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Public education and public education teachers (particularly teachers’ unions) have been under attack 

by both conservative and neoliberal policies in the US and throughout the world. In this paper I draw on 

my doctoral research and subsequent analysis to demonstrate that strengthening public education is an 

essential element for the survival of the human species. I further propose a process for strengthening 

public education in ways that sustain democracy and democratic governance while combating neoliberal 

policies and corporate power. 

My research begins by showing that democracy and democratic governance is the only means through 

which society can address three critical threats to our survival: global climate change and other effects 

of environmental destruction; escalating individual violence and global militarization fueled by the arms 

merchants of the US and the world; and the increasing poverty and economic disparity that is escalating 

hunger and sickness worldwide. I go on to identify ten essential values of democracy that exist as five 

pairs of polarities: freedom-authority, justice-due process, diversity-equality, human rights-communal 

obligations, and participation-representation. Each of these ten values has both positive and negative 

aspects and to successfully sustain democracy and democratic governance, these polarities must be 

managed in ways that strengthen and increase the positive aspects and decrease the negative aspects.   

I next show that the basic purpose of public education should be to prepare students to become 

responsible citizens in a democratic society. To become responsible citizens in a democratic society, 

students must know, understand, and be committed to the values necessary to sustain democracy and 

democratic governance. Finally, you cannot effectively teach these values in schools (and school 

systems) that do not embrace and model these values.   

However, neoliberal policies have served to both dismantle the public education system while 

simultaneously subverting its purpose so that it serves to reproduce knowledge that sustains neoliberal 

policies and corporate power rather than democratic governance. Thus, this neoliberal approach 

increases the threats to the survival of the human species. 

In contrast to this neoliberal concept of education, the Graduation Pledge Alliance has worked for 25 

years to instill a sense of social and environmental responsibility among students. Started by students 

themselves at Humboldt State College (California) in 1987, the Graduation Pledge has spread to over 



300 university and high school campuses worldwide. The pledge, signed by students at graduation, 

states: “I pledge to explore and take into account the social and environmental consequences of any job 

I consider and will try to improve these aspects of any organizations for which I work.” 

I conclude this paper by proposing a collaborative partnership between the Graduation Pledge Alliance 

and public teachers’ unions through which students and teachers can use my research to transform 

public education systems to ensure that public schools and school systems both (a) model democratic 

governance and (b) instill in our students the knowledge of and commitment to those values required to 

sustain democracy and overcome the tyranny of corporate power and neoliberal policies. 

 


