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Steve Vernon lives with his wife in a meticulously manicured country club community secured 

by watchmen in guard booths. He is also a leader of the Florida Citizens’ Alliance, a 

conservative, 20,000-member organization based in Naples that spearheaded a successful 

grassroots effort last year to pass the nation’s first state bill allowing residents to demand a 

public hearing on local school textbooks. With its passage, parents of students—as well as 

anyone living in a given district—can challenge the books a school is using to teach their 

community’s children. It was a seemingly parochial piece of civic legislation, but it was one with 

potentially great implications for science education in the United States.  

On a bright afternoon in September, as Hurricane Florence was lashing the shores of states just a 

few hundred miles north, Vernon, a retired IBM contracts negotiator and Marine Corps veteran, 

answered his door barefoot, wearing shorts and a green T-shirt. He had joined the Florida 

Citizens’ Alliance as a board member in 2012, initially inspired by the organization’s gun-rights 

advocacy. In fidelity to the IBM corporate ethos, Vernon and others in the Alliance recognized 

that the group wasn’t optimizing its potential appeal to the Florida citizenry, so they 

commissioned a team of consultants to evaluate the group’s strategy for obtaining new members. 

“That’s when we decided we were a ‘Liberty Education’ organization,” Vernon said at his dining 

room table, reflecting on the organization’s decision to give up its laser focus on Second 

Amendment causes and begin promoting the teaching of conservative values to children. 

“Membership increased significantly when we started saying, ‘Look at what’s in our textbooks,’” 

Vernon said. 

“The textbooks,” he added, “are a perfect reflection of the education system.” 

Prominent on the group’s expanded menu of concerns was climate change, and humanity’s 

presumed role in driving it. The Alliance’s members began line-reading school textbooks for 

violations of their beliefs, creating carefully detailed reports on how many times, and in what 

context, elementary and high school students were learning about rising seas, or melting ice in 

Antarctica. “Unfortunately, what it’s become is indoctrination and not education. That’s our 

major problem,” Vernon said, echoing a prevailing concern among members of the Alliance and 

like-minded conservatives everywhere: the unchecked power and control over social institutions 

http://floridacitizensalliance.com/liberty/
https://www.pri.org/stories/2017-09-16/florida-allows-any-resident-challenge-textbooks-and-it-has-some-science


by perceived liberal elites. “We’re really concerned,” he added, “that our kids are not being 

educated, [but] simply indoctrinated in the philosophy of the academic aristocracy.” 

“Unfortunately, what it’s become is indoctrination and not education... We’re really concerned 

that our kids are not being educated, [but] simply indoctrinated in the philosophy of the 

academic aristocracy.” 

— Steve Vernon, Florida Citizens’ Alliance 

With the ascension of the Alliance, the Sunshine State has become ground zero for an 

intensifying ideological battle taking place across the nation—one that has conservative groups 

wrestling for control over how climate science will be taught to American students. The science 

classroom, after all, remains the dominant venue in which those students first encounter the 

topic, and it greatly informs how students eventually square-up to the veracity of climate 

change—either as something they believe to be happening and worth responding to politically, or 

as a phenomenon of nature, undeserving of public funds and political action.  

The outcome matters: Whoever wins over the minds of this upcoming cohort of American voters 

will, to a large extent, shape the nation’s policies on climate change for decades to come. As 

voters head to the polls for the 2018 midterm elections, more than 40 percent of them describe 

themselves as being skeptical that climate change is predominantly caused by human activity. 

The best way to nudge that to a clear majority, conservative groups seem to be wagering, is to 

target youngsters in America’s science classrooms. 

The Florida Citizens’ Alliance’s first attempts to combat existing school curricula weren’t 

entirely successful. There are 67 public school districts in Florida, one in each county, which 

purchase new textbooks for different subjects on a year to year basis. In many states, due to lack 

of funding, effective policies, or both, teachers still use older textbooks, which some studies have 

found underplay the level of consensus among experts on basic climate science. 

Using the textbook reports generated by their members, the Florida Citizens’ Alliance initially 

appealed piecemeal to various school districts with what it considered the most egregious 

textbook content, urging them to replace or correct the erroneous material. “But the bottom-up 

approach was going nowhere,” Vernon recalled, with the school districts ignoring their pleas. 

Then, in 2016, as Donald J. Trump secured the White House on a campaign rallying against 

elites in power, the Alliance leadership decided to aim above the county and district level, setting 

their sights on the Statehouse. It was possible, they realized, that a legislative bill could force 

every school district to capitulate to their concerns in one fell swoop, optimizing their statewide 

efficiency. 

Already, the Alliance had seen some of their occasionally far right positions being adopted as 

mainstream views by Florida politicians, particularly around climate change. “The legislators 

became less fearful of thinking differently, of not being so establishment oriented,” Vernon told 

me, noting that ideas that had once been politically unsavory could now be effective tools to 

raise campaign funding. “The idea that climate change wasn’t man-made was something 

politicians could now take out on the campaign trail,” Vernon said. 

Before each annual legislative session, members of the Florida Congress host meetings with their 

respective districts, allowing constituents to bring forward issues for their representatives to 

http://science.sciencemag.org/content/351/6274/664
https://news.stanford.edu/2015/11/23/textbook-climate-science-112315/


address during the legislative period. Ahead of the 2018 session, the Florida Citizens’ Alliance 

utilized their deep membership base to create “watchdog groups” across the state’s districts. 

Divided into research and presentation teams, they used a codified system of textbook review 

techniques to comb for offending mentions of climate change, along with other content they 

perceived as heretical — from gun control to normalization of the Islamic faith. As Florida’s 

representatives held their meetings, they continually encountered a cohesive message from the 

Alliance, with their presenters depicting a troubling liberal indoctrination of Florida’s children. 

“A representative might have three or four of these meetings,” Vernon said, “and in each county 

he’d hear a Citizens’ Alliance presentation.”  

While the rank-and-file watchdog groups blanketed the state, the Florida Citizens’ Alliance 

leadership initiated their own campaign at the Statehouse in Tallahassee, spending months 

cultivating allies for their education bill. To make the bill more politically palatable, they imbued 

the campaign around it with a tone that wasn’t so much reflective of bipartisan politics as it was 

a gesture of consumer protection, arguing that every taxpayer who contributes money to the 

schools should get to decide how that money is allocated. This wasn’t a bill prioritizing one 

ideology over another, supporters suggested; it was a piece of legislation that treated everyone’s 

tax dollars fairly. 

It was a rhetorical turn that spoke directly to longstanding conservative objections to mainstream 

textbooks, which they often view as a liberal playground. Such arguments—and conservative 

outrage—were stirred anew this past spring, for example, when a Minnesota student shared 

images online of a new history textbook that included some of the criticisms that have been 

leveled at Trump by his detractors. (The book also included common critiques of former 

president Barack Obama and 2016 Trump presidential challenger Hillary Clinton.) 

“Liberals needn’t bother keeping track of history textbooks,” wrote Stanley Kurtz, a senior 

fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy Center, in an essay on the dustup for National Review in 

May, “because they’re the ones who write them.” 

When Florida’s textbook bill, known as HB989, was signed into law by Republican Governor 

Rick Scott last summer, the Alliance knew it had achieved a major win—and it was one that 

brought them to the attention of both grassroots and national organizations across the country. To 

date, the Florida Citizens’ Alliance has worked in varying capacities, both formal and informal, 

with a rich cast of national and regional conservative groups, from the Washington, D.C.-based 

Cato Institute to Truth in Textbooks (TNT), a Texas-based organization that trains activists 

through online courses and in-person workshops to review school textbooks and identify 

passages that they consider problematic. 

“When Florida’s textbook bill, known as HB989, was signed into law by Republican Governor 

Rick Scott last summer, the Alliance knew it had achieved a major win.” 

Florida’s textbook law provides “the ideal template,” said TNT’s founder Roy White. The 

Alliance’s “grassroots effort and the legislative effort” have become standardized, he said, 

adding that other states “could point to Florida and replicate what they’ve done.” 

Vernon echoed that sentiment. “We’d love to say this is the way it should work in every state,” 

he said, “to give power back to the people and to take it away from the education aristocracy.”  

https://www.foxnews.com/us/2018/04/16/anti-trump-american-history-textbook-blatantly-biased-critics-say.html
https://www.sfchronicle.com/opinion/article/By-the-People-critiqued-a-textbook-case-of-12868000.php
https://eppc.org/about/
https://www.nationalreview.com/corner/anti-trump-history-textbook-troubling-trend/


In September, the country’s largest science teacher group, the National Science Teachers 

Association, released a statement on the nationwide tensions simmering around climate literacy. 

“Teachers are facing pressure to not only eliminate or de-emphasize climate change science, but 

also to introduce non-scientific ideas in science classrooms,” the statement said. While decision-

making authority on public school textbooks differs between jurisdictions, with school boards 

and state officials exercising varying amounts of influence, lawmakers 

in Texas, Arizona, Louisiana, Arkansas, Iowa, Idaho, and Michigan have introduced—or 

passed—legislation that specifically targets state education standards, which school districts 

must adhere to in devising curricula. (Private schools have more latitude.) As with the textbooks, 

such state standards (which were successfully changed in Louisiana and Idaho) largely determine 

the parameters of what teachers are required to present to students. 

The new bills mirror preceding efforts—often described as “academic freedom” measures—that 

reach back at least as far as the early 2000s, according to an analysis last year by PBS Frontline 

and the GroundTruth Project, a nonprofit journalism organization based in Boston. But the trend, 

some stakeholders have argued, appears to be both accelerating and becoming more targeted. 

Recently in Arizona, for example, after remaining unchanged for the past decade, the state’s 

Board of Education considered a proposal from outgoing State Superintendent Diane Douglas 

to remove references to climate change from each of their K-12 school district’s science 

curriculum standards. If adopted, the new standards would have mimicked a curriculum devised 

by the ultra-conservative Hillsdale College, a private Christian university in Michigan funded by 

the family of the Trump administration’s education secretary, Betsy DeVos, and other major 

conservative donors. In a vote last week, the board narrowly voted, 6-4, against Douglas’ 

proposal, instead adopting their own revised standards that retain references to climate change 

and evolution. 

Earlier this year, a group of conservatives in Michigan fought for K-12 social studies standards 

that reflected the view that “global climate change is not settled science,” seeking instead a 

curriculum that did not promote climate change “theories as fact, [as they have] created an 

alarmist atmosphere in our classrooms.” Led by Republican state Sen. Patrick Colbeck, the 

Michigan conservatives were concerned that the repetitive presentation of climate change in 

classrooms had “motivated an increasingly large number of our students to pursue studies and 

careers in meteorology and environmental sciences.” 

The senator’s apparent fear that students might grow up to one day become scientists—or simply 

citizens who vote for politicians willing to combat climate change—reflects a small but long-in-

the-making victory for forces determined to give climate skepticism a solid beachhead in 

mainstream politics. From the White House to conservative-led statehouses, years of investment 

by major fossil fuel industry players is now bearing fruit in the war on climate literacy. 

“Teachers are facing pressure to not only eliminate or de-emphasize climate change science, but 

also to introduce non-scientific ideas in science classrooms.” 

— National Science Teachers Association 

Much of that long-term financial investment has come from mega-donors like the billionaire 

Koch Brothers and the Mercer family, as well as fossil fuel corporations themselves. Between 

just 2003 and 2010, a Drexel University analysis found that these groups collectively contributed 
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more than $550 million across 91 organizations that fought to deny the existence of climate 

change. Last year, ExxonMobil spread $1.5 million across 11 organizations espousing the 

climate denial doctrine. 

Acting out these corporate interests, the Trump administration has continued to roll back or delay 

regulation on greenhouse gas emissions, some of which have remained in place for decades, 

unlocking hundreds of millions of dollars in new revenues in fossil fuel manufacturing. 

Meanwhile, the industrial byproducts spurred on by these newfound regulatory freedoms have all 

but accelerated what many scientists would describe as a march towards climate catastrophe. 

Augmenting this federal effort, state politicians and grassroots organizations have together 

focused on the schools, promoting a climate science skepticism throughout the U.S. educational 

system. 

In the run-up to Florida’s textbook bill, the conservative Heartland Institute lent their support to 

the Florida Citizens’ Alliance by posting an analysis of Florida textbooks on their website, 

amplifying the organization’s attempt to remove “improper and unbalanced propaganda” from 

the school system. The Heartland Institute’s collaboration with the Florida Citizens’ Alliance 

dovetailed neatly with Heartland’s own large-scale effort which debuted the following year. 

Ahead of the 2017 fall semester, Heartland, which to date has received more than $5 million in 

combined funding from the Koch Brothers and the Mercer Family, mailed copies of a climate 

denial book, “Why Scientists Disagree About Global Warming,” to virtually every public K-12 

science teacher in the nation, and to private school and college educators as well. It was part of a 

series of Heartland books published in recent years. Before President Trump took over the White 

House in 2017, his transition team requested a climate change presentation adopted from their 

series of books that refute climate change. 

“Vanishingly few global warming skeptics have ever been paid by the fossil fuel industry,” the 

editors write in a section from “Why Scientists Disagree” on how money can engender scientific 

bias. Along with these reactive, self-defensive passages, the book devotes a great many pages to 

attacking the conclusion by most mainstream scientists that catastrophic global warming is 

inevitable without limiting fossil fuel emissions. “The hypothesis implicit in all [such] writings, 

though rarely explicitly stated,” the authors declare, “is that dangerous global warming is 

resulting, or will result, from human-related greenhouse gas emissions.” 

“The hypothesis implicit in all [such] writings, though rarely explicitly stated is that dangerous 

global warming is resulting, or will result, from human-related greenhouse gas emissions.” 

— From a climate denial book mailed by the Heartland Institute, “Why Scientists Disagree 

About Global Warming” 

Passages like these—and the carpet-bombing distribution of the book to science teachers across 

the nation—took many people in the education system by surprise. 

“What was shocking about the [Heartland] mailing was the scale of it,” said Brad Hoge, director 

of teacher support at the National Center for Science Education. 

“It made everyone step back and see this was a time to wake up and pay attention,” he added. 

Targeting teachers “was a new technique, a bold and blatant thing to do.” 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/dark-money-funds-climate-change-denial-effort/
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After Hurricane Florence made landfall in North Carolina in mid-September, it stalled near the 

shoreline. Moving as slow as 2 miles per hour, and engorged by warming ocean waters, the 

storm dumped more than three feet of rain in at least one area—more than ever previously 

recorded in the state. Like other extreme weather events, Florence had unusual characteristics, 

striking the coast of North Carolina and following a trail pattern that was farther north than 

typical Atlantic Ocean hurricanes, which raised the possibility of future extreme storms reaching 

parts of the country unfamiliar with such calamity. Altogether, more than a million residents 

were left without electricity, and as neighbors rescued neighbors in boats from attic windows, 

there were fears in North Carolina—ones that would prove justified in subsequent days and 

weeks—that the rising rivers would lead to catastrophic flooding of toxic waste sites, with coal 

plants and hog farms threatening to spill out disastrous volumes of noxious byproduct into 

surrounding communities. 

From the relative safety of mid-coast Florida, Brandon Haught was closely following the storm’s 

track. Haught teaches environmental science at University High School in Volusia County, about 

30 miles north of Orlando, and he is a co-founder of the Florida Citizens for Science, a coalition 

of teachers, scientists, and state residents providing organized resistance to Vernon’s Florida 

Citizens’ Alliance. A tall man in his 40s with wide shoulders, Haught had the furrowed 

disposition of someone who had spent the first five weeks of school trying to command the 

attention of the 140 freshmen under his supervision. In his classroom—empty of students on a 

Friday afternoon—there were pink and green activity buckets on the lab benches, and a NASA 

sticker on the laptop at his desk. 

After the Florida Citizens’ Alliance pushed through the passage of HB989, Haught and the 

Citizens for Science kept a close eye on the Alliance’s efforts to bring the first round of 

challenges to district textbooks. At one of the first public hearings earlier this year, in Collier 

County, Haught spoke to the school board before residents came forward with their prepared 

critiques of the science textbooks. “I warned the members that they were going to be 

overwhelmed with a tsunami of information,” he recalled. “And I believe they’re doing that on 

purpose. 

“If there are 100 complaints,” Haught continued, those defending the science will have to spend 

days refuting them, and “then it starts to look like two sides to the debate.” And that’s the goal, 

he said, to try to convince the board that there are two sides. 

For advocates of inserting climate change skepticism into the classroom, the notion of “teaching 

both sides of the debate” is a familiar refrain, and it’s one used to mask the more fundamental 

motive: Fostering doubt in students that the scientific community conclusively agrees climate 

change is occurring. “It was a scatter shot,” Haught said of the lengthy testimonies that followed 

his comments. “Heck, one thing they complained about were the pictures of scientists [in the 

books] representing too many minorities. That was one of their complaints—there weren’t 

enough older white male scientists pictured.” Jaws dropped, he said. 

“Heck, one thing they complained about were the pictures of scientists [in the books] 

representing too many minorities.” 

— Brandon Haught, environmental science teacher, University High School in 

Volusia County 



But the sometimes-outlandish approach was nearly effective, with the Collier County School 

Board voting only narrowly, 3-2, to adopt the more mainstream science textbooks under 

consideration. Leaders of the Florida Citizens’ Alliance said that with the new bill in place, they 

will be in a position to pilot and test different strategies deployed at school board meetings. They 

plan to refine those strategies with challenges across all of the state’s 67 public school districts. 

Rick Hess, director of education policy studies with the conservative American Enterprise 

Institute, said that while he was unfamiliar with the details of Florida’s new law, it appeared to 

be codifying many of the challenges brought by parents in school districts nationwide, seeking to 

have their children exempt from particular lessons or readings. “Frankly this is just one more 

version of the school choice conversation—how much do we want to empower families to have a 

say in what kinds of school environments, what kinds of structure materials, kids experience—

and how much do we want to tell families, ‘tough.’ 

“Public education is always this web of compromises,” he added. 

But Haught, the environmental science teacher, said the broader reach of the Florida Citizens’ 

Alliance and other anti-science forces throughout Florida has kept his group “constantly on the 

defense.” Even with that vigilance, he has already seen the climate skepticism of parents begin to 

percolate among students in his classroom. When one of his students spoke about a YouTube 

video touting the environmental benefits of excess atmospheric carbon dioxide, he was taken 

aback. Haught explained to her that they were still months away from the lesson on climate 

change, but when they got there she would see exactly why the video’s notion about high 

concentrations of carbon weren’t supported by science. After watching the video himself, Haught 

asked the student if she’d done the same. 

“She caved, admitting she hadn’t seen it,” Haught said. Rather, it was just something that her 

father had asked her to do. 

Such sentiments have only been emboldened under the Trump administration. “It was a really 

scary time,” said North Carolina science teacher Kelly Pipes, recalling the slow realization 

within the science education community that Trump officials, after assuming control of federal 

agencies in 2017, were busy deleting decades of vital scientific information from government 

websites. On Trump’s first day in office, the White House had removed mentions of climate 

change from its homepage, while websites for the Department of State, Department of the 

Interior, Department of Energy, and other federal agencies were likewise scrubbed of data or 

findings that supported the notion of anthropogenic climate change and sea level rise. 

“If you want this graph, this data, or this website, you better start downloading now,” Pipes, who 

teaches at Wilkes Early College High School in Wilkesboro, recalled thinking. “There was this 

urgency and people were frantically filling up jump drives and Dropboxes.” 

The challenges Haught now sees from his own students echo those detailed by other teachers in 

other districts. They talk of teenagers coming into their classrooms unfamiliar with basic climate 

science, but nonetheless confrontational about it on principle, and parroting the skepticism 

promoted by their own family’s political affiliations. Students “come in knowing very little about 

climate change,” Haught said. “They’ve heard the term and they might have seen something in 

their social media feed, but they don’t really know what it is. They don’t know much about 



greenhouse gases.” If students have heard about carbon dioxide, Haught said, they don’t know 

what it means at a fundamental level. 

“I feel it’s extremely important to give them that foundation,” he added, looking over the empty 

stools behind his lab tables. When they “become adults, they’ll make voting decisions and their 

lack of foundation is going to show. So I want to cut off this vicious cycle of people not knowing 

what climate change is making political decisions.” 

Of course, not every science teacher is an unwilling audience to climate skepticism in their 

classrooms. Compounding the government’s liquidation of climate knowledge from the public 

domain, the conservative movement’s vilification of educators seeking better pay and benefits, 

while also orchestrating efforts to undermine teachers’ unions, has contributed to the ongoing 

exodus of qualified teachers from the school system. This has been particularly noticeable in the 

STEM subjects of science, technology, engineering, and math, where teachers can often find 

better paying jobs in the private sector. More than 40 states currently suffer from a shortage of 

K-12 science teachers, with one recent report estimating the nationwide shortage to be more than 

110,000 teachers for the 2018 academic school year. 

For those science teachers who remain in the classroom, a comprehensive understanding of 

climate science itself is not a given. One recent report found that less than half of K-12 science 

teachers received formal climate science training during their own college education—a 

comprehension void that helps explain why political ideology has been shown to be the 

most consistent indicator of how a teacher presents climate science to their own students.  

“The teachers at our school, even some in our administration, depending on their political 

leanings, that’s how they want to teach science,” Nina Corley, a science teacher at O’Connell 

College Preparatory School, a private institution in a conservative school district in Texas, told 

me. “So it’s not really about science, it’s more of a religious kind of thing,” in some ways 

harkening back to the Middle Ages when people refused to believe that the planets revolved 

around the sun rather than the Earth. 

After Hurricane Harvey, the 2017 extreme weather event that killed 105 people and rendered 

more than $100 billion in damages, Corley took some of her students from Galveston to the 

nearby Gulf Coast to measure the local effects the catastrophe had on their area. The decimation 

of the town’s oyster and shrimp supply, and in turn a leading industry in the school’s community, 

convinced many of her students that climate change was real and happening right in their 

backyard—but some of her climate skeptic colleagues were harder to convince. 

“The teachers know these things are going on, but to try to talk about why it’s happening is an 

extremely hard conversation to have. It challenges something for them that’s faith-based. They 

say, ‘This has been happening all along, climate change isn’t real.’” 

“The teachers know these things are going on... It challenges something for them that’s faith-

based. They say, ‘This has been happening all along, climate change isn’t real.’” 

— Nina Corley, science teacher at O’Connell College Preparatory School, Texas 

For many science teachers attempting to communicate evidence-based information to their 

students, seeing other teachers present shoddy science can be an increasingly common exercise 

in frustration. One report by the National Center for Science Education, in collaboration with 
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Penn State and Wright State universities, found that as many as five out of every 10 high school 

science teachers were unaware that climate scientists overwhelmingly believe climate change to 

be predominantly caused by human activity. Across middle schools, that average jumps to 

almost 7 out of 10 science teachers. But these competing conceptions about climate change 

aren’t always limited to the science classroom. 

After her lesson on climate change, Erin Stutzman, an AP environmental science teacher at 

Timberline High School in Idaho, found that her students were being given contradictory 

information by Greg Sandmeyer, a social studies teacher down the hall, who had raised doubts 

about the veracity of her lessons. 

“A few of the boys from his class came into my class, and they’re challenging me on not having 

enough research to support anthropogenic climate change,” that the data was flawed, she told 

me, noting that the teacher’s skepticism was one shared by Idaho’s own conservative legislators, 

who in recent years have been fighting to scrub the mention of man-made climate change from 

the state’s science standards. 

“I realized that he was using the kids to try to discredit me,” she said of Sandmeyer. “He claimed 

that me and the other AP science teachers were acting out of fear and misinformation.” 

Sandmeyer stands by his approach. “I urge students to be thoughtful and stick to the 

methodology of science,” he told me. “But it’s being expressed to the students that it’s settled 

science. That it’s a fact, that there’s no debate, so let’s pass laws and regulate what human beings 

do. Students lose sight of what real science is, and that’s where you get in trouble.” 

Not unlike the climate science advocates in Florida who’ve had to patiently disassemble the bad-

faith skepticism of textbooks at public hearings, Stutzman had to use her class time to 

methodically refute the challenges her colleague had cited to cast doubt on her climate science 

lessons. After making copies of Sandmeyer’s selection of blog posts and conservative websites, 

Stutzman was able to teach her students about the hallmarks of science propaganda—which 

increasingly passes for factual information on the internet. But having one teacher point out the 

fallacies of another teacher was jarring for Stutzman, as she could see how it undermined her 

student’s previously unwavering belief in the good intentions of their teachers. 

“The students started to reflect on what was taking place in front of them,” Stutzman said. “One 

teacher is telling them ‘white is white’ and the other saying ‘white is black,’ and they struggle to 

know who to believe. It was a really sad moment for me, because you’ve got these kids and they 

want to trust their teachers, and when they lose that trust they lose a bit of their innocence.” 

Trying to continue with lessons on climate science despite this intensifying atmosphere of 

hostility has forced some teachers to become savvier — or more secretive—about how they 

present the information to their students. In Texas, Nina Corley is careful to keep explicit 

mentions of climate change out of her lessons, for fear that her skeptical administrators might try 

to censor the science. 

“The administrators in a school can have total control, because they’re your boss, you have to 

remember that. It’s going to be how you word it,” she said. “I’m not going to say my lesson plan 

is on climate change today, I’ll just talk about how we’re investigating the effects of carbon 

dioxide.” 



“A few of the boys from his class came into my class, and they’re challenging me on not having 

enough research to support anthropogenic climate change.” 

— Erin Stutzman, AP environmental science teacher, Timberline High School, Idaho 

Even in the classroom, Corley says she has to be careful about the language she uses with the 

students. “If you use the word climate change, then everything is automatically turned off,” 

Corley said. Students will just say “The President says that’s not true,” she told me, recalling one 

instance when she let slip the term “climate change” and the school’s star quarterback shot back. 

“That’s not true, and I’m not going to listen to it,” she remembered him saying. 

“He was not being funny, he was being serious,” Corley said. In Texas, “if your star quarterback 

says something, it has to be true,” Corley added, observing the immediate effect it had on the rest 

of the classroom. The other kids weren’t going to say anything against him. 

In the case of students with less clout over their fellow student body, a teacher’s attempt to 

challenge a teenager who’s an outspoken climate skeptic can often be a delicate process. 

Bringing with them the impassioned confidence inspired by the adults and politicians they look 

up to, the students can perceive the teacher’s presentation of hard facts as an attack on the adults 

they’ve previously had no reason to distrust. 

Recalling one student who was hostile to her lessons on climate change, Erin Stutzman realized 

the more personal ramifications catalyzed by the student changing his mind. “He was tightly 

engrossed in the skepticism, that belief was engrained in him. And his initial resistance wasn’t to 

the science, really, it was that someone was challenging his parents and his friend’s parents,” 

Stutzman said, showing him that what he had been raised to believe was incorrect. 

For the teachers who continue to prioritize accurate climate science in their lessons, there are few 

ways to measure how effectively they’re providing that information. Unlike history, math, or 

various hard science subjects, students are not tested to ensure they have a fundamental grasp of 

climate science principles. Likewise, for K-12 teachers, there’s no core competency in climate 

science subjects required to teach lessons on climate modeling or greenhouse gas emissions. For 

teachers who do wish to ensure they are fully-equipped to teach climate science, the burden often 

falls upon them to seek out time-intensive conferences, webinars, or self-directed lessons to 

become fluent in the subject matter. On average, teachers need at least 80 hours to become 

capable of making meaningful changes to how they teach a particular topic. If teachers are 

strapped for time or lack the budget to travel to across the country to a climate education 

conference, they’ll have to wade through the often-partisan environment of digital media to stay 

abreast of new findings. 

“It used to be that in education we faced the problem of a lack of resources,” James Stewart, a 

high school science teacher and member of the Florida Education Association, told me. “But 

now the problem is the opposite—it seems like we have too many resources. And filtering 

through the internet and figuring out” what is factual information is a big challenge for teachers. 

For new and veteran teachers alike, wading through the internet and its hyper-partisan points of 

view can mirror the acute resistance to accurate climate science they encounter from other 

teachers, administrators, students’ parents, and even the students themselves. The sudden and 

aggressive undertones in the battles for climate literacy have caught many teachers off guard, 

and left them feeling like they don’t have support to teach the science. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED491305.pdf


“It feels like we’re being swept up in a political issue that teachers aren’t prepared to deal with,” 

said Brad Hoge with the National Center for Science Education. “That’s what makes it 

overwhelming for a teacher—the opposition is out of the blue. Sometimes they just don’t know 

how to address the problem.” 

At an IHOP in central Florida, I met Karen Schoen, a former teacher from Brooklyn who says 

she left education in the late '80s when she realized the Vietnam draft dodgers who’d flooded the 

schools for exemptions had initiated a liberal takeover of the education system. “They took what 

was a classic education and turned it into modern education, but that was just training—training 

for a mindset. Not a skill set that enables a person to make an informed decision” she said 

between sips of peach iced tea, her voice still possessing powerful New York inflections despite 

living now in Florida for decades. 

A regionally-known figure with a weekly online radio show, Schoen regularly speaks around the 

country about the liberal takeover of the educational system, of what she calls “a cradle-to-grave 

indoctrination.” Although she’s currently working with groups in Tennessee, Virginia, New 

York, and Ohio, after the Florida Citizens’ Alliance ’s success with HB989, she has been 

redoubling her efforts in Florida, crisscrossing the state to make presentations to groups that at 

first glance might not share the Florida Citizens’ Alliance’s primary objectives, from stoking 

climate skepticism to preventing an Islamic takeover of the country. “My question is simple,” 

she said. “Is America worth saving? And if it’s worth saving, what are you willing to do about 

it?” 

Schoen is not alone. An Associated Press investigation last year showed that, following passage 

of the new law, citizens filed textbook challenges in at least seven districts—including two that 

targeted science content. In Brevard County, according to the AP, a pair of challengers argued 

that the assertion of elementary school textbooks that global warming is largely human-driven 

was “blatant indoctrination.” 

In a video recording Schoen gave me from one of her presentations, she wears a navy blue t-shirt 

with the words “YOU LIE” emblazoned in sequins. The O in the word YOU is borrowed from 

Barack Obama’s 2008 HOPE poster. In the video, she picks up a measuring cup of green water, 

which she had previously filled with ice and water to a particular level. Challenging the notion 

that melted ice will increase sea level around the world, she points out that the water level did 

not change once the ice had melted. “It’s a physical impossibility,” she tells the crowd, standing 

beside a podium featuring a poster that reads: “Don’t Believe the Liberal Media.”  

Karen Schoen has been working for years to disabuse audiences of what she considers to be 

flawed scientific beliefs, peddled by left-wing interests. In this clip from 2012, she explores the 

physics of climate change. 

“The sad part about it is our kids are not learning physics—because education has been 

changed from an education knowledge of fact to a knowledge of value. And what does that 

mean? It is a license to lie.” 

— Karen Schoen 

She continues, “The sad part about it is our kids are not learning physics — because education 

has been changed from an education knowledge of fact to a knowledge of value. And what does 

that mean? It is a license to lie,” she says into the microphone. 

http://www.sfltimes.com/education/new-florida-law-expected-to-increase-textbook-challenges


“Here’s another example,” Schoen said to me at the IHOP. “The global warming doctrine is 

focused on CO2—carbon dioxide. A gas that’s necessary for human life. But look at the 

relationship of volume between CO2 and the ocean. Take a thimble of hot water, pour it into the 

ocean. Is the ocean going to suddenly become hot? What kind of effect will that thimble have on 

that ocean? That’s the same relationship between CO2 and our oceans,” she said, grossly 

misrepresenting the dynamics of the carbon cycle and ocean temperatures. 

In a follow-up email, Schoen used the analogy of a glass of soda to clarify her previous comment 

on CO2. “The soda gets flat as the soda warms,” she wrote. “Warming causes the release of 

CO2, yet environmentalist[s] claim that CO2 is released first and causes warming. Impossible.” 

Speaking to interest groups including Women Impacting the Nation and organizations that 

promote better self-reliance, Schoen finds dozens of new members who see in the Florida 

Citizens’ Alliance a highly-structured and quickly growing force for political action—and one 

that openly calls the bluff on the liberal agenda. “No one is going to come out and say ‘we’re 

doing this and teaching that.’ But by putting it in the kids’ books, those ideas are with them.” 

By adopting the strategy to cut out the indoctrination early, Schoen said, the Alliance can 

ultimately prevent future policies on climate change and overbearing environmental regulation. 

“They’re training our kids how to use the environment and environmental laws to restrict ‘We 

the People,’” she told me, pointing a carefully manicured finger in the air. “As the students 

become part of our government, they force those ideas on us.” 

It was in the context of this partisan-charged atmosphere that the conservative think tank, the 

Heartland Institute, published its climate denial book, “Why Scientists Disagree About Global 

Warming.” Sent to K-12 and college science educators around the country last year, the book 

represented a landmark achievement in climate denial scholarship—a slick union of mass 

distribution, academic journal design, and the same bullet points spoken by Trump 

administration officials to refute the truth about climate change. Indeed, it had been in the White 

House Rose Garden, in June of 2017, where Joseph Bast, then-president of the Heartland 

Institute and longtime editor of its publications, clapped as President Trump became the first and 

only world leader to pull out of the global climate accord forged in Paris two years earlier — a 

move that the president’s own secretary of education applauded. Trump’s speech that day used 

denialist language echoed throughout the book shipped to science teachers across the nation just 

three months earlier. 

At a slim 106 pages, the glossy tome has many of the characteristics of a scholarly publication. 

Its three primary authors hold Ph.D.s; many of its pages are dedicated to source material from 

various studies in formally titled academic journals; and the publication is one of many reports 

supported by the Heartland-backed Nongovernmental International Panel on Climate Change 

(NIPCC)—named in opposition to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the 

30-year-old United Nations body that has been the primary source for quantifying and distilling 

global scientific opinion on global warming and its likely consequences. 

NIPCC stands “in contrast to those of the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC), which is government-sponsored, politically motivated, and predisposed to 

believing that dangerous human-related global warming is a problem in need of a U.N. solution,” 

the Heartland editors write in the preface to their book. 

https://womenimpactingthenation.org/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/education/wp/2017/06/02/devos-praises-paris-withdrawal-wont-say-if-humans-drive-climate-change-certainly-the-climate-changes/?utm_term=.3c3ceea28ecb


Like Karen Schoen’s recruitment presentations to potential Florida Citizens’ Alliance members, 

the book keeps its messaging simple and repetitive, with a keen focus on the benefits of excess 

atmospheric carbon dioxide, the planet’s natural cycles of warming and cooling, and what it 

insists is ongoing debate in the science community about the veracity of human-caused global 

warming. At its core, the book flatly denies the prevailing scientific consensus that increased 

emissions would be catastrophic: leading to dramatic sea level rise, increasingly volatile weather 

events, record-breaking droughts, floods, and scorching temperatures. 

“We conclude no unambiguous evidence exists,” the book declares, “for adverse changes to the 

global environment caused by human-related CO2 emissions.” This claim is very-often 

supported not by peer-reviewed journals and studies conducted by respected academics in the 

science community, but by papers from journals just like the ones in Heartland’s own library of 

publications, published by conservative organizations and funded by fossil fuel interests. 

Like many of the scientists cited in the Heartland book, Madhav Khandekar was previously on 

the conservative group’s own payroll, at one point being paid $1,000 a month by Heartland itself, 

for his work as an “environmental consultant.” And last year, the Mercer family, a major 

Heartland donor, gave $125,000 to the Center for the Study of Carbon Dioxide and Global 

Change, a group founded by Craig Idso, one of the book’s lead authors. As this science 

consultant community works collaboratively across dozens of organizations putting out hundreds 

of white papers and unreviewed journal articles, they continue to build up a mirror body of 

quasi-scientific literature, a simulacrum of the peer-review process that nonetheless looks at a 

quick glance like authentic scholarship, with takeaway bullet points as useful for the President in 

the Rose Garden as they are for a teacher of high school science. 

“Some of the teachers thought this is a really good book,” Nina Corley, the science teacher in 

Texas, told me, recalling how enthusiastically some of her colleagues received the Heartland 

mailing. “They didn’t even read it. It was sent to the school like a textbook, and people were 

accepting it at face value,” without considering the motivations behind it. With each chapter 

dedicated to one core climate change denial tenet, the Heartland book offered teachers graphs, 

lists of key facts, and pages of references. 

But critics have argued that those references often trace back to experts who have little expertise 

in climate science. “They have scientists or people with Ph.D.s,” Corley said. 

“Some of the teachers thought this [the Heartland Institute book] is a really good book. They 

didn’t even read it. It was sent to the school like a textbook, and people were accepting it at face 

value.” 

— Nina Corley 

“They wouldn’t know more than someone off the street about climate,” she added. 

The Heartland Institute did not respond to multiple requests for comment. 

In a new report on the catastrophic impact of global warming of 1.5 degree Celsius above pre-

industrial levels, the IPCC found that, among myriad other effects, millions of people around the 

globe would become refugees displaced from their homes, and that essentially all of the world’s 

coral reefs would be destroyed. On the scientific integrity of the claims made by the Heartland 

Institute publication, Kristie Ebi, a professor at the University of Washington and an author on 

https://www.desmogblog.com/sites/beta.desmogblog.com/files/%281-15-2012%29%202012%20Heartland%20Budget.pdf
http://report.ipcc.ch/sr15/pdf/sr15_spm_final.pdf


the IPCC report, said, “The publication from the Heartland Institute is not a scientific critique of 

the IPCC assessment reports, so there is nothing for me, as a scientist, to comment on.” 

In his Florida school district, James Stewart, a member of the FEA, saw how intrigued the head 

of his science department was with the Heartland mailing. She looked at the book’s content and 

was “really open to it,” Stewart said. “It looked convincing. I had to explain to her where it’d 

come from and what that meant. Which was quite concerning.” 

Several teachers noted that the book lacked accompanying “pull-out” materials, which limited 

the ways in which the information could be fully presented to students. But now, with the book 

printed in its second edition, Heartland has indicated plans to develop lessons and guided 

activities to augment its material. “That could be quite damaging if that happened,” Stewart said, 

noting that for teachers who found “Why Scientists Disagree About Global Warming” 

convincing, a suite of lesson plans could be widely adopted by over-scheduled teachers seeking 

to fill 200 days of the year with quality content. 

In 2017, U.S. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos made a rare comment on the policies of the 

Trump administration that were not explicitly related to the Department of Education, praising 

the White House for withdrawing the United States from the Paris climate accord. “The 

announcement made today by the President is one more example of his commitment to rolling 

back the unrealistic and overreaching regulatory actions by the previous Administration,” 

Secretary DeVos said. “President Trump is making good on his promise to put America and 

American workers first.” 

In an essential way, however, DeVos’ public support for the move was a continuation of the 

conservative movement’s efforts to undermine the nation’s prevailing approach to science 

education. After all, according to a letter critical of her support of Trump’s withdrawal, the 

DeVos family has donated more than $6 million to two think tanks that espouse climate change 

skepticism. (The Department of Education declined repeated requests for comment on this story.) 

“Regardless of how wrong they are about climate change, this isn’t about the climate. It’s a 

liberal political agenda.” 

— Karen Schoen 

With both the White House and appointed leaders of federal agencies promoting a climate 

skeptic agenda, the pressure will continue to mount on teachers attempting to present basic 

climate science in their classrooms. As Brandon Haught found, the classroom isn’t so far away 

from the family living room where his students have parents who support Trump’s climate 

change skepticism. “The parents have a personal stake in it,” he said. “They feel it deeply, that 

somehow what’s being taught in the school is intruding at the home.” 

In her work with the Florida Citizens’ Alliance, Karen Schoen wants to help families fight back 

against that intrusion. (In March, the group tried and failed to pass a bill that would have allowed 

school district residents to suggest alternative textbooks and other instructional material.) From 

her home in the Florida panhandle, a region devastated last month by another superstorm, 

Hurricane Michael—the likes of which scientists say will become more common amid a 

changing climate—Schoen tells me that teachers should be allowed to be skeptical of climate 

change, and to advocate for the use of the Heartland Institute book to their school administrator. 

“There’s a huge atmosphere of hostility for anyone that disagrees” about climate change, she 

https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/secretary-devos-releases-statement-president-trumps-decision-withdraw-us-paris-climate-accord
https://www.whitehouse.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/2017-06-07%20Heartland%20Letter%20-%20DeVos.pdf
https://www.tampabay.com/florida-politics/buzz/2018/03/14/florida-legislature-2018-what-passed-and-what-failed/


said, emphasizing the overlap between her grassroots work and national organizations like 

Heartland. “Regardless of how wrong they are about climate change, this isn’t about the 

climate,” she added. “It’s a liberal political agenda.” 

As the intensity continues to increase around climate literacy, organizations like the National 

Center for Science Education (NCSE) are developing programs that train science teachers how to 

identify the falsehoods in climate denialism research and publications. Kelly Pipes recently 

completed training in the NCSE ambassador program, where she learned the “FLICC” system, 

used for spotting fake experts, logical fallacies, impossible expectations, cherry picking of data, 

and conspiracy theories. 

Noted as the five characteristics of climate denial, Pipes said, the FLICC system more generally 

identifies the ways in which “someone is pulling your leg, trying to get one over on you.” 

Along with training the teachers in how to better source climate science material they can bring 

into their own classrooms, NCSE has begun working to connect university science departments 

with their local K-12 science teachers, building a peer community of science educators in 

districts where administrators or parents might be hostile to climate science. Once a teacher feels 

like they’ve found some level of support, they can become a bridge to other teachers in hostile 

environments. 

“Those teachers,” Brad Hoge of the NCSE said, “will provide a level of care and comfort to the 

teachers who’d be less comfortable facing the wrath of their own communities.” 

While Hoge sees the importance of providing students with a “basic science literacy,” he 

likewise hopes that by supporting teachers, he can enable a realization in students as well. 

“We have to make plans for the effects of climate change—the flooding, the droughts. And part 

of that is psychological, knowing why these things are happening and knowing that you have 

agency to change them,” he said. “The students that understand climate science can then become 

involved in mitigation planning, or question the underlying causes of climate change. 

“Those students understand that they have control over it,” he added. “It’s something they can 

impact.”  

 


