POLICY TIP SHEET

Teaching Kids the

Truth About Socialism

By Carson Reinarz

THE PROBLEMS

Young Americans increasingly view socialism

favorably despite its record of economic
failure and human suffering.

* Most students cannot accurately define
socialism and receive little to no meaningful

instruction about its history or consequences.

* K-12 curricula and textbooks often present
socialism in a neutral or positive light.

* Inadequate curriculum review and limited
transparency allow misleading or incomplete

materials to shape classroom instruction.

THE SOLUTIONS

Require curriculum transparency so parents
and lawmakers can see how socialism and
related ideologies are being taught.

» Update state standards to ensure students
learn socialism’s full historical and economic

record, including examples of repression and

failure.

* Model reforms on Florida’s History of
Communism law to guarantee accurate,
comparative instruction on competing
political systems.

+ Establish independent review boards and
provide teacher training to promote factual,
unbiased classroom instruction.
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For generations, Americans have trusted
their public schools to prepare students to
become informed and responsible citizens.
Yet many classrooms today either ignore or
misrepresent one of the most consequential
ideologies of the past century: socialism.
Instead of learning about socialism’s
economic failures and the immense human
cost it has imposed around the world, many
students are exposed only to its theoretical
promises of equality and fairness.’

This problem did not emerge overnight.
Beginning in the mid-twentieth century,
Marxist and socialist ideas steadily
migrated from universities into K-12
education through teacher-training
programs, textbooks, and advocacy
networks. As a result, lessons that once
emphasized liberty, individual responsibility,
and free enterprise have increasingly been
replaced with narratives that downplay or
excuse collectivist systems.?

Parents assume schools will present history
accurately and equip children to recognize
the difference between competing political
and economic systems. But widespread
misunderstanding among young Americans
suggests otherwise. Too often, textbooks
blur the lines between socialism, social
democracy, and capitalism—or omit
socialism’s record entirely. When students
leave school without learning the truth
about this ideology, they are more
vulnerable to the misleading rhetoric that
has already reshaped so much of our
political culture.



YOUNG AMERICANS DON'T
UNDERSTAND SOCIALISM

Polling data reveal the consequences of decades of
incomplete instruction about socialism. Most young
Americans do not understand the ideology’s history
or defining characteristics, yet many view it favorably.
Neo-Marxist ideas that once circulated primarily

in academia have filtered into popular culture and
social media, leaving students increasingly exposed
to romanticized portrayals of collectivism rather than
factual accounts of its failures.

In a 2019 Young America’s Foundation poll of high
school and college students, more than half of
respondents could not accurately define socialism.
The most common answer (27 percent) was “don’t
know” or “unsure,” followed by vague or incorrect
responses such as “being social” (10 percent) and
“fairness or equality” (9 percent). Only a small minority
came close to identifying socialism as government
or collective ownership of the means of production.?
Other surveys paint a similar picture. A 2019 Gallup
poll found that nearly half (49 percent) of Millennials
and Generation Z view socialism favorably, while
positive views of capitalism fell from 66 percent to 51
percent between 2010 and 2019.4

A 2020 Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation
survey conducted by YouGov reported that 49
percent of Gen Z and 47 percent of Millennials have a
favorable opinion of socialism. Alarmingly, about one-
third of each group supported replacing capitalism
with a more socialist system of government.® In

2022, Pew Research Center found that 44 percent of
those aged 18-29 held a positive view of socialism,
compared to 40 percent with a positive view of
capitalism.®

New polling conducted jointly by The Heartland
Institute and Rasmussen Reports in August 2025
shows that support for explicitly socialist ideas among
young Americans has reached unprecedented

levels. In a survey of 1,201 likely voters aged

18 to 39, 53 percent said they would like to see

a democratic socialist candidate win the 2028
presidential election—including more than one-

third of respondents who reported voting for Donald

Trump in 2024. Seventy-six percent agreed that
major industries such as health care, energy, and
technology should be nationalized “to give more
control and equity to the people,” and 59 percent
voiced support for a law imposing a maximum annual
income cap for individuals.” These findings indicate
that socialist and anti-liberal attitudes are not confined
to the political fringe; they are rapidly becoming
mainstream among younger generations of voters on
both sides of the political aisle.

Classrooms are not helping to correct these
misunderstandings. Many K-12 standards and
textbooks present socialism in a neutral or even
positive light, highlighting theoretical ideals rather
than the ideology’s devastating historical record.
Curriculum materials often conflate socialism with
social democracy, muddying the lines between
democratic capitalism and true socialist systems.
Some students can go through their entire K—12
education without ever learning about socialism in any
meaningful or factual way, leaving them unprepared
when confronted with political propaganda. One
proposed social studies textbook, for instance,
described socialism as a system that “keeps things
nice and even and without unnecessary waste. These
societies may promote greater equality among people
while still providing a fully functioning government-
supervised economy.”®

Florida officials ultimately rejected the book before
adoption, demonstrating why state-level review and
transparency are critical. It is difficult to imagine that



s0 many young Americans would continue to view
socialism favorably if schools presented its history
and consequences accurately.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Parents deserve to know the truth about what their
children are being taught, and children deserve an
honest account of history that does not gloss over the
failures and human toll of socialism. When schools
fail to provide that foundation, they leave young
Americans vulnerable to propaganda and ill-prepared
to make informed decisions as voters and citizens.
Fortunately, the solution is straightforward: state
lawmakers can take clear, practical steps to ensure
K—-12 students learn accurate, balanced lessons
about socialism and related ideologies.

First, policymakers should strengthen curriculum
transparency. Legislators should require school
districts to publicly post syllabi, reading lists, and
lesson plans for courses covering civics, economics,
and history, including any thematic frameworks

used to teach political and economic systems. Many
states have taken steps in this direction, but stronger
enforcement and oversight are still needed to ensure
transparency is meaningful.

Second, policymakers should require that socialism
be taught truthfully. State standards should explicitly
include instruction on socialism, communism, and
other collectivist ideologies, with attention to both
their economic theories and their historical record of
repression, poverty, and mass suffering. Lawmakers
should make clear that “teaching both sides” does not
mean granting moral equivalence to failed systems,
but presenting verifiable facts and encouraging critical
thinking.

“Parents deserve to know the truth
about what their children are being
taught, and children deserve an
honest account of history that does
not gloss over the failures and human
toll of socialism. When schools fail
to provide that foundation, they
leave young Americans vulnerable to
propaganda and ill-prepared to make
informed decisions as voters and
citizens.”

Third, policymakers should draw on successful
models. Florida’s History of Communism law, enacted
in 2024, provides a useful template.® The law requires
instruction on the history and tactics of communist
movements, the atrocities committed under
communist regimes, and comparative discussion of
ideologies that conflict with the principles of freedom
and democracy. Similar language could be applied

to include socialism and adapted by other states to
ensure accuracy and completeness in K—12 curricula.

Fourth, policymakers should establish review boards
and teacher training. Legislators should create or
empower independent curriculum review boards

to vet textbooks and materials before adoption,
ensuring that portrayals of socialism are factually
grounded and free from euphemism. These boards
should make their findings public. States should also
provide teacher training on how to present contested
ideologies impartially and analytically, using case
studies such as the Soviet Union, Maoist China,
Cuba, Cambodia, Venezuela, and others to illustrate
socialism’s real-world outcomes.
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