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LOCAL SCHOOL BOARDS EMERGE AS HOT RACES IN NOVEMBER ELECTION
  By Julie Carr Smyth & Patty Nieberg  |  The Associated Press  

In a school district near the Ohio state capital, school board 
members up for reelection this year have been subjected to a 
steady stream of lawsuits and attacks, both in-person and online. 
In another, an incumbent up for reelection who supports stu-
dent mask requirements received a letter from someone angered 
by her stance who warned: "We are coming after you." 

A 15-year veteran board member in yet another Ohio district 
decided against running for reelection because of the escalating 
public attacks.

It's not just in Ohio. Across the U.S., local school board races 
have emerged as an intense political battleground in the Nov. 2 
elections, with much at stake for students.

Parental protests over COVID-19-related mask mandates, 
gender-neutral bathrooms, and teachings about racial history, 
sexuality and social-emotional learning are being leveraged into 
full-fledged board takeover campaigns that will get their first 
widespread test in just a few weeks.

"What's happening in 2021 is a prelude to some of the mes-
saging, some of the issues we'll see going into the midterm elec-
tions," said Scott DiMauro, president of the Ohio Education 
Association, the state's largest teachers union.

Local school board elections typically have been relatively 
quiet affairs where incumbents sail to reelection, often unop-
posed. This year, candidate training academies organized by 
national conservative groups and state-level recruitment efforts 
are encouraging challenges by right-leaning political newcomers. 
The results could have consequences for public education and 
coronavirus safety measures across the country.

The thousands of local school districts in the U.S. make it 
difficult to know how many sitting board members are facing 
challenges next month from conservative-leaning community 
members. But the challenges appear widespread.

In Wisconsin, a conservative legal institute is providing free 
legal advice on school board recalls to parent groups. In Iowa, 
Gov. Kim Reynolds, a Republican, has taken the unusual step 
of endorsing a conservative candidate for a local school board 
seat. And in Colorado, a group calling itself MAD that opposes 
remote-learning during the pandemic and what it says are par-
tisan leanings in curriculum is endorsing like-minded school 
board candidates.

"It feels like schools have become a political battleground, 
and they shouldn't be," said Dan Maloit, a former Army Green 
Beret who runs the Colorado group. "Kids should be able to 
walk in and not know what their teachers believe politically or 
their administrators and be protected from what society's argu-
ing about so that they can focus on learning to read and write, 
understanding math, learning an unbiased history."

Teachers unions, which for years have helped elect their own 
allies to school boards, are opposing the push. Their position 
is that many right-wing candidates are conspiracy theorists who 
are taking moderate positions to get elected, but once in office 
will oppose mask requirements and other COVID safety pro-
tocols, micromanage educators and censor classroom content 
they dislike.

Randi Weingarten, president of the American Federation 
of Teachers, called it "a craven and anti-democratic attempt to 
usurp local control over our kids' education."

"Their goal is to limit students' understanding of historical 
and current events and attack common-sense safety measures 
such as masking by bullying those who believe in science and 
teaching honest history," she said in a statement to The Associ-
ated Press.

FreedomWorks, a conservative group that supported the rise 
of former President Donald Trump, launched a candidate acad-
emy in March that already has trained about 300 people nation-
wide, with the largest number from Ohio, said Laura Zorc, the 
group's director of education reform. About 1,000 people have 
signed up, she said.

"My message to these parents is: Run for office if you don't 
like (it) and you don't feel your voice is being heard," Zorc said.

Among those who acted on that message is Jennifer Feucht, 
a candidate in the Olentangy Local School District outside 
Columbus who completed training through FreedomWorks' 
academy. After fighting to lift mask mandates and to get the dis-
trict to declare its opposition to critical race theory, the mother 
of three said she has also been the victim of "vicious" attacks on 
social media.

"I've learned that they're allowed to say things that are untrue 
because you're a public figure. I never imagined that at the local 
level," she said.

An especially common claim among the challengers is that 
schools are teaching Black children that they're victims and 
white children they're villains as part of their, which they attri-
bute to critical race theory. It's a characterization of districts' 
responses to last year's racial protests that national education 
and civil rights organizations have rejected as false and danger-
ous.

Critical race theory is a way of thinking about America's his-
tory through the lens of racism that was developed in the 1970s 
and 1980s. While there is little evidence it is taught in schools, 
the concept has become a flashpoint in the culture wars since 
the killing of George Floyd prompted a national reckoning on 
race.

Julie Feasel, who had been on that Olentangy school board 
since 2006, opted to retire this year because all the ugliness 
made the job exhausting. She said she hadn't faced a candidate 
challenge since 2013.

"It's the storm of all ages when it comes to public service," 
she said. "People have to educate themselves as to who's hiding 
behind the curtain. It's like the Wizard of Oz — who's pulling 
the strings?"

One of the active groups in Ohio is Ohio Value Voters, which 
created its own spinoff — Protect Ohio Children Coalition — in 
April, state business records show. The group's leaders did not 
return phone calls or emails seeking comment, but its website 
coaches parents to show up in groups of 30 and employ a "tsu-
nami strategy" to raise hot-button social issues and disrupt board 
meetings.

TERROR & TOURISM: XINJIANG 
EASES ITS GRIP, BUT FEAR REMAINS
   By Dake Kang  |  The Associated Press    

The razor wire that once ringed public 
buildings in China's far northwestern 
Xinjiang region is nearly all gone.

Gone, too, are the middle school 
uniforms in military camouflage and the 
armored personnel carriers rumbling 
around the homeland of the Uyghurs. 
Gone are many of the surveillance cam-
eras that once glared down like birds 
from overhead poles, and the eerie eter-
nal wail of sirens in the ancient Silk Road 
city of Kashgar.

Uyghur teenage boys, once a rare 
sight, now flirt with girls over pounding 
dance music at rollerblading rinks. One 
cab driver blasted Shakira as she raced 
through the streets.

Four years after Beijing launched a 
brutal crackdown that swept up to a mil-
lion or more Uyghurs and other mostly 
Muslim minorities into detention camps 
and prisons, its control of Xinjiang has 
entered a new era. Chinese authorities 
have scaled back many of the most dra-
conian and visible aspects of the region's 
high-tech police state. The panic that 
gripped the region a few years ago has 
subsided considerably, and a sense of 
normality is creeping back in. 

But there is no doubt about who 
rules, and evidence of the terror of the 
last four years is everywhere.

It's seen in Xinjiang's cities, where 
many historic centers have been bull-
dozed and the Islamic call to prayer no 
longer rings out. It's seen in Kashgar, 
where one mosque was converted into a 
café, and a section of another has been 
turned into a tourist toilet. It's seen deep 

in the countryside, where Han Chinese 
officials run villages.

And it's seen in the fear that was ever-
present, just below the surface, on two 
rare trips to Xinjiang I made for The 
Associated Press, one on a state-guided 
tour for the foreign press.

A bike seller's eyes widened in alarm 
when he learned I was a foreigner. He 
picked up his phone and began dialing 
the police. 

A convenience store cashier chatted 
idly about declining sales – then was 
visited by the shadowy men tailing us. 
When we dropped by again, she didn't 
say a word, instead making a zipping 
motion across her mouth, pushing past 
us and running out of the store.

At one point, I was tailed by a convoy 
of a dozen cars, an eerie procession 
through the silent streets of Aksu at 4 
in the morning. Anytime I tried to chat 
with someone, the minders would draw 
in close, straining to hear every word. 

It's hard to know why Chinese author-
ities have shifted to subtler methods of 
controlling the region. It may be that 
searing criticism from the West, along 
with punishing political and commercial 
sanctions, have pushed authorities to 
lighten up. Or it may simply be that 
China judges it has come far enough in 
its goal of subduing the Uyghurs and 
other mostly Muslim minorities to relax 
its grip.

Uyghur activists abroad accuse the 
Chinese government of genocide, point-
ing to plunging birthrates and the mass 
detentions. The authorities say their 

goal is not to eliminate Uyghurs but to 
integrate them, and that harsh measures 
are necessary to curb extremism.

Regardless of intent, one thing is 
clear: Many of the practices that made 
the Uyghur culture a living thing – 
raucous gatherings, strict Islamic habits, 
heated debate – have been restricted or 
banned. In their place, the authorities 
have crafted a sterilized version, one ripe 
for commercialization.

Xinjiang officials took us on a tour 
to the Grand Bazaar in the center of 
Urumqi, which has been rebuilt for tour-
ists, like many other cities in Xinjiang. 
Here, there are giant plastic bearded 
Uyghur men and a giant plastic Uyghur 
instrument. A nearby museum for tradi-
tional naan bread sells tiny plastic naan 
keychains, Uyghur hats and fridge mag-
nets. Crowds of Han Chinese snap selfies.

James Leibold, a prominent scholar 
of Xinjiang ethnic policy, calls it the 

"museumification" of Uyghur culture. 
Chinese officials call it progress. 

China has long struggled to integrate 
the Uyghurs, a historically Muslim group 
of 13 million people with close linguistic, 
ethnic and cultural ties to Turkey. Since 
the Communist Party took control of 
Xinjiang in 1949, Beijing's leaders have 
debated whether stricter or softer mea-
sures are more effective in absorbing the 
vast territory, half the size of India.

For decades, policy in Xinjiang swung 
back and forth. Even as the state granted 
special benefits to minorities, such as hir-
ing quotas and extra points on entrance 
exams, glass ceil-

ings, racism, and restrictions on religion 
alienated and angered many Uyghurs.

The harder the government tried to 
control the Uyghurs, the more stub-
bornly many clung to their identity. A 
few resorted to violence, carrying out 
bombings and knifings against a state 
they believed would never accord them 
genuine respect. Hundreds of innocent 
civilians, both Han Chinese and Uyghur, 
perished in increasingly deadly attacks.

The debate ended soon after Presi-
dent Xi Jinping's rise to power in 2012. 
The state chose forced assimilation, 
detaining Uyghurs and other minorities 
indiscriminately by the thousands and 
branding them as suspected "terrorists."

Today, many checkpoints and police 
stations are gone and the bombings have 
stopped, but the racial divide remains 
clear.

Uyghurs live trapped in an invisible 
system that restricts their every move. 
It's near impossible for them to get pass-
ports, and on planes to and from Xinji-
ang, most passengers are from China's 
Han Chinese majority. 

Uyghurs who live outside Xinjiang 
must register with local police and report 
to an officer on a regular basis, their 
moves tracked and monitored. Many 
Uyghurs living in Xinjiang aren't allowed 
to leave the region.

Information on Xinjiang within 
China  is heavily censored, and state 
media now promotes the region as a 
safe, exotic tourist destination. As a 
result, Han Chinese outside Xinjiang 

remain largely unaware of the restrictions that 
Uyghurs face, one of a number of reasons 
why many in China are supportive of Beijing's 
crackdown.

Within Xinjiang, Han Chinese and 
Uyghurs live side by side, an unspoken but 
palpable gulf between them. In the suburbs 
of Kashgar, a Han woman at a tailor shop 
tells my colleague that most Uyghurs weren't 
allowed to go far from their homes. 

"Isn't that so? You can't leave this shop?" the 
woman said to a Uyghur seamstress. 

Down the street from the tailor shop, I spot 
Lunar New Year banners with slogans in Chi-
nese characters like "The Chinese Communist 
Party is good" plastered on every storefront. 
An elderly Han Chinese shopkeeper tells me 
that local officials printed the banners by the 
hundreds, handed them out and ordered 
them put up, although Uyghurs tradition-
ally celebrate Islamic holidays rather than the 
Lunar New Year.

She approved of the strict measures. Xinji-
ang was much safer now, she said, than when 
she had first moved there with her son, a sol-
dier with the Bingtuan, Xinjiang's paramilitary 
corps. 

The Uyghurs "don't dare do anything 
around here anymore," she told me.

City centers now bustle with life again, 
with Uyghur and Han children screeching 
as they chase each other across streets. Some 
Uyghurs even approach me and ask for my 
contact — something that never happened on 
previous visits.

But in rural villages and quiet suburbs, 
many houses sit empty and padlocked. In one 
Kashgar neighborhood, the words "Empty 
House" is spray-painted on every third or 
fourth residence. In a village an hour's drive 
away, I spot dozens of "Empty House" notices 
on a half-hour walk, red lettering on yellow 
slips fluttering in the wind on door upon 
door. 

Control is also tighter deep in the coun-

tryside, away from the bazaars that the govern-
ment is eager for visitors to see. 

In one village we stop in, an elderly Uyghur 
man in a square skullcap answers just one 
question – "We don't have the coronavirus 
here, everything is good" – before a local Han 
Chinese cadre demands to know what we are 
doing. 

He tells the villagers in Uyghur, "If he 
asks you anything, just say you don't know 
anything."

Behind him, a drunk Uyghur man was yell-
ing. Alcohol is forbidden for practicing Mus-
lims, especially in the holy month of Ramadan.

"I've been drinking alcohol, I'm a little 
drunk, but that's no problem. We can drink as 
we want now!" he shouted. "We can do what 
we want! Things are great now!"

At a nearby store, I notice liquor bottles lin-
ing the shelves. In another town, my colleague 
and I encounter a drunk Uyghur man, passed 
out by a trash bin in broad daylight. Though 
many Uyghurs in big cities like Urumqi have 
long indulged in drinking, such sights were 
once unimaginable in the pious rural areas of 
southern Xinjiang. 

On a government sponsored tour, officials 
took us to meet Mamatjan Ahat, a truck driver, 
who declared he was back to drinking and 
smoking because he had recanted religion and 
extremism after a stint at one of Xinjiang's 
infamous "training centers". 

"It made me more open-minded," Ahat told 
reporters, as officials listened in.

Xinjiang officials say they aren't forcing 
atheism on the Uyghurs, but rather defending 
freedom of belief against creeping extremism. 

"Not all Uyghurs are Muslim," is a common 
refrain.

Controls on religious activity have slack-
ened, but remain tightly bound by the state. 
For example, the authorities have allowed 
some mosques to reopen, though hours are 
strictly limited. Small groups of elderly wor-
shippers trickle in and out.

Xinjiang's unique brand of state-controlled 
Islam is most on display at the Xinjiang Islam-
ic Institute, a government school for imams.

Here, young Uyghur men chant verses from 
the Quran and pray five times a day. They 
get scholarships and opportunities to study 
in Egypt, officials say as they walk us around. 
Tens of thousands have graduated, and recent-
ly they've opened a new campus – albeit one 
with a police station installed at the entrance.

"Religious freedom is enshrined in China's 
constitution," said a student, Omar Adilab-
dulla, as officials watch him speak. "It's totally 
free." 

As he speaks, I crack open a textbook on 
another student's desk. A good Chinese Mus-
lim has to learn Mandarin, it says, China's 
main language.

"Arabic is not the only language that com-
piles Allah's classics," the lesson said. "To learn 
Chinese is our responsibility and obligation, 
because we are all Chinese."

As I flip through the book, I spot other 
lessons. 

"We must be grateful to the Party and the 
government for creating peace," reads one 
chapter.

"We must strive to build a socialist Xinjiang 
with Chinese characteristics," says another. 

"Amen!"
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