustrate the link between the previous claims concerning the problems with
externally imposed ideology and health issues associated with fast-food intake,
consider that students in the “Core Essentials” program are structurally inhibited
from exploring the issue of healthy eating. The subject does not fall under any of the
categories that are pre-ordained for and imposed on teachers. Furthermore, teachers
are “sold” the idea that the program will “only take 15 minutes,” so when would
teachers find the time to go beyond the pre-packaged approach anyway? Missing
is the kind of approach developed by Janet Cundiff. She suggests a general structurc
through which students can answer the question “Can you ‘eat healthy’ by
frequenting fast food restaurants?”*” Her approach uses web links and teams of
students to investigate food pyramids and food facts. Teams are asked to learn more
about various fast food restaurants, including, among others, Taco Bell, Burger King,
and Chick-fil-A. Teams search forhealthy meals and individuals have rolesregarding
the various aspects of nutrition to be found on the various websites. Students then
synthesize the information, present it to others, and reconsider, according to CundifT,
their own decisions, opinions, and arguments. Accordingly, the students are actively
engaged in developing questions and critiques. The “Core Essentials” program does
not foster these postures as its primary concern is with external imposition of pre-
ordained assumptions about character—assumptions financially supported by a
fundamentalist Christian.

I wonder what it would be like if, during the month of October (when “respect”
is the value of the month), students would be encouraged to ask whether they, as
a group, are actually being shown “respect” via the very program touting the value.
Said differently, when is respect for the children shown by the teachers, “Core
Essentials” executives, and Truett Cathy? What role did they have in determining
whether they should be subjected to the overtly Christian themes embedded in the
program? I also wonder whether the lessons being taught—regardless of whether
they are ultimately valid—are also being demonstrated by the people who are
promoting the program? How patient would Truett Cathy be of students demonstrat-
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ing against his company? How respectful of students would Kathy Cox be if they
refused to engage in surveillance of one another as the “catching kids” section of
the program encourages?

Implications and Further Considerations

One point, then, is todiscernthe ironies and to tease out the inconsistencies related
to the “Core Essentials” program. We have, in short, a program funded by a
fundamentalist Christian whose company uses “kid’s meals” as a bribe for behaving
in docile, disempowered, uncritical ways. Might this actually be the motive for the
program? That is, might it be the case that imposing hierarchy, developing non-
questioning students, and privileging Christian-corporate values are intentional acts
perpetrated by those wishing to maintain and increase their power, even at the expense
of the very students to whom they preach equality and kindness? To have “Core
Essentials” and Chick-fil-A work in tandem with William Bennett’s Book of Virtues
raises an obvious question about hypocrisy. Bennett, of course, was revealed to have
gambled away millions of dollars at the same time he was loudly proclaiming the vital
importance of teaching “virtues” in schools. Is thisa“doas I say, notas [ do” quagmire?
What does it mean that fundamentalists’ heroes like Bennett actually represent
particularist and contextual realities that are not easy to generalize? What does it mean
when the Georgia State Superintendent of Schools, Kathy Cox, wishes to delete
“evolution” from the curriculum, but applauds Truett Cathy’s donation of protestant
versions of the bible to all of the public schools in the state?

Beyond critique of those in power and control of the program, one has to
consider the reality of classroom life. Teachers, in a perversely thankful way, simply
do not have the time to spare to “add-on” the “curriculum” represented by “Core
Essentials.” The state of Georgia already has a character education component. It
also has a core curriculum that, given No Child Left Behind, is raising the degree to
which teachers teach to end of year tests. Teachers simply do not have the time to
alter their bulletin boards, monitor the Chick-fil-A vouchers, and “catch” students
behaving in ways the authors of the program do not conduct themselves anyway.
So, beyond exploiting the youngest students in schools, beyond the attempt to
further proletarianize teaching, beyond attempting to mold obedient and subservient
future workers, and beyond the irony and hypocrisy, is there anything valuable about
the values valued by “Core Essentials”? Maybe.

If “Core Essentials” were used as an object lesson, itself, we might be able to
reveal a kind of criticality that teaches about values while not externally imposing
them withoutcritique. Values exist in schools. Students bring values to the classroom
Just like their teachers. The question is whether those values are to be explored or
whether they are to be assumed. Dewey makes it clear that “morals’ are an important
part of being a citizen (or any part of a group). He differs greatly from “Core
Essentials,” though, in that he is not interested in externally imposed, “specialist”
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developed terms and themes spread out over three years as part of a preparation plan
for future work or future citizenship. In Moral Principles in Education, Dewey puts
it this way: “We need to see that moral principles are not arbitrary, that they are not
‘transcendental’; that the term ‘moral’ does not designate a special region or portion
of life. We need to translate the moral into the conditions and forces of our community
life, and into the impulses and habits of the individual. All the rest is mint, anise, and
cumin.” In another passage, Dewey writes that “the emphasis then falls upon
construction...rather than upon absorption and mere learning.”* As though he were
aware of Core Essentials and other such programs, Dewey argues that children are
rarely emergent and constructive creatures in classroom settings. Their intellectual
life is stunted by the proceduralism of traditional expectations and methods. So, too,
says Dewey, of morals in schools:

The child knows perfectly well that the teacher and all his fellow pupils have exactly
the same facts and ideas before them that he [sic] has; he is not giving them anything
at all. And it may be questioned whether the moral lack is not as great as the
intellectual. The child is born with a natural desire to give out, to do, to serve. When
this tendency is not used, when conditions are such that other motives are
substituted, the accumulation of an influence working against the social spirit is
much larger than we have any idea of —especially when the burden of work, week
after week, and year after year, falls upon this side.*

Three years worth of value-able “kid’s meal” cards externally dangled for Pavlovian
results strikes me as the very thing Dewey would argue against. Importantly, Dewey
is not arguing against morals. Instead, he is arguing against morals “in the
air...something set off by themselves...[morals] that are so very ‘moral’ that they
have no working contact with the average affairs of everyday life.”*' As a pragmatist
and fallibilist, however, Dewey argued the utility that various values mighthave get
their worth in their organic growth and development in context. Dewey again:

Here, then, is the moral standard, by which to test the work of the school upon the
side of what it does directly for individuals....Does the school as a system...attach
sufficient importance to the spontaneous instincts and impulses? Does it afford
sufficient opportunity for these to assert themselves and work out their own
results? Can we even say that the school in principle attaches itself...to the active
constructive powers rather than to processes of absorption and learning?*

39 <

I submit that the answers to Dewey’s questions are “no,” “no,” and “no.” Far too
oftenin far too many schools, far too many teachers fall back on methods of teaching
that are comfortable, staid. Accordingly, students’ natural tendencies to inquire
become stifled inrooms that are organized (physically and in terms of curriculum) for
convenience and platoon-style management.* While teachers are not primarily to
blame for the external imposition of No Child Left Behind mandates and high-stakes
testing that structure their lives, the very frustration they often feel with such external
imposition is not recognized when they, in turn, impose upon their students. “Core
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Essentials” is simply another in a long line of impositions that teachers and students
must navigate. The difference is the degree to which the program represents a
Christian fundamentalist’s values merged with corporate infiltration in a public
school character education curriculum.

Extending Dewey, Bourdieu challenges the rhetoric of universalism that sets up
the structures within which schools operate as stifling places for external imposition.
For Bourdieu, “the effect of shared belief. . .removes from discussion ideas which are
perfectly worth discussing.”* Indeed, Bourdieu envisions a kind of collective
intellectualism that challenges deeply held beliefs. Long standing assumptions
become the focus of renewed critique and action. He is specifically interested in
examining the major power brokers in modern society. As he puts it, “the power of
the agents and mechanisms that dominate the economic and social world today rests
onthe extraordinary concentration of all the species of capital—economic, political,
military, cultural, scientific, and technological—as the foundation of a symbolic
domination without precedent. .. .”* This symbolic domination is difficult to critique,
however, because of the power it has over members of society. For Bourdieu,
students are also a direct target and engage in hegemonic practices that further
subjugate them to the influence of the market. He claims, for example, “that the
‘civilization” of jeans, Coca-Cola, and McDonald’s [Chick-fil-A] has not only
economic power on its side but also the symbolic power exerted through a seduction
to which the victims themselves contribute. By taking as their chief targets children
and adolescents, particularly those most shorn of specitic immune defenses, with the
support of advertising and the media which are both constrained and complicit, the
big cultural production and distribution companies gain an extraordinary, unprec-
edented hold over all contemporary societies—societies that, as a result, find
themselves virtually infantilized.”*

Recall that “Core Essentials” is imposed on students in grades k-5. Bourdieu’s
point that the larger society is infantilized by the hold corporate interests have over
it is even more striking when we consider that the project of dissmpowerment
literally begins with infants. Organic growth of student interests, for Dewey, paired
with sociological critique of business influences, for Bourdieu, make for heady
prospects when envisioning what schools—and their curricula—might look like
during reformation. It would take, however, a sober reconsideration of the roles of
students and teachers in schools to engage in substantive reconstruction of
schools. It would require a collective “intellectualization” of various roles and, in
order to do so, a sloughing off of the dead skin of corporate- and fundamentalist-
sponsored, universalist edicts in the form of, among others, character education
programs like “Core Essentials.”

What I am not advocating is a substitution of one kind of pre-ordained morality
for another. There should not exist, in other words, arevised script that suggests “The
value of the month is criticality. Criticality is defined as . . .” This sort of “bait and
switch” game has been played for too long in the history of curriculum. The function
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of indoctrination is the same, even though the forms may morph. Instead, students
and teachers should develop their own versions of criticality as those versions
emerge (and change) through the natural curiosity of students in k-5. In this way, a
singular (Christian/Christian fundamentalist) view of character education is replaced
with a pluralistic understanding of character and students, taking a cue from Dewey,
would utilize their instincts and impulses to explore that variety with one another. No
fries are necessary.
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