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ABSTRACT 
 

Florida’s recent revisions to its African American history curriculum have sparked national controversy, 
raising concerns about how racial history is taught in schools. Critics argue that the updated standards 
distort historical realities by minimizing systemic racism and the brutality of slavery (Najarro, 2023). The 
Florida State Board of Education’s 2023 curriculum includes controversial language suggesting that 
enslaved individuals “developed skills which… could be applied for their personal benefit,” a framing 
widely criticized by educators, historians, and civil rights groups as historical revisionism (American 
Historical Association, 2023). Governor Ron DeSantis and his administration defend these changes, 
asserting that they remove ideological bias and provide a more fact-based and balanced curriculum 
(Florida Department of Education, 2023). 

This research article examines the political motivations behind Florida’s curriculum overhaul and 
evaluates its broader implications through historical and legal perspectives. It explores whether these 
policies represent a regression in historical accuracy and inclusivity, a shift some critics label as “Jim 
Crow 2.0,” by drawing parallels to past efforts to suppress Black history in education (Bell, 2023). Key 
themes analyzed include historical revisionism, systemic racism and censorship, the politicization of 
curriculum through anti-Critical Race Theory (CRT) rhetoric, and the national impact on education policy 
and racial justice. 

The findings indicate that Florida’s curriculum revisions are part of a larger movement to censor 
discussions of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) (National Education Association, 2023), raising 
significant concerns about academic freedom, historical integrity, and racial equity in education. 
Ultimately, the conflict in Florida highlights an intensifying battle over the control of historical narratives 
in American classrooms and whether education will confront past injustices or reinforce existing power 
structures (Stern, 2022). 

 

Keywords: African American history, CRT, Woke, Florida education policy, systemic racism, Jim 
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Introduction 

The debate surrounding Florida’s African American history curriculum has reignited intense concerns 
about the politicization of education and the accuracy of public school history lessons (Najarro, 2023). In 
July 2023, the Florida State Board of Education approved new standards for teaching African American 
history in K-12 schools. Almost immediately, these changes drew national criticism for omitting context 
about systemic racism and presenting what many view as a skewed version of history (Florida Department 
of Education, 2023). One widely criticized standard, for example, requires instruction that under 
enslavement, some African Americans “developed skills which, in some instances, could be applied for 
their personal benefit” (American Historical Association, 2023). Educators and historians argue this 
framing minimizes the inherent brutality of slavery and ignores that any skills gained were the byproduct 
of forced labor and survival under oppression (National Council for the Social Studies, 2023). 

The new standards also largely emphasize Black “contributions” to society while downplaying or sanitizing 
the oppression Black Americans faced—notably, terms like racism and white supremacy appear sparingly 
or not at all in the K-12 curriculum document (American Historical Association, 2023). Florida officials, 
however, defend the curriculum changes as overdue corrections to biased or “ideological” instruction. 
Governor Ron DeSantis has positioned these reforms as part of a broader agenda to “remove woke 
ideology” and promote a more patriotic education in Florida’s schools (Florida Department of Education, 
2023). The Florida Commissioner of Education, Manny Diaz, Jr., stated that “Florida is focused on teaching 
true and accurate African American history,” suggesting that previous curricula either omitted key facts or 
were too imbued with political agenda (National Education Association, 2023). The Florida Department of 
Education likewise claims the new standards provide a comprehensive and objective account of Black 
history, free from what they consider indoctrinating concepts like Critical Race Theory (CRT) (Bell, 2023). 

These justifications echo language from Florida’s 2022 “Individual Freedom” law (widely known as the 
Stop W.O.K.E. Act), which prohibits teaching that might cause students “discomfort” or any notion that 
the United States or a particular race is inherently racist (Stern, 2022). In fact, the new standards' framing 
aligns with recent state laws that insist slavery and racism be taught as deviations from America’s founding 
principles rather than central facets of U.S. history (American Historical Association, 2023). 

The clash over Florida’s curriculum is not an isolated incident but part of a broader national struggle over 
how race, racism, and U.S. history are addressed in classrooms (National Education Association, 2023). In 
the past few years, at least 18 states including Florida have enacted laws or policies restricting how teachers 
can discuss racism and related topics in K-12 schools (National Education Association, 2023). What began 
as a backlash to academic concepts like CRT has expanded into a wide-ranging “education culture war” 
targeting curricula, library books, and diversity programs across the country (Stern, 2022). Conservative 
legislators and activists argue they are protecting children from divisive or “anti-American” content, while 
educators and scholars raise alarms about censorship and whitewashing of history (ACLU, 2023). 

The term “Jim Crow 2.0” has increasingly been invoked by critics to describe these modern laws and 
policies that roll back progress on racial inclusion—a reference to how they seemingly revive the spirit of 
the Jim Crow era’s suppression of Black voices and history (Human Rights Watch, 2024). This article 
addresses the question implicit in its title: Do Florida’s actions indeed amount to a form of Jim Crow 2.0 
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in education, and what are the implications for the future of teaching U.S. history and for ongoing racial 
justice efforts? 

Literature Review 

Historical Revisionism and the Omission of Black History 

Battles over history curriculum are not new—they echo conflicts dating back over a century. After the Civil 
War and during the Jim Crow era, Southern states deliberately crafted public school curricula to uphold 
white supremacist ideology. Textbooks adopted throughout the South, including Florida, propagated the 
“Lost Cause” myth, portraying the Confederate cause as just and benign while minimizing the horrors of 
slavery (National Education Association, 2023). By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Florida had 
enshrined Confederate memorials and narratives into law and education, ensuring that generations of 
students (Black and white alike) received a distorted history that glorified enslavers and downplayed the 
violence of slavery and segregation (Bell, 2023). 

This historical context highlights that curriculum “revisionism”—altering or selectively teaching history to 
serve political ends—has long been a tool of systemic racism. During Jim Crow, the suppression of truthful 
Black history was integral to maintaining the racial status quo. As historian Carter G. Woodson noted in 
1926, “there would be no lynching if it did not start in the schoolroom,” underscoring how ignorance and 
miseducation underpinned racial violence (Zinn Education Project, 2023). Woodson’s launch of Negro 
History Week (the precursor to Black History Month) in 1926 was a direct response to the exclusion of 
African American contributions from textbooks; he sought to ensure that schoolchildren learned Black 
history to counter the pervasive racist narratives of the time (American Historical Association, 2023). 

The patterns of historical omission from the Jim Crow period provide a stark backdrop for evaluating 
Florida’s 2023 curriculum changes. Scholars have documented that the new standards significantly de-
emphasize systemic oppression. An analysis by the American Historical Association found that the word 
“racism” appears only once in Florida’s K-12 African American history standards document (in high school 
materials), and terms like “white supremacy” or even “lynching” are largely absent (National Council for 
the Social Studies, 2023). Instead, the standards focus heavily on Black achievements and contributions, 
which, while important, are presented in a vacuum devoid of the context of discrimination that made those 
achievements so arduous. For example, students learn about African American inventors and war heroes, 
but, as the AHA statement points out, they are not taught why Black World War I and II veterans were 
denied honors or faced discrimination upon returning home (American Historical Association, 2023). 

By failing to explicitly teach about the overarching system of racial segregation and violence (Jim Crow 
laws, redlining, etc.), the curriculum “cleanses” history of its uglier truths, much as Lost Cause-era 
textbooks once did (Human Rights Watch, 2024). The National Council for the Social Studies (2023) and 
other professional organizations have similarly criticized Florida’s standards for sanitizing historical acts 
of racial violence and sidestepping the legacy of white supremacy in America’s story. In academic terms, 
this represents a form of collective memory management—where those in power shape the public’s 
understanding of the past to legitimize or maintain current power structures (Bell, 2023). 
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Systemic Racism and “Anti-CRT” Legislation 

The rise of laws restricting discussion of racism in schools can be viewed as a reaction to increased 
awareness of systemic racism in the wake of nationwide protests for racial justice in 2020. Critical Race 
Theory (CRT), a scholarly framework originating in legal studies, became a flashpoint in this culture war. 
CRT posits that racism is not merely individual prejudice but is embedded in laws and institutions, 
producing disparate outcomes along racial lines (Brookings Institution, 2023). Although CRT itself is 
seldom actually taught in K-12 classrooms, opponents have used the term expansively to include any 
teachings about structural racism or implicit bias (Brookings Institution, 2023). In Florida, as in many 
states, political rhetoric turned CRT into a bogeyman—a shorthand for any content on racial injustice that 
conservatives deemed inappropriate or “unpatriotic” (Brookings Institution, 2023). 

Governor DeSantis frequently decried “woke ideology” in schools. In 2022, Florida enacted the Stop 
W.O.K.E. Act, which essentially bans instruction that might make students feel guilt or discomfort about 
past actions by members of their race or nation (American Historical Association, 2023). This law 
specifically forbids teaching that anyone is inherently racist or that the U.S. is fundamentally racist or 
sexist, reflecting a direct repudiation of CRT’s core insights (National Education Association, 2023). 

The intent and effect of such legislation have been explored in emerging scholarship and legal analysis. 
Hardy (2024) argues that Florida’s curriculum policies and “anti-woke” laws represent an unprecedented 
assault on academic freedom, one that “requires K–12 teachers to omit important parts of Black history to 
avoid psychological distress in the white community” (American Association of University Professors, 
2024). By privileging the comfort of (presumably) white students and parents over historical reality, these 
laws reinforce systemic racism—they center the feelings of the dominant group and treat frank discussions 
of racism as suspect or dangerous. 

Civil rights advocates note that this creates a chilling effect: educators may self-censor rather than risk 
harsh penalties under vague laws that label discussions of white privilege, racial equity, or even the 
enduring impacts of slavery as potentially illegal (ACLU, 2023). Indeed, the Stop W.O.K.E. Act imposes 
penalties (up to termination or loss of funding) for educators found in violation, even though the prohibited 
concepts are described in ambiguous terms (ACLU, 2023). The resulting uncertainty leads many teachers 
to “play it safe” and avoid any content on racism, which effectively silences important history lessons 
(ACLU, 2023). 

Legal scholars and judges have begun to weigh in on these issues. In late 2022, a federal court blocked 
portions of the Stop W.O.K.E. Act applicable to higher education, with the judge famously likening the 
state to the Netflix show Stranger Things for trying to impose an upside-down version of the First 
Amendment (where the state dictates approved viewpoints) (Politico, 2023). The ACLU and other groups 
are litigating to overturn the law’s application in K-12 as well, arguing that it violates the First Amendment 
rights of teachers and students by instituting “state-sponsored censorship” of discussions about race 
(ACLU, 2023). 

As one ACLU attorney put it, “Florida’s law bans educators from teaching about systemic racism… simply 
because powerful political figures disagree,” a restriction incompatible with the free exchange of ideas in 
a democracy (ACLU, 2023). From a Critical Race Theory perspective, it is telling that the very attempt to 
ban discussion of systemic racism serves as evidence of systemic racism’s existence—a point noted by 
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sociologist Victor Ray, who observed that “making laws outlawing critical race theory confirms the point 
that racism is embedded in the law” (Brookings Institution, 2023). In other words, these “memory laws” 
dictating how history can be taught may themselves be manifestations of the systemic biases they seek to 
deny, further entrenching racial inequity through law and policy. 

Politicization of Education and the "Culture War" 

Florida’s curriculum changes cannot be separated from the wider political context in which debates over 
education have become highly polarized. In the early 2020s, school board meetings and state legislatures 
turned into battlegrounds over issues like mask mandates, LGBTQ+ inclusion, library book content, and 
how U.S. history—especially slavery and racism—should be taught. Conservative activists and think tanks 
helped drive a narrative that American schools were indoctrinating children with a “woke” agenda, 
prompting a wave of legislation often called “educational gag orders” or anti-CRT bills (PEN America, 
2023). 

According to a PEN America report, by late 2023, over 40 such gag order provisions had been enacted 
across 22 states, an astonishing proliferation in just a short span (PEN America, 2023). The conflicts are 
often portrayed as part of a broader culture war. John Rogers, a UCLA education professor, describes these 
conflicts as “manufactured outrages” intended to divide communities for political gain (National Education 
Association, 2023). Surveys show that while a vocal minority pushes these issues, many parents and voters 
are more concerned with tangible problems like school funding, safety, and teacher shortages (National 
Education Association, 2023). Nevertheless, the politicization of curriculum has had real consequences: 
nearly half of U.S. schools have reported challenges or pressures when teaching about race or racism, and 
one-third have faced efforts to ban books or limit instruction on topics like slavery or civil rights (National 
Education Association, 2023). 

In Florida, Governor DeSantis made “fighting woke indoctrination” a signature issue, bolstering his 
conservative credentials on the national stage. This resulted in high-profile clashes such as the state’s 
rejection of the new AP African American Studies course in early 2023 on the grounds that the pilot version 
of the course (developed by the College Board) included modules on contemporary issues like Black Lives 
Matter, queer Black experiences, and intersectionality—content Florida officials claimed was influenced 
by CRT and violated state law (National Education Association, 2023). Florida’s move to ban the AP 
African American Studies course for high school students provoked a national outcry, with critics noting 
the irony that a state mandated by law to teach African American history would forbid an advanced 
academic course on that very subject (Human Rights Watch, 2024). 

By the summer of 2023, the DeSantis administration also briefly threatened to remove AP Psychology due 
to lessons on gender and sexuality, further underscoring how the “anti-woke” agenda in education extends 
to censoring multiple facets of identity and history (National Education Association, 2023). Each of these 
flashpoints—from K-12 history standards to AP courses and book bans—reflects a broader strategy of 
using education policy as a lever in America’s partisan battles. Analysts note that this strategy often frames 
the issue as a false binary choice: either support these restrictive measures or be accused of endorsing 
radical indoctrination of children (American Civil Liberties Union, 2023). This polarization makes nuanced 
discussion difficult; for instance, calls to simply teach accurate history are recast by some conservative 
media as pushing a “CRT curriculum” that shames white students (Brookings Institution, 2023). 
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In summary, the literature and recent reportage reveal a convergence of factors leading to Florida’s 
controversial curriculum changes: a historical pattern of narrative control over Black history, modern 
legislative efforts to curtail discussions of systemic racism (justified by mischaracterizations of CRT), and 
a charged political environment in which education has become a theater for broader ideological conflict. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative historical and policy analysis approach. We conducted a content analysis of 
Florida’s 2023 African American History curriculum standards, comparing key themes and language with 
prior Florida standards and guidelines from professional historical associations. We also examined public 
statements and primary documents—such as the Florida Department of Education’s published standards, 
Governor DeSantis’s speeches, and relevant state laws (e.g., the Stop W.O.K.E. Act)— to ascertain the 
official rationale for the changes. 

To contextualize these findings, we reviewed secondary sources, including scholarly works on the history 
of Black education under Jim Crow (e.g., Jones & McCarthy, 1993; Swanson Vonk, 1997) and 
contemporary analyses of the anti-CRT movement. Reports and position statements from academic and 
civil rights organizations (the American Historical Association, National Council for the Social Studies, 
National Education Association, Human Rights Watch, ACLU, etc.) provided insight into the perceived 
implications and reactions of experts. These sources were treated as part of a literature review but also as 
data points reflecting a range of stakeholder perspectives. 

Furthermore, this article employs a comparative historical method. Florida’s current policies are juxtaposed 
against historical precedents of curriculum control (notably the Jim Crow-era suppression of Black history) 
to identify parallels or divergences. This involves a form of analogy analysis, using Jim Crow-era 
educational practices as an analytical lens to evaluate whether Florida’s new measures function as a modern 
analog. 

We also utilize Critical Race Theory (CRT) as an analytical framework (in a scholarly sense) to interpret 
how power and race dynamics play out in these policy decisions. For example, CRT’s concept of interest 
convergence (the idea that advances in racial justice occur only when they align with the interests of the 
majority group) is considered when examining the political motivations: Are the curriculum changes a case 
of the majority protecting its own interest in a comfortable national narrative? Concepts of systemic racism 
and colorblindness (from CRT scholarship) help assess whether the curriculum’s “race-neutral” posture is 
genuinely impartial or an embodiment of colorblind ideology that obscures inequity. 

Legal analysis is also part of the methodology: we reviewed court filings and judgments related to Florida’s 
education laws (e.g., court orders blocking parts of the Stop W.O.K.E. Act) to understand the constitutional 
arguments and potential legal vulnerabilities of these policies. This combined approach—blending 
document analysis, historical comparison, and theoretical interpretation—allows for a multidisciplinary 
understanding of the issue. Rather than empirical data collection via surveys or interviews, this research 
relies on documentary evidence and extant scholarship, appropriate for a policy critique rooted in historical 
context and legal/political analysis. By triangulating between the curriculum content, the political discourse 
around it, and historical analogs, we aim to construct a well-rounded argument regarding the meaning and 
impact of Florida’s actions. 
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Findings 

1. Curriculum Content and Framing 

Our analysis of Florida’s African American history standards confirms that the curriculum heavily 
emphasizes African American achievements while offering minimal coverage of the oppression and 
systemic barriers Black Americans faced. At the elementary level, students are taught about positive 
contributions by African Americans, such as the heroism of Black military figures, cultural contributions, 
and community leaders in Florida (Florida Department of Education, 2023). While these topics are 
undoubtedly important, they are presented with little to no reference to the context of segregation or 
discrimination that these individuals had to overcome. 

At the middle school level, the infamous standard on “skills” acquired under slavery is part of a section on 
the developmental experiences of enslaved people. The curriculum language on this point, taken verbatim, 
notes that some enslaved individuals developed skills that could be used for personal benefit (Florida 
Department of Education, 2023). Missing from this phrasing is any explicit acknowledgment that those 
skills were acquired under duress and that any “benefit” occurred despite enslavement, not because slavery 
was benign. Historians reviewing the standards quickly pointed out that this framing is dangerously akin 
to the old Lost Cause narrative that slavery was somehow a civilizing institution—a narrative discredited 
by mainstream scholarship (American Historical Association, 2023). 

Florida officials insisted that was not their intent, with the Florida Department of Education’s K-12 
Chancellor stating, “Our standards do not teach that slavery was beneficial… they teach the good, the bad, 
and the ugly” (Florida Department of Education, 2023). Yet this defense arguably underscores the problem: 
it implies there was “good” to be found in slavery, a stance almost unanimously rejected by historians. 

Additionally, key concepts like systemic racism, white privilege, or white supremacy are conspicuously 
absent across the curriculum outline (except for a single reference to racism in high school materials) 
(American Historical Association, 2023). An examination of the high school standards shows units on 
Reconstruction and the Civil Rights Movement. Yet, even there, the language often stresses legislative 
milestones and individual Black accomplishments without delving deeply into the persistent structures of 
racial segregation, discrimination, and violence. For example, the standards mention the passing of civil 
rights laws in the 1960s but do not explicitly discuss the resistance to desegregation or the institutionalized 
nature of Jim Crow that made such laws necessary (National Council for the Social Studies, 2023). 

In sum, the curriculum, as written, appears to fulfill the letter of Florida’s legal requirements to teach 
African American history while arguably subverting the spirit of that mandate by omitting or soft-pedaling 
critical aspects of the Black historical experience. The result is a narrative of African American history 
decoupled from white American racism—students learn what Black people accomplished but not enough 
about what they were up against, thereby minimizing the role of racism as a historical force. This finding 
supports critics’ claims that the standards “distort historical truths” and “downplay past injustices” (Human 
Rights Watch, 2024). 
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2. Political Motivations and Rhetoric 

The curriculum changes in Florida were found to be tightly interwoven with political messaging and 
Governor DeSantis’s broader agenda. Our document review shows that the initial impetus for reviewing 
Florida’s civics and history standards came from political leaders aiming to remove what they considered 
“indoctrination” from schools (DeSantis, 2023). In press conferences and official statements, DeSantis and 
his allies frequently framed the issue as fighting back against a “woke agenda” supposedly creeping into 
classrooms—often citing buzzwords like CRT, Marxist history, and leftist propaganda, even when no 
evidence was provided that these were actually in the prior state curriculum (Brookings Institution, 2023). 

The timing also aligns with DeSantis’s national political ambitions. The changes were introduced as he 
was preparing a presidential bid, indicating that these actions were meant to showcase Florida as the 
vanguard of conservative education reform (DeSantis, 2023). One Florida education official explicitly 
stated that they are offering a template for other states to follow in removing “biased” content, and indeed, 
Florida is often cited as a test case or model in this movement (Education Week, 2023). 

The involvement of figures like then Vice President Kamala Harris, who traveled to Florida to condemn 
the new standards, further politicized the issue, effectively turning a state Board of Education decision into 
a national partisan flashpoint (National Education Association, 2023). 

The rhetoric surrounding the implementation has been marked by defensiveness and counter-accusations. 
Florida’s Department of Education, for example, released fact sheets and social media posts to “set the 
record straight,” accusing the media and critics of mischaracterizing the standards. They highlighted that 
the curriculum does, for example, mention the evils of slavery and includes units on civil rights struggles, 
suggesting that critics cherry-picked one line about skills learned under slavery. However, our 
comprehensive read of the standards supports the claim that it is the overall framing and relative 
emphasis that concern scholars—a fact that Florida’s rebuttals did not address (American Historical 
Association, 2023). 

Meanwhile, groups supporting the changes, including some conservative Black voices, argued that 
focusing on Black resilience and contributions is more empowering for students than focusing on 
victimization. They claim that an earlier curriculum focused too much on oppression and not enough on 
Black agency (Stern, 2022). There is a legitimate pedagogical discussion to be had about balancing 
narratives of trauma with narratives of resilience. However, our finding is that Florida’s standards tip the 
scale overwhelmingly toward a triumphalist narrative, essentially presenting a vision of African American 
history that aligns conveniently with a colorblind, "America is great" ideology (i.e., emphasizing that 
despite some struggles, the system worked and Black Americans overcame). 

This politically appealing narrative sidesteps the question of responsibility for those struggles, and it fits 
neatly with the legal mandate not to teach that the U.S. was at fault in any fundamental way. Thus, the 
motivations appear to be a mix of ideology (promoting patriotism and colorblindness) and strategy (using 
a curriculum to rally a political base). As one analysis put it, DeSantis has managed to make education into 
a theater where he can cast himself as protecting children from dangerous ideas, even as critics argue that 
his policies amount to state-sponsored censorship of inconvenient truths (Brookings Institution, 2023). 
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3. Does DeSantis’ Paranoically War on 'Woke' Bring a Resurgence of Jim Crow Laws? 
 
Governor Ron DeSantis' crusade against "woke indoctrination" bears striking similarities to Don Quixote’s 
paranoia in Miguel de Cervantes' classic novel. Just as Don Quixote convinced himself that windmills were 
giants threatening the world, DeSantis has fashioned an ideological enemy in the form of "woke" education, 
seeing it as an existential threat to traditional values. In his quest to combat this perceived menace, he has 
engaged in sweeping legislative efforts that alter Florida's educational landscape, often without empirical 
evidence of the harm he claims to be fighting (Florida Department of Education, 2023). Like Quixote’s 
relentless but misguided battle against imaginary foes, DeSantis’ policies wage war against an exaggerated 
cultural phenomenon rather than addressing the real systemic issues facing education today. 
 
Much like the delusional knight’s unwavering belief in his noble mission, DeSantis’ war on "woke" has 
resulted in sweeping policy changes, including the removal of DEI programs in higher education and the 
elimination of general education courses that discuss systemic oppression (National Education Association, 
2023; Hardy, 2024). His legislative measures echo Quixote’s misplaced zeal, replacing substantive 
discussions on racial history with an illusion of ideological purity. While Quixote’s quest was comical and 
ultimately harmless, the real-world implications of DeSantis’ policies risk erasing critical perspectives 
from classrooms and reshaping public discourse on race and history. 
 
With all this historical whitewashing or softening to avoid perceived "discrimination" against whites and 
rewrite history to portray them as treating Black people fairly, are we going backward? Is the government 
unconsciously bringing back a new version of Jim Crow laws, the very laws that civil rights activists like 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., the late Congressman John Lewis, Jesse Jackson, Rev. Al Sharpton, Father 
Theodore Gibson in Miami (Swanson-Vonk, 1997), and many others fought so hard to dismantle? The line 
between imagined threats and genuine societal issues is thin, and as Don Quixote’s story illustrates, the 
cost of fighting illusions is often real, affecting those who have struggled for justice and equality throughout 
history. 
 
Governor Ron DeSantis has consistently framed discussions of African American history, particularly 
those addressing systemic racism, as part of what he calls "woke indoctrination." His administration’s "Stop 
WOKE Act" specifically targets curricula that emphasize historical injustices such as systemic racism, 
implicit bias, and white privilege, which he argues promote division rather than unity (Case & Givens, 
2023). While the term "woke" originally referred to awareness of racial and social injustices, DeSantis has 
redefined it as an ideological threat, using it to justify restricting discussions on race in classrooms and 
workplaces (McWhorter, 2021). His opposition to these discussions is evident in Florida’s African 
American history standards, where systemic racism is downplayed, and slavery is framed as an opportunity 
for skill acquisition rather than as an institution of brutality and oppression. 
 
DeSantis’s fear appears rooted in the belief that acknowledging systemic racism challenges the traditional 
narrative of American exceptionalism, which he seeks to preserve in Florida’s education system (Bell, 
2023). He has repeatedly stated that discussions of systemic oppression create a divisive outlook, fostering 
resentment rather than patriotism. This ideological stance aligns with broader conservative efforts to 
control educational narratives and prevent students from being exposed to content that challenges dominant 
historical perspectives (National Council for the Social Studies, 2023). However, scholars argue that 
erasing the realities of racial oppression not only distorts history but also undermines efforts to foster 
critical thinking and an accurate understanding of past injustices (Penningroth, 2024). 
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By labeling African American history as "woke," DeSantis has created a political strategy that resonates 
with a conservative base that views discussions of racial inequality as an attack on traditional values. His 
approach mirrors historical efforts to sanitize history, such as during the Jim Crow era when textbooks 
omitted or softened depictions of slavery and segregation (American Historical Association, 2023). In 
doing so, he positions himself as a defender of what he calls "real history," even as critics argue that his 
policies amount to state-sponsored censorship. This strategy allows him to frame opposition to his policies 
as an overreach by liberals attempting to indoctrinate students rather than a legitimate concern about 
historical accuracy and racial justice (Stern, 2022). 
 
The implications of DeSantis's war on "woke" extend beyond Florida, influencing national debates over 
how race and history should be taught in American schools. His policies set a precedent for other states 
seeking to limit discussions on systemic racism, shaping a broader movement to redefine how history is 
taught (National Education Association, 2023). The removal of DEI initiatives in higher education, the 
censorship of history, and the increasing politicization of education create a climate where essential 
discussions about race and inequality are silenced. This effort to rewrite history in a way that aligns with a 
conservative political agenda reflects a broader push to resist progress in racial justice education, making 
Florida a battleground in the national culture war over race and history. 
 
As these policies continue to shape the educational landscape, one must ask: Are these efforts truly about 
preserving historical accuracy, or are they a strategic attempt to erase uncomfortable truths? If history is 
rewritten to minimize past injustices, what does this mean for the future of racial equality and justice in 
America? The answer may lie in how we, as a society, choose to engage with and respond to these changes. 

4. Reactions and Resistance 

The rollout of the new curriculum has generated significant resistance from various stakeholders, 
including educators, historians, civil rights organizations, and political leaders. Florida’s largest teachers’ 
union condemned the standards, stating that they distort historical facts and undermine the role of education 
in fostering an informed citizenry (National Education Association, 2023). Many classroom teachers and 
school board members expressed confusion and concern about how to implement the standards in good 
conscience. Some teachers reported feeling “caught between the law and the truth”, uncertain whether 
teaching beyond the standards (to include deeper discussions of racism) would put their jobs at risk 
(Education Week, 2023). 

Educators and Professional Organizations 

Scholarly and professional associations have been particularly vocal in their opposition. The American 
Historical Association (AHA) published a formal statement condemning Florida’s curriculum changes, 
arguing that omitting systemic racism from history education constitutes historical revisionism (American 
Historical Association, 2023). The AHA statement asked: 

“What is the purpose of denying young people as comprehensive a history as possible?” 

It further stated that discomfort with history’s darker chapters is no excuse for marginalizing the lasting 
effects of slavery and racism (American Historical Association, 2023). 
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Other professional organizations, such as the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) and 
the Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH), issued similar statements, 
urging Florida officials to reverse the curriculum changes and align history education with established 
scholarly consensus (NCSS, 2023). 

In addition, the College Board, which oversees Advanced Placement (AP) courses, revised its curriculum 
in response to Florida’s pressure. Earlier in 2023, Florida rejected the AP African American Studies course, 
claiming it contained elements of Critical Race Theory (CRT) and violated state laws on “woke 
indoctrination” (National Education Association, 2023). The rejection led to national outcry and 
accusations of state-sponsored censorship, further intensifying the debate over who controls history 
education in America’s classrooms (Brookings Institution, 2023). 

Civil Rights Groups and Public Advocacy 

Civil rights organizations have also played a crucial role in opposing the curriculum. The NAACP, 
the Urban League, and the Legal Defense Fund issued statements denouncing Florida’s revisions as a 
modern form of educational censorship (Human Rights Watch, 2024). The NAACP went a step further, 
issuing a formal travel advisory for Black Americans visiting Florida, warning that the state’s policies 
demonstrate hostility toward racial inclusion(Human Rights Watch, 2024). 

The Human Rights Watch (HRW), in collaboration with civil rights groups, released a report titled: 

“Why Do They Hate Us So Much?”: Discriminatory Censorship Laws Harm Education in Florida 

The report highlights how Florida’s curriculum changes disproportionately impact Black students, 
depriving them of an education that fully represents their historical struggles and achievements (Human 
Rights Watch, 2024). 

Legal Challenges and Constitutional Implications 

The legal battle over Florida’s curriculum changes is unfolding in state and federal courts, 
with constitutional scholars, educators, and civil rights organizations arguing that these policies violate 
fundamental rights protected under U.S. law. 

First Amendment: Academic Freedom and Censorship 

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and other advocacy groups have filed lawsuits arguing 
that Florida’s curriculum restrictions violate the First Amendment, which guarantees freedom of speech 
and academic inquiry(ACLU, 2023). 

Legal arguments against Florida’s policies include: 

1. State-Sanctioned Censorship: The Stop W.O.K.E. Act prevents educators from discussing systemic 
racism and white privilege, constituting a form of government-imposed censorship (ACLU, 2023). 
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2. Violation of Educators’ Rights: Teachers are legally required to adhere to the new curriculum, 
but penalized if they provide additional context on racial issues, restricting their academic 
freedom (National Education Association, 2023). 

3. Chilling Effect on Classroom Discussions: The vague language of Florida’s restrictions creates 
an environment of fear, where teachers may self-censor rather than risk termination or legal action 
(Human Rights Watch, 2024). 

A 2022 ruling by a federal judge temporarily blocked portions of the Stop W.O.K.E. Act affecting higher 
education, stating that “the state cannot dictate historical truth” (Politico, 2022). However, the legal battle 
over K-12 education is ongoing, with civil rights groups preparing broader constitutional challenges that 
could escalate to the Supreme Court (ACLU, 2023). 

Equal Protection Clause (14th Amendment) 

Legal scholars argue that Florida’s policies may violate the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th 
Amendment, which prohibits state-sponsored racial discrimination (Brookings Institution, 2023). 

Potential legal arguments under the 14th Amendment: 

1. Denial of Equal Educational Opportunities: By limiting the teaching of systemic racism, 
Florida’s policies disproportionately impact Black students, depriving them of a full understanding 
of their own history(Human Rights Watch, 2024). 

2. Discriminatory Intent and Impact: Courts have previously ruled that race-neutral policies can 
still be unconstitutional if they disproportionately harm a specific racial group (Brookings 
Institution, 2023). 

3. Title VI of the Civil Rights Act (1964): Florida’s policies could violate federal anti-discrimination 
laws, as Title VI prohibits racial discrimination in federally funded educational institutions (ACLU, 
2023). 

Several civil rights groups are preparing Title VI lawsuits against Florida, arguing that the erasure of Black 
history amounts to racial discrimination (Human Rights Watch, 2024). If successful, these lawsuits 
could force Florida to revise its curriculum under federal oversight (Brookings Institution, 2023). 

The Political Implications of Florida’s Curriculum Revisions 

Florida’s curriculum changes are not occurring in isolation—they are part of a national conservative 
movement aimed at reshaping public education. Governor Ron DeSantis has framed his policies as a model 
for other Republican-led states, using education as a political weapon in the national culture war (Bell, 
2023). 

DeSantis’ National Political Strategy 

Governor Ron DeSantis has leveraged his opposition to “woke” education as a central pillar of his political 
identity, positioning himself as a leader in the conservative fight against progressive ideologies (Stern, 
2022). 
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Key aspects of DeSantis’ political strategy include: 

• Portraying Florida as a Conservative Model: DeSantis has encouraged other Republican-led 
states to adopt similar curriculum restrictions, branding Florida as “the state where woke goes to 
die” (Bell, 2023). 

• Using Education as a Political Rallying Point: DeSantis has capitalized on education 
debates to mobilize conservative voters, particularly white suburban parents who oppose divisive 
racial discussions in schools(Brookings Institution, 2023). 

• Aligning with Broader GOP Policies: The Republican National Committee (RNC) has endorsed 
Florida’s educational policies, signaling a nationwide effort to standardize conservative education 
reforms (National Education Association, 2023). 

As DeSantis pursues national political ambitions, Florida’s curriculum changes may serve as a template for 
a broader effort to reshape K-12 education policy in the U.S. (Stern, 2022). 

The Long-Term Effects on Racial Justice Initiatives 

Florida’s curriculum revisions could have lasting consequences for racial justice efforts, both within and 
beyond the classroom. 

Impact on K-12 Education 

• Erosion of Critical Thinking Skills: By sanitizing history and discouraging discussions on racism, 
Florida’s policies hinder students’ ability to analyze historical events (NCSS, 2023) critically. 

• Disproportionate Harm to Black and Minority Students: Black students in Florida are being taught 
a minimized version of their own history, potentially affecting their identity formation and civic 
engagement(Human Rights Watch, 2024). 

• Wider Censorship Trends: Florida’s restrictions on history education are fueling broader efforts to 
ban DEI initiatives, book bans, and restrictions on racial discussions in schools (ACLU, 2023). 

Consequences for Higher Education and Public Discourse 

• Defunding of DEI Programs in Universities: Florida has already moved to eliminate Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) programs at state-funded universities, part of a larger trend of 
dismantling racial justice initiatives (National Education Association, 2023). 

• Chilling Effect on Teachers and Professors: K-12 teachers and university professors may self-
censor to avoid violating vague state laws, ultimately limiting the scope of academic 
freedom (Brookings Institution, 2023). 

• Weakening of Future Civil Rights Advocacy: If future generations are not taught the full history of 
systemic racism, they may be less likely to support racial justice policies, weakening efforts to 
combat modern racial inequities (Human Rights Watch, 2024). 

Potential Federal Intervention 

Given the national significance of Florida’s education policies, there have been calls for federal 
intervention to ensure historical accuracy in public education (ACLU, 2023). 
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Potential federal actions include: 

• Department of Education Oversight: The U.S. Department of Education could impose funding 
restrictions on states that fail to comply with federal civil rights laws (Brookings Institution, 2023). 

• Congressional Investigations: Lawmakers could launch hearings to examine whether state 
curriculum laws violate federal protections on racial equality in education (National Education 
Association, 2023). 

• Supreme Court Challenges: If Florida’s policies are challenged under the Equal Protection 
Clause, the case could set a national precedent on how race and history should be taught in 
schools (ACLU, 2023). 

Conclusion: The Fight for Historical Truth and Educational Integrity 

Florida’s African American history curriculum changes represent a pivotal moment in the national struggle 
over education, memory, and racial justice. By revising how slavery, systemic racism, and Black history 
are taught in public schools, the state has reignited a broader debate over historical truth and political 
control of education. Governor Ron DeSantis and his administration argue that these policies eliminate 
ideological bias and promote a balanced, patriotic perspective on American history. However, critics—
including historians, educators, and civil rights advocates—contend that these changes sanitize the past, 
downplay systemic racism, and mirror historical attempts to suppress Black history (American Historical 
Association, 2023; Human Rights Watch, 2024). 

The impact of these policies extends far beyond Florida. As other conservative-led states consider similar 
restrictions on race-related education, the national education system faces a growing risk of historical 
revisionism. If students are taught an incomplete or misleading version of history, the consequences will 
undermine critical thinking, distort public discourse, and weaken future civil rights advocacy (National 
Education Association, 2023). The fight over Florida’s curriculum is not merely an academic dispute—it 
is a fundamental test of democracy, racial equity, and the integrity of historical education. 

The Broader Implications: A New Era of Educational Suppression? 

Florida’s policies raise critical constitutional, legal, and ethical concerns. Laws such as the Stop W.O.K.E. 
Act have been challenged in federal courts on the grounds that they violate free speech, suppress academic 
inquiry, and disproportionately harm Black students by erasing historical truths (ACLU, 2023). The legal 
challenges to these policies could set a national precedent, determining how much control states have over 
censoring racial history and restricting discussions of systemic inequality. 

Furthermore, these curriculum changes contribute to a broader trend of dismantling Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion (DEI) programs, restricting higher education curricula, and fostering a climate of fear among 
educators (Brookings Institution, 2023). If left unchecked, such policies could fundamentally alter how 
racial justice is understood and addressed in future generations. The suppression of Black history is not 
merely an erasure of the past; it is an attempt to control the future by limiting public awareness of racial 
injustice. 
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A Call to Action: Who Controls History? 

As Florida’s policies gain traction, the fundamental question remains: 

Who decides what version of history is taught in America’s classrooms? 

The pushback from educators, historians, students, and civil rights groups underscores the importance of 
defending academic freedom and historical accuracy. If policies that distort history are normalized, they 
may pave the way for further restrictions on racial discourse, civil rights education, and discussions on 
inequality in the U.S. The debate over Florida’s curriculum changes is, at its core, a struggle over whose 
voices are heard, whose stories are told, and whose history is remembered. 

The fight for historical truth is not just about preserving the past—it is about shaping the future. The 
outcome of this battle will determine how the next generation understands race, justice, and democracy in 
America. Will history be taught as it was, with all its complexities and injustices, or will it be rewritten to 
comfort those who refuse to confront the past? The answer to this question will profoundly impact the 
future of education, racial justice, and democracy in the United States. 
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