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Introduction

In recent years, the teaching of history in schools has turned toward accounts that give greater 
recognition to non-Western contributions and beliefs.1 As part of a decades-long shift away from 
a study of the past that emphasized the unique contributions of Western culture, educators have 
endeavored to expand students’ knowledge of the Middle East and Islam. The September 11, 
2001 attacks on America and growing numbers of Muslim refugees from Middle East conflicts 
admitted to the U.S. added impetus to this effort.2 

The shift in emphasis has prompted publishers to substantially revise textbooks and educators to 
seek new sources of information. The advent of the Internet in the 1990s provided easy access 
to a wider range of materials, but left individual teachers with the task of critically evaluating 
them. Not surprisingly, many teachers lacked sufficient background on these complex topics 
to assess the accuracy of diverse, unvetted sources. The greater latitude in choosing materials 
has also meant teachers’ selections may reflect their own biases. As a result, inaccurate and 
partisan materials have made their way into some curricula.

Additionally, because history courses in public schools traditionally steered clear of contentious 
contemporary topics, many school systems have been ill-equipped to address effectively problems 
that arise from the introduction of biased materials promoting politically-charged agendas.
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Reflecting the impact of these broad trends, controversy erupted in 2011 between a group of 
concerned residents in Newton, Massachusetts and the city’s school officials over classroom 
assignments relating to Islam and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In early 2012, the Committee 
for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting in America (CAMERA) was approached by concerned 
residents seeking an assessment of a number of school materials. Handouts assigned to 10th 
graders on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict were among the first items presented and a review 
showed they contained factual errors and noticeable bias.

For example, a photocopied page from an Internet site called “Flashpoints: Guide to World 
Conflicts” identified Jerusalem as the capital of Palestine and Tel Aviv as the capital of Israel.  
These are serious factual errors. Jerusalem is the capital of Israel and there is no state of 
Palestine. The handout also contained politically-charged statements on “unilateral Israeli 
policies in the Occupied Territories” and alleged a growing Israeli “influence over American 
domestic politics and Middle East policy.” 3 (See Attachment 1.)

Another handout presented a timeline of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that omitted any 
mention of the numerous Arab terrorist attacks inside Israel during the 1970s and 1980s. In 
fact, the first terrorist attack in Israel or the Palestinian administered territories cited was the 
first and only mass-fatality attack perpetrated by an Israeli civilian in Israel’s history. Given the 
vastly disproportionate numbers of Palestinian terrorist attacks on Jews, the amplifying of the 
only such Jewish attack underscores the bias of the handout.

Additionally, a 9th grade history class on Islam had been assigned a chapter from a book titled 
A Muslim Primer,4 (see Attachment 2) which presented  an embellished  description  of the 
status of women in Islamic societies without discussion about controversial practices in some 
Muslim communities.

This first sample of materials being used in Newton classrooms was not, it turned out, an isolated 
deviation from an otherwise scholarly, sound curriculum. Rather a review of additional items 
indicated a wider problem in curriculum units devoted to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Islam.

This monograph presents a case study of a nationally prominent public school system whose 
curriculum was compromised by inaccurate accounts of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and 
simplistic expositions of Islamic culture. As school systems continue to introduce contemporary, 
politically contentious topics into their curricula, there are valid concerns that students may be 
exposed to indoctrination rather than factual, objective accounts. 

The purpose here is to provide a careful analysis of what occurred in Newton and to raise 
awareness of the trends underway. All communities should review the presentation of these 
subjects in their school systems in order to promote scholarly, accurate materials and to remove 
factually inaccurate and biased curricula. This monograph focuses only on the units that touch 
on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Islam because these were the objects of concern in the 
controversy described. The monograph does not examine related topics covered in the world 
history course like the portrayal of ancient Israel or the history and doctrine of Judaism and 
Christianity. These could be the subjects of another inquiry. However, no public complaints on 
curriculum materials have been brought forth to suggest other areas of concern in the Newton 
High School history curriculum. 
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1   David Randall, The Disappearing Continent: A Critique of the Revised Advanced Placement European History Exam, 
National Association of Scholars, July 2016. https://www.nas.org/images/documents/NAS_apeh_complete.pdf
Randall writes of changes in the teaching of European History that have meant students no longer learn of  “Europe’s 
unique development of the architecture of modern knowledge, which made possible almost every modern form of 
intellectual inquiry.”
2   International Education and Foreign Languages: Keys to Securing Our Future,  p. 22, The National Academies Press 2016. 
https://www.nap.edu/read/11841/chapter/4 - 22https://www.nap.edu/read/11841/chapter
The chapter enumerates the increase in funding to Title VI and Fulbright programs directed toward foreign language 
and area expertise to improve “cultural competencies” in the wake of the 9/11 attacks.
3   Flashpoints: Guide to World Conflicts, was an Internet web site that appears to be no longer active.
4   Ira Zepp, A Muslim Primer: Beginner’s Guide to Islam, University of Arkansas Press, 2000.
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Part 1: An Agenda-Driven History 
Curriculum
The increased emphasis on contributions of Islamic culture to the modern world is connected 
to a broader trend that deemphasizes traditional accounts of Western history while increasing 
students’ exposure to non-Western perspectives.1 Whereas traditional historical accounts teach 
that Europeans uniquely articulated the ideals of freedom, put them into practice, and created 
the modern world,2 contemporary accounts increasingly stress the contributions of other cultures. 

The inclusion of other cultural perspectives can provide students with a broader understanding 
of history. But the enhancement of the stature of other cultures is often accompanied by a 
critical portrayal of the history and policies of the United States. In the setting of the Middle 
East, this critical, often negative, scrutiny applies as well to Israel, which is seen as an outpost 
of Western culture and a continuance of its alleged sins.

Critics of the U.S. and Israel Invited into the Newton Schools

The receptivity to anti-Western perspectives was best dramatized by the visit to Newton South 
High School in April 2007 of MIT linguistics professor Noam Chomsky, an academic known 
for his criticism of the United States and antipathy toward the state of Israel. Chomsky was 
invited by the Social Awareness Club at the school and spoke to an estimated 140 students 
about the Iraq war.3

Local newspapers carried letters and editorials by Newton residents sparring over the 
appropriateness of the invitation given Chomsky’s views, especially those critical of Israel. 
According to the Boston Globe, Student Senate President Dan Groob, who opposed Chomsky’s 
invitation, tried to videotape the event but was ordered outside. Groob called it “horrible and 
hypocritical” that Chomsky was allowed to speak at the school in a controlled environment, 
without an opposing viewpoint being offered. Chomsky focused mostly on what he termed the 
“illegal” American war in Iraq and impressed upon students the notion that a small segment of 
wealthy elites determines American foreign policy.4

Not mentioned during Chomsky’s talk was a video5 of a visit he paid a year earlier in 2006 to 
Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah, the Iranian-backed Shiite terrorist organization in 
southern Lebanon.
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In that video, Chomsky expressed 
admiration for the terrorist 
group and support for its goals. 
Hezbollah had been responsible 
for the April 1983 suicide 
bombing of the U.S. embassy in 
Lebanon that killed 63 people 
in the first large-scale Islamist 
attack on the U.S. It was followed 
by a suicide truck bombing on 
October 23, 1983, that killed 
241 U.S. Marines serving as 
peacekeepers in Lebanon. Over 
the following years, Hezbollah 
carried out kidnappings, murders 
and bombings of American, Israeli 
and Jewish targets, including 
the bombing of a Jewish community center in Argentina that took 85 lives, both Jewish and 
non-Jewish.6 In 1997, the U.S. designated Hezbollah a foreign terrorist organization.  (Just a 
month after Chomsky’s visit with Hezbollah, the terrorist group launched an unprovoked cross-
border attack against Israel, precipitating a five-week war in which over 1000 people, mainly 
Lebanese, died). 

Much of the controversy associated with Chomsky’s visit to Newton centered on his denunciations 
of Israel and his perceived alignment with anti-Semites.7 Eric Dyer, then a junior at Newton 
South, recalled encountering extensive anti-Israel sentiment among teachers at the time. In 
a class discussion in which a teacher condemned Israeli military incursions into Palestinian 
towns, Dyer objected because there was no mention of Palestinian terrorism. According to Dyer, 
the teacher censured him for expressing pro-Israel views.8 

Chomsky was not the first person known for his negative perspective on the U.S. and Israel to 
be invited to speak to Newton students. In November 2001, two months after the 9/11 attacks, 
historian Howard Zinn, speaking at Newton North High School, reportedly told students that 
America’s military response in Afghanistan “puts us at the same level as a terrorist.”9

Some Newton high school students are receptive to this sort of anti-Western and anti-Israel 
political agenda. A radical political organization called Massachusetts Peace Action has chapters 
in both Newton high school campuses. This group promotes extreme anti-Israel positions, 
accusing Israel of scheming to drag the United States into war.  The group’s website page on 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict states,

“Israel’s continued advocacy of a military strike on Iran keeps the region on edge 
and is the main driver of a threatened U.S.-Iran conflict.”10

Meanwhile, the group is silent on threats made by the Iranian regime’s leaders to erase what it calls 
the “Zionist entity.” The two Newton high schools are the only secondary school chapters featured 
on the group’s web site and the group’s board of directors includes a Newton high school student.11 

Hassan Nasrallah, left, and Noam Chomsky, right
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Newton Schools and the Harvard Outreach Center

A year after Chomsky’s visit to the school, a high school history teacher invited Paul Beran, then 
director of the Outreach Center at Harvard University’s Center for Middle Eastern Studies, to 
participate in a discussion about the Oslo Peace Process. 

Beran was known for promoting the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions campaign in the city 
of Somerville, Massachusetts, and for advocating sanctions against Israel by the Presbyterian 
Church.12 He also conducted workshops for teachers where he promoted his political agenda. 

The Outreach Center had already received negative publicity for its controversial methods. 
After the 9/11 attacks, the Massachusetts Board of Education had funded a special seminar for 
K-12 teachers to learn about Islamic history and the Middle East. The outreach coordinator at 
the Outreach Center had been selected to organize the seminar. In their review of the seminar, 
officials from the Massachusetts Department of Education were shocked at what they found. 
They criticized the program for “ethical violations” that included “unacceptable practices” of 
inculcating religious practice in a public school classroom.13

A slide presentation available in 2011-2012 on the Outreach Center’s website revealed the 
political advocacy woven into educational materials in workshops for teachers. The presentation 
laid out a number of key points to teach about the conflict. 

1.	 It emphasized treating the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as simply a land or border 
dispute, while dismissing the possibility of any other cause – for example, a religious 
one – as an “unsophisticated” viewpoint. 14

2.	 It portrayed the Palestinians as the indigenous people of the land, while obscuring 
the Jewish historical connection. One slide featured four chronological maps alleging 
to document the expansion of Jewish-controlled territory and the corresponding 
elimination of Palestinian territory. In fact, all the land shown in the maps had been 
part of the Turkish Ottoman Empire for 400 years until 1917. After World War I, 
the territory was part of a British administered League of Nations mandate for the 
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creation of a Jewish national home. However, the maps convey the impression of a 
once existing Palestinian Arab state. There has never been any such state.15 

3.	 It depicted Palestinians as victims, unaccountable for their own decisions that might 
have led to their current predicament. This too was presented as a “sophisticated” 
viewpoint. One slide purporting to be “sophisticating” (sophisticated) alleged 
that “Israel is hegemon.”  It discredited as “unsophisticated” notions like 
“Palestinians as terrorists.”16

The Harvard Outreach Center presentation steered participants toward numerous anti-Zionist 
films and books, especially works by Jewish anti-Zionists.17 

Among the films promoted on the website was Occupation 101,18 a film featuring such  well-
known anti-Zionists as Noam Chomsky, Alison Weir, and Richard Falk. The themes expressed 
in the film echoed the Center’s advocacy. The film analogizes Israel’s policies to apartheid in 
South Africa. It denies the Jewish people’s connection to their historic home, and incorporates 
classical anti-Jewish religious imagery and the anti-historical notion of a “Palestinian” Christ.  
The Palestinians are viewed only as victims. Palestinian violence is justified as a natural 
response to injustice.19

The Outreach Center also recommended to teachers a controversial textbook titled the Arab 
World Studies Notebook (AWSN). A review of the AWSN by the American Jewish Committee 
(AJC) found that the textbook “appears largely designed to advance the anti-Israel and 
propagandistic views of the Notebook’s two sponsors, the Middle East Policy Council (MEPC) 
and Arab World and Islamic Resources (AWAIR), to an audience of teachers who may not have 
the resources and knowledge to assess this text critically.”20 The AJC report noted the irony 
that “the Notebook critiques other educational materials for being Eurocentric, yet it provides 
students with a completely Muslim-centered perspective.”21 

The AJC report concluded, “The Notebook is replete with factual errors, inaccuracies, and 
misrepresentations.22 In addition to pervasive typographical errors, there is an almost total lack 
of citation,23 making reference-checking exceptionally difficult, if not impossible.”24 

An example of the Notebook’s bias is evident in a chapter on “An Arab City,” which presents 
Jerusalem as the “ancestral home” of the Palestinians that was usurped by Israel. It states that 
“Westerners know Jerusalem’s deep associations with Judaism and Christianity… However, 
Islam’s religious ties with the Holy city are equally long and much deeper.”25

In fact, Islam emerged in the 7th century C.E., over 16 centuries after Jerusalem became the 
religious and political center for the Jewish nation, and six centuries after Jerusalem’s religious 
importance was established for Christians.

The book’s section on the Palestinians begins with the assertion, for which there is no historical 
basis, that, “Some Palestinians can trace their ancestry directly to the Canaanites who lived in 
Palestine centuries before the Hebrews claimed part of it.”26

Another example of the Notebook’s extreme bias is its contention that a Jewish conspiracy is 
behind the allegedly poor image of Arabs and Islam in America: “Why is it Hollywood has been 
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able to malign Arabs with almost complete impunity? Is there a Jewish conspiracy to promote 
a negative image of Arabs in cinema? Indeed Jews have been prominent in the American film 
industry and American Jews tend to be supportive of Israel. Meanwhile the emergence of the 
Israeli film industry with ties to America…has clearly contributed to the increase in racist 
portrayals of Arabs in cinema.”27

In fact, the Israeli film industry has a notable repertoire containing numerous works that 
critically scrutinize Israeli policy and are sympathetic to the Palestinians.28 Reviews of these 
films reveal that many are biased in favor of the Palestinians to such a degree that they promote 
unsubstantiated accusations and include false claims reflecting negatively on Israel.29

After being alerted to the Outreach Center’s workshops in late 2012, CAMERA exposed the 
biased and inaccurate information disseminated in the workshops.30 (See Attachment 3.) Shortly 
thereafter, Beran left and eventually took another position at Harvard,31 and the Outreach Center 
shifted its emphasis away from the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to other cultural and political 
issues in the Middle East. A spokesperson for Harvard’s Center for Middle Eastern Studies later 
told a researcher from a group evaluating Newton school curriculum materials that the Center 
“disavowed any connection to any such materials that may have been distributed to teachers.”32

When questioned in 2013 about Beran’s influence over the teaching of Islam and the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, Newton’s School Superintendent David Fleishman stated that the Oslo discussion 
was the only interaction that had occurred between Newton teachers and the Harvard Outreach 
Center.33 And a 10th grade World History teacher at Newton South High School corroborated the 
statement, saying that Beran played no role in his selection of curriculum materials. 34 

However, these statements were contradicted by the Outreach Center’s own website, which 
proclaimed that Beran conducted a follow-up session with 80 Newton teachers on April 30, 
2010, during which he instructed them on how to teach about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.35 
And a local community newspaper,  The Jewish Advocate, reported in 2012 that Newton South 
High School World History teacher Sean Turley had “sought help from the Center when he 
designed a 10th grade lesson plan about the Israeli/Palestinian conflict.” Turley acknowledged 
that he had used the plan for three years.36

1   David Randall, The Disappearing Continent, National Association of Scholars, June 2016. https://www.nas.org/
images/documents/NAS_apeh_complete.pdf.
2   Ibid, p. 2.
3  Boston Globe, April 11, 2007. http://archive.boston.com/bostonglobe/regional_editions/globe_west/west/2007/04/
protesters_decr.html
4   Ibid.
5     https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-WAP2S6rSoY
6   Jerusalem Post, July 18, 2016. http://www.jpost.com/Diaspora/Today-in-history-Argentina-looks-for-justice-460711
7   Chomsky penned an essay “Some Elementary Comments on the Rights of Freedom of Expression” in 1980. This 
included a defense of Holocaust denier Robert Faurisson. The essay was included as a forward to Faurisson’s book. 
https://chomsky.info/19801011 
8   Interview conducted by Steven Stotsky of former Newton South student Eric Dyer, August 2016.
9   Boston Herald, Nov. 21, 2011.
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10  Massachusetts Peace Action. http://masspeaceaction.org/learn/palestine-israel
11    Ibid, http://masspeaceaction.org/campus-student/
12   Reported in Harvard’s Middle East Outreach Center Headed by BDS Activist, CAMERA, Dec. 13, 2011. 
Beran boasted of forming a coalition with an anti-Israel group, Jewish Voice for Peace, claiming “it helped the PC 
(USA) to deal more forcefully with the criticism it has and continues to receive from Zionist groups and their ilk.”
13  CBN news, Public Schools Teach the ABCs about Islam, Oct. 9. 2008.  
14   Mitchell Bard for example offers a sharply different viewpoint in his book, “Death to the Infidels: Radical Islam’s 
War Against the Jews” St. Martin’s Press, 2007.
15   The original source of these maps is the PLO Information Office. Many versions of these maps circulate widely.
16   Slide from 2011 Harvard University Center for Middle Eastern Studies website, titled, “Sophisticating.”
17   PowerPoint slides for the workshop were originally available on the Outreach Center’s website. They have since been removed.
18   Steven Stotsky, Film Review: Occupation 101, CAMERA, Jan. 5, 2008.
19    The film opens with the lines: “Any violence by a large population is not because the people is more violent than 
any other. It’s an alarm, it’s a sign, it’s a signal that something is wrong in the treatment of this population.”
20   Propaganda, Proselytizing and Public Education: A Critique of the Arab World Studies Notebook, prepared by Doran 
Arik, published by the American Jewish Committee, 2005.
21   Ibid, p.3.
22   Stanley Kurtz, “Saudi in the Classroom,” National Review, July 25, 2007.
23   An example of the lack of scholarly citation is the inflated American Muslim population figure provided by the book  
(6 million in 1998 and noting it was larger than the Jewish population). In an exchange with William Bennetta, editor of 
The Textbook League,  AWSN editor Audrey Shabbas cited unsubstantiated figures from television programs as her source 
of the population figure.  In contrast, population surveys by reputable organizations (for example, Pew) estimated the 
American Muslim population at 1.8-4 million in 2010. http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/news/1018887/posts
24   Ibid, p.8.
25   Arab World Studies Notebook, 1989 edition. p. 61.
26   Ibid, p. 247.
27   Ibid, p. 285.
28   In 2005, the Sundance Film Festival in Colorado, a major venue for independent films, featured nine Israeli films, 
all of which were sympathetic to the Palestinians and none of which could be characterized as denigrating Arabs.
29   CAMERA’s website www.camera.org contains over a dozen film reviews that support this finding.
30   CAMERA, “Harvard’s Middle East Center Headed by BDS Supporter,” Dec. 13 2011. http://www.camera.org/
index.asp?x_context=2&x_outlet=118&x_article=
31   Beran recently was appointed as executive director of SHARIAsource, a newly created online platform designed 
to provide content and context on Islamic law. It is part of Harvard Law School’s Islamic Legal Studies Program.
32   Verity Educate, Middle East Curricula in Newton Public Schools, p. 4.
33   Boston Globe, State Affirms School Curriculum After Protests,” Nov. 7, 2013.
34   Interview with Hillel Stavis Aug. 9, 2016, in which Stavis, a former school principal and bookstore owner in 
Cambridge, MA, recounted his conversation with Newton South High School history teacher James Rinaldi.
35   The full statement reads as follows: “The Outreach Center is working with the Newton city high schools to develop 
new resources to use in the classroom to teach the Palestinian/Israeli conflict. Paul Beran CMESOC Director presented 
to 80 history teachers from Newton Public Schools on approaches and resources for teaching about the Palestinian/Israeli 
conflict. The approach offered provides an inclusive way to allow a wide variety of historical voices to be learned from in 
the conflict. It then, approaches the gathering of information for presentation in the classroom around resources that focus 
on the five Oslo Peace Process problem areas of refugees, resources, borders, Jerusalem and settlements…” 
https://web.archive.org/web/20100708082509/http:/cmes.hmdc.harvard.edu/outreach/news/newtonschools
36   Jewish Advocate, Feb. 17, 2012.



16

Reading Assignment from a Controversial Textbook

The controversy over the teaching of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Islam in Newton 
erupted in the fall of 2011 when Tony Pagliuso, a Newton school parent, discovered his daughter 
had been assigned to read an inflammatory article for a unit covering the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. The article stated: 

“Over the past four decades, women have been active in the Palestinian resistance 
movement. Several hundred have been imprisoned, tortured, and killed by Israeli 
occupation forces.”1 

The offending passage was from the Arab World Studies Notebook, which had been recommended 
by the Harvard Outreach Center.2 There is no factual merit to the outrageous assertion made in 
the article, nor does the Notebook provide any backup for its false claims.

According to Pagliuso, when he brought the issue up with his daughter’s teacher, his concerns 
were rejected and he was told that the material was appropriate for the class.3 He received 
a similar response from the head of Newton South’s Social Studies Department. In a meeting 
with the school principal, Pagliuso recalled that he felt patronized. According to Pagliuso, the 
principal taunted him, stating that “next year we’re going to be studying some things that are 
going to be even more upsetting to you about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”4 

After a local newspaper reported on the incident,5 an ad-hoc group formed in Newton to 
examine the materials that were used to teach about Islam and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  
The group set up meetings with school officials and began regularly to attend school committee 
meetings to voice their concerns about problematic curriculum materials.6 

In June 2012, the superintendent and the Newton School Committee asserted that articles7 
copied from the Arab World Studies Notebook had been removed from the curriculum.8 The 
Newton Public Schools published an official statement about the Arab World Studies Notebook 
controversy. It claimed that “The teacher highlighted a controversial statement in the reading 
and noted that it was a biased perspective…” The official statement reaffirmed that the book 
was no longer used at Newton South High School after a review during the winter of 2011-

Part 2: Curriculum Controversy in 
Newton, Massachusetts
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2012, and that Newton North High School followed suit in the spring of 2012.9 (See Attachment 
4.) However, the Jewish News Service reported that downloadable lesson plans for a Newton 
South 9th grade class still included passages from the problematic textbook in October 2012.10 

Notably, the Newton Public Schools statement did not take issue with the factual errors in the 
textbook, instead finding that “while it included primary sources that were of value to some 
faculty, there was a general sense that the materials were outdated.” 11  

The Battle Between the School Committee and the Ad-Hoc Group of 
Concerned Citizens

The ad-hoc group that formed after the exposure of the error-ridden reading assignment 
began its activities in earnest at a school committee meeting on October 24, 2011. Thirteen 
members of the ad-hoc group expressed their concerns with the curriculum. The superintendent 
acknowledged that some materials were factually flawed, but defended their use by claiming 
that it was important to provide students with a “balanced perspective,” a phrase he repeated 
four times.12 He added that he was familiar with an American Jewish Committee study that 
severely criticized the Arab World Studies Notebook.13  

Subsequently, other school officials endorsed the superintendent’s view, contending that 
inaccurate materials helped to “sharpen students’ critical thinking skills.”14 Members of the ad-
hoc group disagreed, countering that students lacking sufficient knowledge in the subject would 
not be able to distinguish facts from falsehoods. 

One member of the group who spoke at the meeting, Hillel Stavis, a former school principal, 
criticized the poor scholarly content of the material and questioned the value of assigning 
counterfactual readings to young, impressionable students.15  

Hillel Stavis speaking at school committee meeting
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School committee members reacted negatively to the ad-hoc group’s comments. Expressing his 
concern with parental involvement in school curricula, Newton School Committee Vice-Chair 
Matt Hills told a local newspaper reporter that he knew of only a “handful” of residents, “a 
tiny, tiny number of people” voicing concern over “some unidentified bias.” According to Hills, 
“academic freedom is at stake.” He added, “and by the way there’s not the slightest notion that 
there’s a problem with the curriculum.”16 

Subsequently, members of the ad-hoc group managed to gain access to additional curriculum 
materials through private contacts with parents and students. They were troubled to find 
additional information that seemed unscholarly and biased.17  

At school committee meetings during the Fall of 2012, members of the ad-hoc group continued 
to demand redress of their grievances concerning the curriculum. They urged, for example, 
that an objectionable book (A Muslim Primer) be removed due to its scholarly deficiencies in 
portraying the status of women in Islamic societies.18 While allowed to speak at the meetings, 
the group complained that their concerns fell on deaf ears. 

Meetings became increasingly contentious. In a letter published in local newspapers, Hills accused 
members of the ad-hoc group of “McCarthyesque” behavior at school committee meetings.19

Members of the ad-hoc group repeatedly urged they be given full access to curricular materials 
related to the Middle East. However, school officials20 and the school committee21 effectively 
barred access to curriculum materials by ignoring requests from the ad-hoc group. A school 
official sent one member of the ad-hoc group a letter requesting a payment of $3643, stating that 
it would be needed to cover the cost of collecting the requested materials.22 (See Attachment 
5.) Additionally, an email sent by Hills to another school committee member stated that the 
school committee had instructed the superintendent and his curriculum team not to comply 
with requests to collect and provide curricular materials, even in the case of a Freedom of 
Information Act request.23

Superintendent Fleishman speaking at school committee meeting
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The unresponsiveness to requests for access to curriculum materials exacerbated an already 
adversarial atmosphere, turning the issue of access to school materials into a focal point of the 
ad-hoc group’s grievances.

Parents for Excellence in Newton Schools (PENS),24 an organization formed by a parent who 
had separated from the ad-hoc group, created a website in 2012 to document the meetings with 
school officials as well as discussions and analyses of the classroom materials. 

In July 2012, a contentious meeting took place between PENS and a deputy superintendent.25 
In a letter sent to the Newton School Department and the Mayor’s Office recapping the meeting, 
PENS claimed that the deputy superintendent “indicated that it is acceptable for students to use 
material with factual inaccuracies” in order to “sharpen student’s critical thinking skills” and 
that “there is no need to review materials used in controversial or sensitive subjects because 
‘we trust our teachers.’” The letter also cited the deputy superintendent stating that, “neither 
parents nor anyone else was permitted to view any material used by students.”26

Other Groups Enter the Fray

As the battle intensified between the sides, local activist groups entered the fray. Americans for 
Peace and Tolerance (APT), a Boston-area organization that exposes bias in school systems,27 
rallied concerned Newton residents to attend school committee meetings.

APT placed provocative advertisements in local newspapers publicizing examples of the 
distorted materials used in Newton schools. One ad published in October 2013 asked “What 
are Newton Students Really Learning?” It listed materials that “demonize Israel and America 
while glorifying Islam.” The ad stirred up controversy because it called on outraged citizens 
to call the mayor’s office and vice-chair of the school, and provided the vice-chair’s personal 
phone number.28 (See Attachment 6.) While his phone number was listed publicly on the City of 
Newton’s website, its inclusion in the ad further intensified the controversy.

Email shown in the film Indoctrination@Newton
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APT’s activities generated friction with several well-established Jewish organizations in the 
Boston area. The Boston chapters of the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), the Jewish Community 
Relations Council (JCRC), and the Combined Jewish Philanthropies (CJP) initially sided with 
the school committee and officials.29 In a joint statement issued on November 6, 2013, they 
publicly rebuked APT, declaring that after a careful review of the materials they had determined 
that APT’s allegations lacked merit.30 However, they did not publicize their own review of all the 
controversial materials. It is also not clear how they got the materials to review.31

On November 7, 2013, the Boston Globe reported that a Newton parent had submitted a 174-
page complaint to the State Board of Education alleging that the curriculum 

violated the separation of church and state by spending an “inordinate” amount of 
time on Islam, and at too high a level of detail. It also alleged that class materials 
contained anti-Israel, anti-Semitic, racist, and false information, and pointed 
specifically to passages from A Muslim Primer, Arab World Studies Notebook, and a 
website called “Flashpoints.”32

According to The Globe, state education officials investigated the issue and found “no violation 
of education law, regulation or policy has occurred with regard to the specific concern(s)” that 
were raised.33  (See Attachment 7.)

On December 30, 2013, the ADL followed up its earlier joint statement with a response to 
APT’s allegations that provided more specifics.34 The ADL position seemed to shift somewhat, 
concurring with APT that some of the materials were problematic and should not be used.35 
The ADL noted that Arab World Studies Notebook had been removed from the school and while 
agreeing that “Flashpoints: Guide to World Conflicts”36 was not a credible source, the ADL 
asserted it too was no longer in use. The ADL also addressed the question of the school’s use 
of A Muslim Primer: Beginner’s Guide to Islam and advised against further use of the book, but 
stopped short of demanding its removal.  While the ADL’s report summarized its findings on the 
items publicized by APT, there is no indication that the ADL conducted a comprehensive review 
of all Newton materials used to teach about Islam and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

The major Jewish organizations’ position continued to shift in 2013 and 2014. In a February 
2014 letter to the local Jewish newspaper, the leadership of the Jewish Community Relations 
Council (JCRC) demonstrated a more nuanced position than its initial one. While it continued 
to criticize APT for its advertisements and for “attacking the ADL for its leadership on behalf of 
our community,”37 the JCRC acknowledged there might be problems with the school materials 
and offered to meet with parents whose children brought home objectionable materials from 
school. (See Attachment 8.) 

The JCRC suggested that the school committee –“as an elected body representing the voters 
of Newton – could put this entire chapter to rest by publicly addressing the ongoing allegations 
once and for all” and further added, “it would benefit the entire community if they would 
provide a public accounting about how curriculum is developed and how and where materials 
are approved for classroom distribution.”38
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Review of Newton Curriculum Commissioned

Recognizing the importance of a scholarly assessment of the curriculum materials, some 
members of the ad-hoc group asked a Florida-based academic service called Verity Educate 
to evaluate the content of the materials they had been able to obtain from students up to that 
point, a total of 26 items.  

In September 2014, Verity Educate produced a comprehensive report39 that was highly critical 
of the materials. The 153-page report identified numerous examples of shoddy scholarship, 
plagiarism, and information copied from anti-Semitic websites. An executive summary of 
the report states that, “There has been a demonstrated lack of subject matter expertise in 
the creation and oversight of these materials and the vast majority of materials used do not 
originate from authoritative sources or are so altered as to have lost their authority.”40 

The Verity Educate study listed some of its key criticisms of the Newton materials:41

•	 Multiple, easily-refuted instances of inaccurate and false information

•	 Academic dishonesty ranging from plagiarism to deceptive editing

•	 Material taken directly from a hate-filled, religious, proselytizing website

•	 Assignments designed to prejudice students towards a radical position of a one-
state scenario in Israel/the West Bank/Gaza

•	 Neo-Orientalist mistreatment of Arab perspectives

•	 Repeated biases against Israel and the U.S., and biases that sanitize the ideology 
and actions of terrorists 

PENS provided copies of the Verity Educate report to school officials involved with the 
curriculum.42 According to PENS, a follow-up meeting with those officials did not go well. The 
chair of the history department said he had no intention of reading the report and an assistant 
superintendent responded that she “was not allowed to read it, because she could only perform 
acts authorized by the School Committee.” The Newton North High School principal instructed 
PENS representatives to bring their concerns to the Newton School Committee.43 Verity 
Educate Executive Director Ellen Wald told a reporter from the Jewish News Service (JNS) 
that she approached Newton school officials three times with the report but did not receive a 
response.44  As far as is known, the comprehensive Verity Educate report was not reviewed by 
Newton school faculty or the school committee.

Freedom of Information Act Request

The ad-hoc group and APT, now working together, demanded that the school system provide 
them with all relevant curriculum materials to ensure a complete review. (See Attachment 
9.) One member of the group, Russel Pergament, who had published a local newspaper, The 
Newton Tab, later recalled his frustration with the school officials: “They were evasive and 
argumentative, and that compelled us to file a FOIA.”45 (See Attachment 10.)
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In late 2014, the group turned to Citizens for National Security (CFNS), a Florida-based 
organization that had successfully exposed biased educational materials in Florida schools 
and had them removed.46 CFNS, in turn, asked Judicial Watch,47 a national group based in 
Washington, D.C., to file a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request with the Newton school 
system in order to gain access to the curriculum materials.48 

According to CFNS Executive Director William Saxton,49 the Newton schools began to comply 
with the FOIA request in May and June 2015,50 providing materials from the 9th grade World 
History unit on Islam and the 10th grade unit on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.51  

Meanwhile, APT and the ad-hoc group, led by an energetic 93-year-old Newton resident 
Margot Einstein, continued with their efforts to publicize what they alleged were problems in 
the Newton curriculum. On April 7, 2016, APT screened a film Indoctrination@Newton52 that 
provided a detailed exposé of the activities of Harvard’s Center for Middle Eastern Studies 
Outreach Center and alleged that its influence on Newton educators was more extensive than 
Newton school officials admitted.

1   Denebola (Newton South High School newspaper), “Superintendent Responds to Parent Concerns About Middle 
East Curriculum,” Dec. 8, 2012.
2   Its presence in the Center’s curriculum was noted by Sandra Stotsky, The Stealth Curriculum: Manipulating 
America’s History Teachers, Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 2006, p. 31.
3   An interview with Tony Pagliuso conducted by Jack Morrissey of Christian and Jews United for Israel, available on 
Youtube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j548BWo6xOc
4   Indoctrination@Newton, film by Americans for Peace and Tolerance. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JpSPOInxZYo
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8   Statement by Superintendant David Fleishman at school committee meeting in October, 2012.
9   Newton Public Schools: History Curriculum Statement, undated. http://www.newton.k12.ma.us/cms/lib8/
MA01907692/Centricity/Domain/506/History Curriculum Statement.pdf
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13   Propaganda, Proselytizing and Public Education: A Critique of the Arab World Studies Notebook, American Jewish 
Committee, 2005.
14   Parents for Excellence in Newton Schools website,  Meeting with Deputy Superintendent for Teaching and Learning 
Ann Frederick – July 2012, http://www.newtonparents.org/meeting-with-deputy-superintendent-ann-koufman-frederick.
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17   From notes made available to Steven Stotsky by Margot Einstein, founding member of the ad-hoc group.
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2011; November 14, 2011; April 9, 2012; April 23, 2012; May 14, 2012; June 11, 2012; November 15, 2012; and 
February 10, 2014).
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26   Ibid.
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31   http://newengland.adl.org/files/2013/12/APT-Ad-12-30-13-2-docx-2.pdf.
32   Boston Globe, “State Affirms School Curriculum After Protests” Nov. 7, 2013.
33   Ibid.
34   What Americans for Peace and Tolerance’s (APT) Ad Alleges, a response by the Anti-Defamation League to the 
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36   The PENS website offers a brief description of Flashpoints at http://www.newtonparents.org/flashpoints 
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37   The Jewish Advocate, Letter to the Editor, Feb. 14, 2014, from Executive Director Jeremy Burton and President 
Jill Goldenberg, JCRC of Greater Boston.
38   Ibid.
39   Verity Educate, “Middle East Curricula in Newton Public Schools,” September 2, 2014. 
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Part 3: Curriculum Analysis
The following analysis covers classroom materials provided by the school system in June 2015,  
as well as relevant items collected in 2011-2014. Some materials not currently in use were 
included because they could be in use by other school systems or could be reintroduced into the 
Newton curriculum. The Newton school system was asked for all materials relating to teaching 
about the Middle East, Islam and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Most of the materials provided 
pertained to the 9th and 10th grade World History courses. These materials included online 
videos, maps, handouts, and textbook chapters.

Many of the materials obtained in 2011-2014 were thoroughly evaluated by the Verity Educate 
study, as well as by prior CAMERA reports. The analysis that follows discusses only those 
materials deemed to be most important and relevant to conveying the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, Islamic history, and key issues in contemporary Islamic society.

The materials used in the unit covering the Israeli-Palestinian conflict consisted primarily 
of items found on the Internet. They provide only a partial view of the conflict, ignoring or 
downplaying many of the contributing factors. For example, largely concealed from the students 
are the religious component of the conflict, the persistence and extent of Palestinian terrorism, 
the oft-stated refusal by Palestinian leaders to accept a Jewish state, as well as the hate-filled 
rhetoric and incitement against Israel and Jews that saturates Palestinian political discourse. 
As a result, students are given a distorted view of the conflict and a misleading, benign image 
of Palestinian national movements. Former leader Yasir Arafat and current leader Mahmoud 
Abbas, are depicted as firmly committed to negotiating peace, when, in fact, many of their 
statements and actions suggest otherwise.1 

The documents pertaining to Islamic history and culture expose students to varied perspectives 
on the establishment and expansion of Islamic rule. While some of the materials are sound, 
others are overly simplistic, emphasizing relatively moderate aspects of the Muslim conquests, 
while neglecting to amplify the discriminatory and repressive measures imposed on religious 
minorities. Supplemental materials are particularly problematic, often lacking factual substance 
and exhibiting a tendency to avoid critical scrutiny of Islamic society while unfairly tarnishing 
Americans as bigoted toward Muslims. Since the teachers of each class tailor their own syllabi, 
no two classes used identical materials.
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Terrorism and radicalism in contemporary Islam are described as a deviation from traditional 
Islamic values and the result of misinterpretation by certain Muslims of key religious precepts 
like jihad. But there is no discussion of why Islamic radicals claim their version of Islam is the 
most genuine and carry out their attacks in the name of Islam. The units shed no light on how 
these radicals have managed to attract a significant following.

Absent from the Newton materials is any discussion of the incitement to hatred of Jews 
and Israel that permeates Palestinian society and much of the Middle East. Depictions of 
Jews as criminals and corrupters are ubiquitous in Palestinian media, schools, mosques, and 
government pronouncements.2 

Palestinian terrorism is presented as limited to an extreme fringe that is unrepresentative of 
the main currents of Palestinian society. In reality, opinion polling in both the West Bank and in 
the Gaza Strip consistently shows extensive public support for acts of violence against Israelis.3 
And Palestinian society extols terrorists as heros to be emulated: For example naming schools, 
streets, cultural events, sports tournaments, and public squares in their honor. 	

Also absent are readings by reputable Israeli and American historians whose accounts sharply 
differ from the perspectives presented. The inclusion of all major, credible perspectives is crucial 
to teaching critical thinking and would distinguish the aim of the course from indoctrination. 
But students are not only denied exposure to some of the important scholarship on the topic, 
they are misled as to what constitutes mainstream and fringe perspectives on the conflict.4

Palestinian Chairman Abbas, PA Television, September 16, 2015 (Palwatch)
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A. 10th Grade World History Unit on the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict

Overview: This unit contains items included in the 2015 FOIA release: 

1.	 Two videos explaining the conflict from Internet web sites, including a 35-minute 
New York Times video that provided the basis of two days of discussion,

2.	 Two timelines for the conflict; an eight-page timeline from PBS, and a two-page 
timeline that includes a fill-in-the-blanks exercise,

3.	 Three maps from Palestinian or pro-Palestinian sources,

4.	 A 16-page photocopied handout including 15 maps, giving a summary of the 
political positions of important current figures,

5.	 An article discussing a two-state solution published in the New York Times by 
David Makovsky, an analyst associated with a Washington-based Middle East 
think tank,

6.	 An interactive website dedicated to “Middle East Peace.”

Analysis of the unit also covers two textbook chapters. One textbook appears to be in current 
use although it is not specifically mentioned in the course syllabus. (See Attachment 11.) A 
second textbook is the source of a 10-page account of the history of the conflict that was used 
for several years, but was not included in the 2015 FOIA materials. Several handouts used in 
prior years that were not included in the 2015 FOIA release are also examined.

The unit presents a one-sided view of the conflict, shifting blame onto Israel and downplaying 
Palestinian responsibility for the situation: 

•	 It promotes the view that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a “conflict over land” 
and that “this is not inherently a religious conflict.”5 (See Attachment 12.)

•	 It portrays the Palestinians as the indigenous people of the land, while obscuring 
the Jewish historical connection.6 In addition, the materials often describe the 
West Bank as “occupied” rather than “disputed” and Israeli settlements are 
characterized as “illegal,” even though official U.S. policy does not deem the 
settlements illegal and their status remains a matter of interpretation under 
international law. 7

•	 It depicts Palestinians as victims, with no accountability for their actions and 
decisions that contribute to their current predicament.8

•	 It portrays the Palestinian Authority as unequivocally pro-peace and eager for 
negotiation, while portraying Israel as intransigent.9

•	 It conceals terrorism and instigation of violence by those affiliated with the 
Palestinian Authority (PA) and the Fatah party. Former PLO leader Yasir 
Arafat is portrayed as a man of peace; his extensive involvement in terrorism 
is whitewashed.10 Mahmoud Abbas, Arafat’s successor, is airbrushed as an 
uncomplicated advocate of a peaceful resolution to the conflict without any 
mention of his and the PA’s glorification of terrorism and violence.11
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1. Two Videos Explaining the Conflict

a. Challenges in Defining an Israeli-Palestinian Border: A five-part, 35 minute, New York Times 
video produced by Joe Burgess, Stephen Farrell, Alan McLean, Sergio Pecanha and Archie Tse.

This video series, to which the class devotes two days of discussion, is built on the faulty  and 
deceptive premise that the Arab-Israeli conflict is mainly perpetuated by the failure to establish 
a permanent border between the two sides along the 1949 Armistice lines. 12 

What the series ignores is the steadfast refusal by Arab and Palestinian leaders to accept a 
permanent Jewish state in the region within any borders. The video contributes to an anti-
historical account that identifies Israel’s capture of the West Bank and Gaza in 1967 as the basis 
for Palestinian grievances, when in fact, Fatah and the Palestine Liberation Organization were 
founded with the goal of dismantling Israel well before 1967; Fatah in 1959 and the PLO in 1964. 

Students are not informed that all Palestinian leaders – including Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas, who is portrayed as a moderate – have repeatedly articulated their rejection of 
a Jewish state. Nor is there mention of the key fact that Israel has made numerous, far-reaching 
offers of peace that entailed creation of a Palestinian state. The Palestinians’ repeated refusal 
of these offers is essential information for students.

Indicative of Palestinian rejection of any Jewish state is the fact that in August 2016, Abbas 
pursued a lawsuit against Great Britain over the Balfour Declaration on the grounds that it led to 
what the Palestinians call their “catastrophe,” or Naqba in Arabic, referring to the establishment 
of the State of Israel and the Arab initiated war triggered by the United Nations Partition Plan 
calling for the creation of a Jewish State and an Arab State in the Palestine Mandate.13 

By ignoring salient elements of the conflict, the video misleads students about the essence of 
the conflict. And by focusing solely on Palestinian stated “goals” and Israeli actions that impede 
them, the film fails to examine Palestinian actions that prevent peace.

Screenshot from the video
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b. Crisis Guide: The Israel-Palestinian Conflict, Chapter II: An interactive video produced by 
the Council on Foreign Relations.

This video presents a relatively balanced overview, describing the geography and history of the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It clearly states essential facts about Israel’s acceptance and Arab 
rejection of the UN partition resolution in 1947 and the Arab invasion in 1948. It also presents 
the events leading to the 1967 war factually. The video, however, contains a significant factual 
error in stating that the pre-1967 Israel comprised 20,000 square miles. The actual figure 
was 7,847. This mistake seems unintentional (the area equals approximately 20,000 square 
kilometers).14 Such errors should be corrected by editors.

2. Timelines for the Conflict 

a. Promises/POV (Acclaimed Points of View) A History of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, 
American Documentary Inc., Dec. 2001: Produced by the Council on Foreign Relations and 
obtained from the PBS website. (See Attachment 13.)

This eight-page timeline, used by the 10th grade class as an “introduction to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict,” presents a skewed chronology concealing much of the terrorism directed against Israel 
since its founding. It includes numerous errors and omits substantial relevant information.15  The 
timeline is configured to present in parallel both an Israeli and a Palestinian account without any 
attempt to assess their accuracy. The timeline was produced by Negar Katirai, an intern with the 
Council on Foreign Relations.16 Katirai credits Mark LeVine, an advocate of the BDS movement 
who teaches at the University of California at Irvine, with helping her develop the timeline.
LeVine publishes vituperative17 articles about Israel and Zionism18 in which he has contended 
that Israelis have an “addiction” to violence and suffer from “collective mental illness.”19 

The timeline glosses over Palestinian/Arab ideology that rejects Israel’s right to exist. The 
single reason given for the Arab rejection of the U.N. General Assembly’s 1947 resolution to 
create a Jewish and an Arab state is that the Arabs “considered the proposal unrepresentative 
of the demographic distribution of Jews and Arabs living in Palestine,” not that they opposed 
the creation of a Jewish state of any size in the region. 20 

Students are also told that in 1948: “Fighting breaks out between the newly declared state of 
Israel and its Arab neighbors,” not that the five surrounding Arab states declared war on and 
invaded the fledgling Jewish state.21  

The timeline’s misleading recitation of UN Resolution 194 includes only the portion stating that 
Palestinian refugees who wish to return to the homes they fled should be permitted to do so. 
The part of the resolution requiring those refugees to “live at peace with their neighbours,”22 
(widely understood to require returning Palestinians to accept the presence of Israelis and abide 
by Israeli governmental authority) is omitted. Nor is there mention that all the Arab states voted 
against the resolution. Furthermore, the resolution had no legal force in any case as a General 
Assembly measure (only Chapter Seven Security Council resolutions are legally binding).

The timeline intimates that Israel’s preemptive strike started the Six Day War, but fails to 
mention Arab leaders’ calls to annihilate Israel, the Egyptian blockade of Israel’s Red Sea 
passage, and the build up of Egyptian troops along Israel’s Sinai border.23
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The timeline omits most of the terrorism perpetrated against Israeli civilians and conceals the 
glorification of terrorists by Palestinian leaders. There is no mention of Arab terrorist attacks 
inside Israel prior to the 1990s. Missing from the account are the coastal road massacre in 
March 1978, in which 25 adults and 13 children were murdered, 24 and the Maalot massacre in 
May 1974, in which 105 children were taken hostage and 25 eventually killed.25 Yasser Arafat 
is portrayed as a man of peace, his extensive involvement with terrorism whitewashed. Instead 
students are simply told that in 1988: “Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat condemns all forms of 
terrorism and recognizes the state of Israel.”26

Disingenuously, the first terrorist act specified within Israel and the territories is the the rampage 
by a “militant Jewish settler” in 1994 that killed 29 Palestinians “praying at the main mosque 

The charred remains of an Israeli bus, attacked by Palestinian terrorists in 1978 Coastal Road Massacre

Public Commemoration in Ramallah of Dalal Mughrabi, who took part in the March 1978 Coastal Road 
Massacre, in which 38 Israeli bus travelers died, including 13 children
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in Hebron.”27 More recent Palestinian terrorism and the promotion of violence by affiliates of 
the Palestinian Authority and Fatah are likewise absent from the timeline.

The timeline is also out of date. It ends in 2001, and overly focuses on events in that and the 
preceding year. Students are deprived of information about Palestinian violence that reached 
its apex in 2002, when 452 Israelis were killed in terrorist attacks. 

There is no mention of U.S. State Department-designated Palestinian terrorist groups, such as Al 
Aksa Martyrs brigades, Islamic Jihad, and the PFLP, or any of their attacks against Israeli civilians.

Although the timeline mentions the 1972 
Munich massacre of Israeli Olympic 
athletes, it refers to the perpetrators 
from the Black September terrorist 
group simply as “gunmen.”

The timeline mislabels the U.S. and 
E.U.-designated terrorist group Hamas 
as a “political group” although its own 
members reject the label of a political 
group, describing themselves as a  
“resistance movement.”28 As its charter 
makes clear and its leadership have 
repeated on many occasions, Hamas 
seeks to achieve its goals through violent 

means, not political.29 There is no mention of the relentless rocket attacks by Hamas after the 
Islamist group seized control of Gaza in 2007.

Overall, the timeline suffers from shoddiness. For example, it claims Israel invaded Lebanon in 
1982 to deal with attacks by Hezbollah, when, in fact, Hezbollah’s hostilities with Israel began 
after the Israeli invasion.30 The invasion was the culmination of years of conflict between PLO 
guerrillas in South Lebanon and Israel.31   

b. Classroom timeline exercises 

A classroom exercise requiring students to fill in the blanks on items in the timeline reveals a 
pattern of historical inaccuracy and omission similar to that of the POV timeline. For the year 
1947, the classroom timeline notes that the “Arab Palestinians reject” the UN Partition Plan. 
This is inaccurate. The UN Partition Plan was rejected by the leaders of the existing Arab states 
and Palestinian Arab leadership, not by Arab Palestinians. 32

Under the year 1972, it states “Palestinian militants (emphasis added) kill 11 Israeli athletes.” 
The killing of the Israeli athletes was unambiguously a terrorist act, but is not identified as such.

Under the year 1993, the classroom exercise states, “Neither side denies the other’s right to 
exist, and promise to work toward a final settlement.” This is an example of creating false 
equivalence by failing to accurately convey the positions of each side. The Palestinians have 
never accepted the right of Israel to exist as a “Jewish” state.

Palestinian gunman at the Munich Olympics in 1972
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c. Middle East in Transition: Questions for U.S. Policy, The Choices Program, Watson Institute 
for International Studies, Brown University. This 20-page chronogical account of the Arab-
Israeli conflict was previously utilized. It contained numerous factual errors.

The bias is evident in the chapter’s offering of harsh judgments of Israel and Zionists while ignoring 
the aggressive actions of Israel’s adversaries. For example, the authors blame Israeli leaders for 
the Six-Day War and for “having little faith in diplomatic solutions,” while the provocations by Arab 
leaders that prompted the war are concealed. The authors advance the discredited claim that the 
Israeli aerial attack on the U.S.S. Liberty was intentional.33

In describing the support for establishing a Jewish state in 1948, the authors present the 
offensive speculation that “Zionism might not have fulfilled its mission without the tragedy of 
the Holocaust.”This deplorable canard suggesting that Zionists benefitted from the genocide 
against the Jews is a staple of anti-Israel and anti-Jewish agitators.

3. Maps of the Conflict

a. Maps from the Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of International Affairs (PASSIA).

Many of the maps used in the unit are informative. However, the maps disseminated by PASSIA, 
an organization that actively promotes the boycott and sanction movement, present a partisan 
narrative that justifies Arab actions and demonizes Jewish ones.  For example, a map showing 
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the 1949 Armistice line states “Jews declared the state of Israel and troops from neighboring 
Arab nations moved in.” 

Actually, the troops didn’t simply “move in,” they attacked Jewish communities. 

A second map from PASSIA shows “Palestinian Villages Depopulated in 1948 and 1967 and 
Razed by Israel.” Here PASSIA promotes the narrative of ethnic cleansing.34 The scholarship 
on the issue reveals a more complex scenario of Arab flight, which was triggered by different 
stimuli at different points during the 1947-1949 conflict: Affluent Arabs left earliest, expecting 
to return after the fighting ended; some fled at the urging of their own leaders, reassured of 
their return after the Jews were defeated; many others fled in panic, frightened by stories of 
alleged Jewish atrocities spread by their own leadership; and others were driven from their 
homes as a result of battles between the two sides.

However, there are no maps in the curriculum showing the forced flight of Jews from Arab 
states. At the same time as the Palestinian Arab flight, a larger number of Jews fled from Arab 
states where they had lived for hundreds of years. Imperiled by the Arab-initiated war, the Jews 
were forced to abandon homes and livelihoods, arriving in Israel destitute. These Jews were 
largely absorbed by Israel.

b. Map of Israel and the territories since 1982 (unattributed). 

A non-PASSIA map that ostensibly illustrates 
the borders of Israel from 1982 onward presents 
a partisan perspective. It refers to the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip as “Palestinian territories 
occupied by Israel since the 1967 Six Day War.” 

While there is considerable support for a “two-
state solution” that would give the Palestinians 
much of the West Bank territory, United Nations 
Security Council Resolution 242,35 which 
remains the basis of U.S. policy, did not identify 
these territories as Palestinian and left their 
disposition to be decided in negotiations of a 
final peace accord.36 

The terminology also misleads because the 
territories that Israel captured in the 1967 war 
did not previously belong to the Palestinians; they 
were ruled by Jordan and Egypt. With regard to 
the Gaza Strip, in 2005 Israel withdrew from it, 
leaving the Palestinian Authority in charge of 
administering it. In 2007, Hamas seized control, 
ejecting the Fatah-dominated government. 
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4. “Understanding the Arab/Israeli Conflict”- (unattributed handout)

This 16-page handout drawn from multiple sources gives a summary of the political positions 
of the most important current figures in the conflict.37 It handles Israel’s founding reasonably 
well, but its treatment of more recent events and the current situation is flawed.  It erroneously 
portrays the president of the Palestinian Authority as fully committed to negotiating a peaceful 
resolution of the conflict, while portraying the Israeli Prime Minister as resistant to negotiations.

The handout states, “President Mahmoud Abbas and the Palestinian Authority seek peaceful 
negotiation with Israel to establish a co-existing Palestinian state. The PA disagrees with 
Hamas’ policy of armed struggle…”38

In fact, Abbas opposes two states for two peoples and has repeatedly said he will not accept a 
Jewish state. He has also chosen to bypass negotiations, seeking via the United Nations action 
to impose a settlement rather than meet with the Israeli government. In addition, Fatah, the 
political party which Abbas heads, affirmed its fealty to armed “resistance” in its general 
congress in 2009.39 

The handout describes Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and the Likud Party as 
“advocat[ing] for the continuation of Israeli settlements, continued Israeli control over the 
Palestinian territories, and the use of military pressure against Hamas.” There is no indication of 
Netanyahu’s freezing of settlement building and expressed willingness to meet with Palestinian 
President Abbas without preconditions. Nor does the description of Netanyahu’s policy via 
Hamas provide accurate information or adequate context regarding the group’s rocket and other 
attacks on Israel.

5. A Newspaper Article Discussing a Two-State Solution

In an opinion piece, “Mapping Middle East Peace,” David Makovsky, Sept. 11, 2011,40 a scholar 
at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, asserts that a two-state solution is the only 
viable path to peace. Makovsky offers three scenarios of equal swaps of territory between 
Israel and a putative Palestinian state on the West Bank in order to bring Jewish West Bank 
settlers into Israel. The article is helpful in detailing the Jewish communities beyond the 1949 
Armistice line (The Green Line), but it does not illuminate underlying political and religious 
forces that have stood in the way of what would otherwise be a relatively straightforward 
process of working out border adjustments.

6. Website of the S. Daniel Abraham Center for Middle East Peace

Students are advised to view the Center’s website, which provides information on what are 
termed the core issues of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, identified as: 1) Security, 2) Borders, 
3) Jerusalem, 4) Refugees, and 5) Mutual Recognition.41 The perspective presented reflects the 
positions of the Israeli and American left on reaching peace with the Palestinians. 

The website is critical of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and accepts at face-
value Arab representations of their willingness to live in peace with Israel in return for Israeli 
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territorial concessions. This includes trust in the sincerity of the PLO declaration in 1988 that 
it no longer sought “all of Palestine” and was willing to accept just “22 percent” of Palestine 
(the West Bank and Gaza) and the desire of current Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas to 
conclude a peace with Israel.

The website’s list of events include reference to two meetings with Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas but none with Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu. The website provides several 
useful maps presenting different border proposals by the two sides based upon the principle of 
an equal swap of territories. 

Textbook and Internet Readings on the History of the Conflict

1. World History: The Human Odyssey, Edited by Jackson J. Spielvogel, National Textbook 
Company, 1999.

Classes have utilized several textbooks that describe the Israeli/Arab wars and the emergence of 
the Palestinian refugee problem. These accounts downplay Arab refusal to accept Israel within 
any borders and promote the skewed notion of an equivalence of hardline sentiment on both sides 
with respect to accepting the other side. Similarly there is also a tendency to present the Zionist 
movement and Palestinian nationalism as parallel historical processes, when in reality Palestinian 
nationalism arose later and to a large extent as a reaction to the Jewish national movement. 

This pattern of equating the sentiments and aspirations of both sides is evident in World History: 
The Human Odyssey. (Several chapters in the textbook discuss the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
The book remains in use in Newton schools, although it is not specifically listed in the 10th grade 
syllabus in the unit covering the Israeli-Palestinian conflict).

For example, in presenting the sentiments after the armistice of 1949, the book states: “The 
invasion failed, both sides remained bitter.” 42

In fact, the Israeli government immediately expressed interest in negotiating peace treaties, but 
the Arabs were adamant against any compromise. 

This textbook also includes factual errors; for example, stating that the population of the 
Palestine Mandate after World War I was 98 percent Muslim. 43

In fact, as many as 12 percent of the Arab population living in the Mandate at that time were 
Christian.  In addition, the Jewish population numbered about 14 percent of the total population.44

The textbook misrepresents the Israeli position after the Six Day War, depicting Israel as 
unwilling to compromise and exonerating the Arabs. It states that Israel rebuffed Arab demands 
to return the territories taken in the war, offering the excuse that the acquired land improved 
their security.45 But, in fact, in the immediate aftermath of the war, Israel did offer to turn 
over captured territories to the Arab states in exchange for peace and recognition of borders. 
In contrast the Arab states at their meeting in Khartoum, Sudan, in August 1967, issued 
what became known as the “three nos” –  no recognition, no negotiations, no peace.46 (See 
Attachment 14.)
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2. The Modern Middle East, Chapter 14: “Origins of the Middle East Conflict,” Oxford University 
Press, 3rd edition, 2011; 10-page account used from 2012-2013. 47 Also a five-page timeline 
from The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, Cambridge University Press, 2010. Both are by James 
Gelvin. These readings were used in the 10th grade honors class at Newton South High School. 

Gelvin’s chapter and timeline were not among the materials released in 2015 - suggesting 
they may no longer be in use – but the themes he stressed48 continue to be central to the 
Newton 10th grade unit on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Gelvin’s chapter represents the most 
comprehensive example of the biased account imparted to Newton students. These themes and 
flaws were evident in an interview with a student who took the 10th grade course in 2016. 49 

Gelvin portrays the conflict as a war between Jewish colonialists who espouse what he alleges 
is a typical 19th century European nationalism – Zionism – against what he claims are the 
indigenous inhabitants, Palestinians. He misrepresents the history of the Jewish people, 
describing Zionism as “a nationalist movement that redefined a religious community – Jews – 
as a national community.”50 

In reality, Jews were defined as a nation from the outset, one that had lived dispersed in exile 
from its native land. He states as fact that “all [nationalisms] are defined by what they oppose… 
Zionism itself was also defined by its opposition to indigenous Palestinian inhabitants of the 
region.”51 This is inaccurate. Zionism is the national liberation movement of the Jewish people 
and from its inception, not a movement in opposition to others.

Nor did there exist a group of non-Jews who identified as “Palestinians” when the concept of 
Zionism was formulated.52 At the time, “Palestinian” referred to the Jews of the area. Gelvin 
repeatedly uses the terms “Zionist” and “Palestinians,” although contemporary documents 
routinely referred to the two sides as “Jews” and “Arabs.” For example, he writes: the “British 
proposed dividing Palestine into two separate territories, one Zionist and one Palestinian.” He 
describes the proposed partition as “between Zionist and Palestinian communities,” 53 when in 
fact the British proposed to divide the Mandate into “Jewish” and “Arab” states.54 

Gelvin reverses cause and effect concerning the “Arab intervention in 1948,” writing that the 
“war that followed led to the creation of Israel.” In fact, the war was launched after the U.N. 
supported the creation of the modern state of Israel in an effort to destroy it.

Gelvin retroactively applies current terminology to promote his hypothesis that “the dispute is, 
simply put, a real estate dispute”55 involving “the confrontation between Zionist settlers and 
indigenous inhabitants.”56 The claim that the Palestinians are indigenous and that the Jews are 
outside settlers is likewise divorced from historical reality. 57

Notably sidelined from Gelvin’s account and missing entirely from his timeline, is Haj Amin 
al-Husseini, the Mufti of Jerusalem – whose office imparted both political and religious 
authority.58 Husseini guided the Palestinian Arab national movement and shaped the political 
and religious content of its ideology. He injected an intolerant version of Islam, laden with anti-
Jewish conspiracy theories into Palestinian dogma and fused it with fascist political ideology 
imported from Europe. He instigated Arab violence against the Jews in the 1920s, incited the 
uprising against the British in 1936, and was implicated in the assassinations of moderate Arab 
leaders in the Mandate.
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An admirer of European fascism, Husseini 
spent the WWII years in Berlin producing 
pro-Nazi propaganda and was instrumental 
in helping recruit several SS divisions of 
Bosnian Muslims. He pressed German leaders 
to expand their genocide against the Jews to 
the Middle East, even interceding to block a 
deal proposed by Nazi officials to exchange 
the lives of Jewish children for badly needed 
trucks. 59  After the war, he “escaped” Allied 
confinement in France and returned to the 
Middle East to organize violent opposition to 
the emerging Jewish state. 

Husseini was not alone among Arab leaders 
in his extreme opposition to the Jewish 
state. Other prominent Arab leaders publicly 
exhorted fellow Arabs to wipe out the 
Jews.60 These were not fringe zealots, but 
influential figures who set the direction 
for the Palestinian national movement, 
firmly affixing strictly interpreted religious 
doctrine to an already militant political 
ideology that opposed coexistence with a 
sovereign Jewish state.

Gelvin’s “land-based” explanation for the conflict is shared by Harvard’s Outreach Center and is 
echoed in the 10th grade World History course taught at Newton South High School. A Newton 
student who took the course in June 2016 recalled the teacher emphasizing to the students: 
“This is a conflict over land, not religion.” 61 (See Attachment 15.)

What is obscured in the “land-based” account is that the territory is the Holy Land, sacred to 
Jews, Christians, and Muslims, and it is the latter, who view this conflict as a holy war, or jihad. 
Gelvin’s minimizing of the religious aspect presents a serious problem because this component of 
the conflict has intensified, rather than diminished, over time. For example, in 1924, the Supreme 
Moslem Council published an English-language tourist guide to the Temple Mount acknowledging 
Judaism’s historic bond to its ancient homeland and holy sites and the fact that the first and second 
temples stood on the Temple Mount.62 Since the rise of the PLO and Yasir Arafat, Palestinian 
leaders have denied any Jewish connection to the Holy Land or the Temple Mount. 

Because Gelvin does not acknowledge the importance of the religious component of the conflict, 
he cannot explain his observation that the conflict has attracted inordinate attention despite 
the fact that the “number of people directly affected by its political problems is miniscule in 
comparative terms” to other conflicts in the region and beyond.63 By concealing the religious 
dimension of the conflict, he deprives students of the knowledge needed to understand the conflict.

Haj Amin al-Husseini and SS troops
Bundesarchiv-Koblenz, Collection: Yad Vashem
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A related, but separate issue is the false claim, starting with Haj Amin al-Husseini, that Jews 
were threatening Muslim holy sites on the Temple Mount. Husseini used the claim in 1929 to 
trigger deadly attacks in which more than one hundred Jews were murdered. 

Synagogue 
desecrated 
by Arab 
rioters, 
Hebron

Scene of destruction in the Jewish Quarter of Hebron after the 
Arab riots of 1929
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Students are led to believe that the Palestinian/Israeli conflict is a “real estate dispute” simply requiring agreement 
on borders. The religious component is de-emphasized.  If the conflict is just a land conflict, like many others, then how 
are students to understand why the conflict is given such disproportionate attention and importance despite the much 
greater carnage of many other conflicts in the region?
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Since 1967, when all of Jerusalem and its holy sites came under Israeli control, this became 
the battle cry for violent jihad. Both the Palestinian Authority and Hamas have used false 
charges of threats to Islamic sites to inflame the passions of Palestinians and Muslims.64  The 
Palestinian leadership continues to encourage violence in order to assert Muslim supremacy 
over Jerusalem’s holy sites.65

Supplemental Material

1. Hamas Covenant

Students are given a radically altered one-page translation of the Hamas covenant that excludes 
all the passages revealing bigotry directed at Jews. In this way, Hamas’s racial and religious 
supremacism is obscured and the Islamist group’s agenda is portrayed as narrowly directed at 
political Zionism rather than the Jewish people. 

The abridged student version edits out the most serious accusations that Jews corrupt society 
and are “annihilating Islam.” Also, one section of the covenant describes the request for fighters 

Student handout translation of Article 28:

Jihad Against the Zionist Enemy: The Zionist invasion is a vicious attack that does not have piety... 
[and uses] all methods low and deplorable to fulfill its obligations... Zionists are behind the drug 
and alcohol trade because of their ability to facilitate the ease of control and expansion. The Arab 
countries surrounding Israel are requested to open their borders for the Mujahideen [Islamic 
fighters] of the Arab and Islamic countries so they can take their role and join their efforts with 
their Muslim brothers of Palestine. As for the other Arabic and Islamic countries, they are asked to 
ease the movement of Mujahideen from it and to it - that is the least they could do.

Full translation of Article 28:

The Zionist invasion is a vicious invasion. It does not refrain from resorting to all methods, using 
all evil and contemptible ways to achieve its end. It relies greatly in its infiltration and espionage 
operations on the secret organizations it gave rise to, such as the Freemasons, The Rotary and Lions 
clubs, and other sabotage groups. All these organizations, whether secret or open, work in the interest 
of Zionism and according to its instructions. They aim at undermining societies, destroying values, 
corrupting consciences, deteriorating character and annihilating Islam. It is behind the drug trade 
and alcoholism in all its kinds so as to facilitate its control and expansion.

Arab countries surrounding Israel are asked to open their borders before the fighters from among 
the Arab and Islamic nations so that they could consolidate their efforts with those of their Moslem 
brethren in Palestine.

As for the other Arab and Islamic countries, they are asked to facilitate the movement of the fighters 
from and to it, and this is the least thing they could do.

We should not forget to remind every Moslem that when the Jews conquered the Holy City in 1967, 
they stood on the threshold of the Aqsa Mosque and proclaimed that “Mohammed is dead, and his 
descendants are all women.”

Israel, Judaism and Jews challenge Islam and the Moslem people. “May the cowards never sleep.” 66
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from the surrounding Arab and Islamic states to join their “Muslim brothers of Palestine.” 
But it omits the injunction, “We should not forget to remind every Moslem that when the Jews 
conquered the Holy City in 1967, they stood on the threshold of the Aqsa Mosque and proclaimed 
that ‘Mohammed is dead, and his descendants are all women.’ Israel, Judaism and Jews challenge 
Islam and the Moslem people. ‘May the cowards never sleep.’”67

2. Prominent Voices on the One-State Solution and the Two-State Solution

A recurring problem of the class materials is the unwarranted attention given to fringe 
academics and activists. A two-page handout used in 2011-2013 titled “Prominent Voices on the 
One-State Solution and the Two-State Solution” 68 includes five anti-Israel agitators out of nine 
voices presented. The spectrum of voices runs from anti-Israel extremists to Israel’s political 
left. Missing are the views of the majority of Israelis and of Palestinians in the West Bank. 
The skewed selection of voices misleads students into viewing fringe viewpoints as reasonable 
mainstream views.

The Verity Educate report observed, “This misleads students to believe that the mainstream 
position is a single state with a Palestinian majority when, in fact, this is a radical position.”69 

Prominent Voices include:

•	 John Spritzler, who runs a website advocating 9-11 conspiracy theories.70 

•	 Virginia Tilley, an academic with no Middle East expertise and a supporter of the 
BDS movement. 71

•	 Ali Abunimah, an apologist for Palestinian violence who co-founded and runs 
Electronic Intifada, an extreme anti-Israel website that promotes the BDS 
movement.72

•	 The late Professor Edward Said, a PLO adviser and opponent of the Oslo Peace 
Process.

•	 The late Professor Tony Judt, who denounced Zionism as irredeemably flawed 
and considered the Jewish state a historical mistake.73

•	 The New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman, caustic critic of Israeli policies 
and leaders. In December 2011, Friedman wrote, “I sure hope that Israel’s prime 
minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, understands that the standing ovation he got in 
Congress this year was not for his politics. That ovation was bought and paid for 
by the Israel lobby.”74 Such a statement echoes anti-Semitic libels that Jews 
nefariously use financial means to advance their aims.

•	 Naomi Chazan, a former Israeli Knesset member whose views place her on the 
far-left edge of contemporary Israeli politics.

•	 Two Israeli Prime Ministers, one of whom, Ehud Olmert, raises the specter of a 
situation in Israel akin to South Africa, while the other, Shimon Peres, calls for 
a Palestinian state.
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B.  9th Grade World History Unit on Islam

The 9th grade World History course covers Islamic history and culture. According to the 
Massachusetts standards on Islamic history formulated in 2002, students should understand 
significant aspects of Islamic belief, analyze the causes and effects of Islamic expansion and the 
achievements of the Islamic “Golden Age,” and be able to describe the religious and political 
origins of conflicts between Islam and other religions, especially Christianity. 75

The Newton materials include many of the important elements of these topics, but there is a 
marked tendency to downplay or gloss over negative aspects of Islamic history and societal 
practices. For example, the Massachusetts standards require students to learn about the 
importance of the slave trade in Islamic society. This topic is mentioned only in passing in a few 
textbook chapters, but is not dealt with substantively as the Massachusetts standards intended. 
Students are not informed, for example, that the Arab slave trade is estimated to have involved 
as many as 18 million black Africans, a number that is thought to be double in size to the slave 
trade to the Americas. 76 Nor are students informed that slavery, in its various forms was, until 
recently, still permitted in some Middle Eastern and North African societies.77

The FOIA release of material related to the 9th grade course encompassed 515 pages. Much of 
it was repetitious, as the material was divided up into separate sections for each individual class. 
Materials that did not deal with important historical events, cultural distinctions, or ideology 
– in other words, materials not prone to controversial interpretations or factual bias – were 
excluded from this analysis. 

The materials examined below include:

•	 five readings from chapters from generalized world history textbooks,

•	 three selections from introductory textbooks on Islam, 

•	 four newspaper or magazine articles, 

•	 three photocopied handouts, 

•	 classroom exercise,

•	 and one film.

The areas covered in the unit on Islam that are examined are 

1.	 The status of women in Islamic societies, 

2.	 Muslim doctrine,

3.	 The expansion of Islam, and

4.	 Bigotry against Muslims in the United States. 

Also included in the analysis is an examination of a 32-page monograph used in an elective 
course on terrorism for 10th-12th graders.

Supplemental materials are chiefly used to present the status of women and anti-Muslim 
bigotry. These materials are factually weak. 
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Chapters from textbooks comprise the main source of information on the historic expansion of 
Islam and on religious doctrine. These tend to be factual, although problems still exist. Among 
those textbook selections included in the 2015 FOIA release are several that are reasonably 
balanced and informative. However, several textbooks demonstrate bias. One textbook, World 
History: The Human Odyssey, was criticized in the Verity Educate report for containing 
inaccuracies.78 Holt, Rinehart, and Winston’s World History: Human Legacy has also been 
criticized for inaccuracy and bias.79 A third textbook, World Civilizations: The Global Experience’s 
further reading suggestions directing students to biased sources. 80, 81

1. The Status of Women in Islam 

a. A Muslim Primer:Beginner’s Guide to Islam, by Ira Zepp, University of Arkansas Press, 
2000. A 12-page chapter, “The Status of Women.”

Some 9th grade classes have been assigned a chapter about the status of women in Islam from 
a book that purports to be a “primer” on Islam.82 Written by Ira Zepp, who has no formal 
credentials in Islamic scholarship,83 the chapter fails to offer a serious, dispassionate survey 
of women’s conditions in Islamic culture. Instead it presents faulty and unproven assumptions 
about improvements over pre-Islamic society brought about by Islam.

The author offers unsubstantiated claims about the deplorable conditions of women in pre-
Islamic society.84 For example, Zepp favorably compares the attire of Muslim women to 
conceal their shape, hair and sometimes face, to the alleged attire worn by pre-Islamic Arabian 
women, whom he claims “were scantily attired and often topless;” and “as a result, they were 
abused by men.”85 

Zepp’s assertion about women’s wear in pre-Islamic Arabia is not supported by scholarship, 
including Islamic scholarship.86 

Other unsubstantiated statements about the status of women in pre-Islamic society are his 
assertions that:

“Two thirds of women in pre-Islamic society were slaves. They had no rights or legal 
and social status. Female infanticide was common. Men could have an unlimited 
number of wives....” 87

Zepp includes dogmatic claims like “Islam and the Quran created major improvements in the 
status of women. They were oases in a desert of misogyny.” 88

In contrast to Zepp’s portrayal of the improvements in women’s status in Islamic society, the 
Muslim Women’s League, an American Muslim organization whose mission is “to implement the 
values of Islam,” wrote that:

...To claim that Arab women were universally inferior to men, and had absolutely 
no rights before Islam is too simplistic, and does not do justice to the women of 
this period…most of the information about the Arabian society before Islam is not 
uniformly accepted by all scholars in the field. In many cases, the factual information 
and evidence presented by some scholars have been refuted or contradicted by others…
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Since the Arabs had no fully developed system of writing, the sources for this period 
are limited to traditions, legends, proverbs, and above all to poems.89

On the legal inequality of women under Islamic Shariah law, Zepp offers a broad societal 
rationale, explaining that the reason a women’s testimony is valued at half that of a man’s is 
because it “reflects a feeling that the women’s emotional nature may prevent her from being as 
objective as a man.”90

Zepp presents only positive aspects on women’s status in Islamic societies, only briefly noting 
contrary perspectives and then rebutting them. He suggests that “we hear little about the diversity 
of women’s opportunities in Islamic countries…” implying that Westerners fail to acknowledge 
“how many Muslim women are doctors, computer scientists, engineers, teachers, and bankers.”91  
But he offers no further information to enable students to consider the validity of the claim. 

In fact, women’s rates of participation in the workforce vary widely among Islamic countries, 
but are considerably lower than in Western countries.92 A study on gender inequality by the 
World Bank shows that Middle Eastern countries lag behind the rest of the world in various 
forms of legal protection for women.93 

A more serious shortcoming is the author’s concealment of information about practices like 
honor killings, genital mutilation, the stoning of women accused of adultery, or the treatment 
of women as property in some Islamic countries. Zepp could have chosen to argue that these 
practices are cultural artifacts distinct from or are distortions of Islamic teachings. But he 
chose instead to ignore the topic entirely.94 It is crucial for students to see the entire picture of 
Islamic society and not just cherry-picked elements.

b. “In Depth: Civilization and Gender Relationships” 95 “The First Global Civilization: The 
Rise and Spread of Islam,” p. 136-137, from World Civilizations: The Global Experience.

This handout, consisting of two pages taken from a textbook, contradicts A Muslim Primer by 
contending that “women played active and highly valued roles in the bedouin tribes of pre-
Islamic Arabia.”  

c. “Where Womanhood Reigns Supreme: The Seeds of My Own Re-evaluation,” by Mary 
Walker (a personal account).

This two-page handout is an anecdotal account of an American woman who traveled to Africa 
to briefly live among Muslims and emerged from the experience convinced that women living in 
Islamic societies had more freedom than women in Western societies. The author, Mary Walker 
was a production coordinator for the BBC2 series “Living Islam.” She describes her personal 
epiphany about Islam as she observed Muslim women first-hand over two years, as part of her 
job. She concludes, “The women had all exercised their right to choose. To some extent, they 
were freer than me. I had less control over my destiny. I could no longer point to them and say 
they were oppressed and I was not.” 96

This piece presents one perspective by a non-Muslim who was exposed for a relatively short 
period of time to Islamic society. It is an interesting perspective, but one that should have 
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been presented in the context of various viewpoints that include both positive and negative 
perspectives of women raised in Islamic societies. Without learning about the grievances of 
those who criticize Islam’s treatment of women, such as those of Ayaan Hirsi Ali, a Somali-
Dutch Muslim who calls for reforming Islam, students are left with a narrow, one-sided view. 
Students also need to understand the grievances of Islam’s critics in order to counter anti-
Muslim arguments. The course should also include material that presents more rigorous and 
objective criteria, like the World Bank study on the status of women in Islamic societies.97  

2. Muslim Doctrine

Basic elements of Muslim practice are conveyed to the students, such as the “Five Pillars of 
Islam.” 98  The problems lie in the superficial treatment of controversial issues of contemporary 
importance, such as jihad. There is also a tendency to elevate Islam over Christianity and 
Judaism (as explained below). 

For example, the syllabi of several sections on monotheism in the 9th grade unit indicate that 
more class days were devoted to the Muslim religion than to either Christianity or Judaism. 
Several students interviewed for this monograph questioned why so much time was allotted 
to Islam in light of the fact that Muslims comprise such a small portion of the U.S. population 
(slightly over 1 percent according to surveys in recent years). 

a.  Superficial Treatment of Jihad

i) “Islam: An Introduction,” Saudi Aramco World, January/February 2002.

This three-page handout explains jihad as follows:

The Arabic word jihad means “to struggle or strive, to exert oneself” for a 
praisworthy aim. The “greater struggle” is a personal one: the struggle to resist 
temptation…. The “lesser struggle” is exertion for the sake of Islam, such as 

Woman (left) wearing niqab, that covers hair and face, except for eyes
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working for the betterment of Muslim society or trying to persuade non-believers, by 
tongue or pen or by example, to embrace Islam. The lesser struggle may also include 
physical combat for the sake of Islam … especially  in self-defense and if carried out 
according to the explicit limitations imposed by the Qur’an. Some modern thinkers 
liken jihad to the Christian concept of a “just war.”99

ii) Unattributed one-page handout discussing jihad

Another handout stated that “all Muslim scholars agree on the fact that the first, greatest jihad 
is the personal-spirited struggle towards discipline.”100 

While many Muslim sources directed toward Western audiences emphasize the non-warring 
meanings of jihad, many scholars express skepticism over the prominence of this interpretation 
for most Muslims. For example, Princeton University Emeritus Professor of Near Eastern 
Studies Bernard Lewis, a renowned expert on the history of Islam, offers a different definition 
of jihad, contending that it was used traditionally to rally Muslims to war against non-believers 
and that its object was to “bring the whole world under Islamic law.” 101  

Muslim scholar Khaleel Mohammed, a professor of religious studies at the University of San 
Diego, stressed the importance of understanding that over the course of Islam’s history, the main 
emphasis of jihad has shifted between the inner struggle to the obligation to war in the name of 
Islam. He stated, “Islam knows its share of violence, and to deny that history is disingenuous.” 102

b. Elevation of Islam Over Judeo-Christian Beliefs

i) Islam, the Straight Path, by John Esposito, Oxford University Press, 2010.

The five-page reading selection from a textbook, while informative, explains Muslim religious 
doctrine by relaying Muslim opinion about the falsity of Christian and Jewish beliefs. At points, 
the prose fails to make clear that this is Muslim opinion and not non-sectarian statements of fact. 
For example, the author writes, “After the falsification of the revelation given to the Jews and 
the Christians, God in his mercy sent down His word one final time.” 

The text contains no qualifier to clarify that this is what Muslims believe, nor does it include 
quotes to indicate that the author is quoting someone else’s words. Rather, the author states this 
in his own voice. 103

Further on he states, “Arabic is the sacred language of Islam because, in a very real sense, it 
is the language of God,” 104 again without any qualifier to indicate that this is a Muslim belief. 

Esposito continues, 

“In contrast to Judaism and Christianity, whose Scriptures were not only translated 
into Greek and Latin at an early date but also disseminated in vernacular languages, 
in Islam Arabic has remained the language of the Quran and of religious learning.”105 

This is a misleading characterization of Jewish studies.While translations of the Jewish 
scriptures are available, religious scholars study Jewish scripture in its original Hebrew, which 
is also the primary language of study at Jewish schools and seminaries. 
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The use of Esposito’s text also reflects a pattern of excessive reliance on academics who are 
anti-Western and anti-Israel. This raises concern that the materials may be tainted by their 
politics. For example, Stephen Schwartz, Executive Director of the Center for Islamic Pluralism, 
exposed Esposito’s associations with numerous organizations that Schwartz identifies as “rife 
with anti-American, anti-Israel, and pro-Islamist propaganda camouflaged as scholarship.”106

ii) “The Hajj: One American’s Pilgrimage to Mecca,” ABC News, Nightline, April 18, 1997. 
22 minutes and 39 second video. 

The narrator of the Nightline segment, Michael Wolfe, is an American of Jewish and Christian 
parentage who converted to Islam. He describes, in a reverential tone, his experience of doing the 
pilgrimage to Mecca, a religious duty of all Muslims. In the segment, Nightline host Ted Koppel 
erroneously states that there are “more than 5 million Muslims” in the United States, “more American 
Muslims than Jews.” In fact, credible counts found between 2-3 million Muslims in the U.S., less than 
half the Jewish population. Wolfe also betrays a negative attitude toward Christianity and Judaism, 
stating, “I find the absence of priests and rabbis attractive” and he claims that non-Muslims are 
excluded from Mecca to “preserve its sanctity and protect pilgrims.” 107

iii) Classroom exercises on Islam

Some 9th grade Newton World History classes include an exercise in which students are asked 
to memorize lines from the Quran. Students are also assigned a project to write about Islamic 
cities from the perspective of Muslim pilgrims carrying out the duty of the pilgrimage to Mecca 
(Hajj). Included among these cities is Jerusalem. Students are asked to “present an overview of 
your homeland” and prepare a city banner.

While such exercises may not represent overt indoctrination, they cause discomfort to many as 
entailing activities that seemingly cross the line into promoting religion in public schools.

3. Expansion of Islam

Students are provided brief excerpts from contrasting textbook accounts of Islam’s expansion. 
Most classes present students with both positive and negative assessments of Muslim conquest 
and rule. However, class assignments and the phrasing of questions on tests emphasize a 
portrayal of Muslim conquerors as tolerant toward their conquered subjects, without offering 
solid factual evidence to back up such a sweeping and questionable assessment. 

a. Class Assignment - How Should Early Muslim Armies Be Remembered?

a) A two-paragraph excerpt from the 1999 textbook World History: Connections Today states 
that the Muslims were “in general decent conquerors” and that “many of the conquered regions 
welcomed the Arabs as liberators.”108 This account portrays the Arab conquerors as demanding 
only a “reasonable” tribute. 

b) Another two-paragraph excerpt taken from an earlier, 1936 textbook, A Little History of the World, 
in contrast, portrays Arab warriors as wantonly destructive, killing or converting all non-believers.109  
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Without any further information about the scholarly quality of each source or additional 
evidence, students are asked to judge “which do you think is fairer? (i.e. more accurate).” How 
would students know which is fairer (or for that matter, if either account was credible) if both 
accounts are treated as equally valid? Students are then asked, “How should the early Muslim 
armies be remembered?”

b. Misportraying Forced Conversions as Voluntary

Several handouts and textbook accounts present Muslim conquests as unusually tolerant and 
contend that conquered subjects were so impressed with Islam that many voluntarily converted. 

i) For example, a handout labeled  “DBQ6, Spread of Islamic Civilization” includes a reading 
assignment labeled “Document B: Verses from the Qur’an” that contends that conquered 
subjects converted voluntarily:

“It is often incorrectly assumed that Islam spread so quickly because Muslims 
forced people to convert. Although this sometimes happened, the Quran forbids the 
practice especially in regards to the People of the Book. When People of the Book 
came under Muslim rule, they could choose to convert voluntarily, or they could pay 
a tax called jizya. If they chose to maintain their religion and pay the jizyah, they 
were granted certain religious and political rights and privileges.”110

ii) One textbook, World Civilizations, Chapter 6: The First Global Civilization: The Rise and 
Spread of Islam, p. 138, offers an account of the Muslim conquests in which, “Most converts 
were won over peacefully through the great appeal of Islamic beliefs and advantages they 
enjoyed over non-Muslim peoples in the Empire.”111

iii) An unattributed handout titled, “Spread of Islam Cause and Effect” ascribes the successful 
expansion of Islam to “Easy acceptance of the social ideas of Islam, equity [equality?] among 
believers”112 and contends that  “[they  were] good warriors – not afraid to die.” The handout 
concludes that “In general, [they were] decent conquerors (easier on some than their previous 
rulers had been)” who offered conquered people three choices: “convert to Islam”, “pay a 
reasonable tax” or “die.” It asserts that Jews and Christians were treated with “much respect.”

iv) Another textbook, Early Islam, posits that minorities were treated with “much more 
tolerance” than under previous rulers and asserts that Muslims were “especially liberal with 
the Jews and Christians.”113 

The characterizations by all these sources of the conditions of religious minorities under Islam 
are misleadingly rosy. While historical accounts provide examples of Islamic rulers extending 
a degree of tolerance toward non-Muslims that was unusual for the time, there was never any 
question about the inferior status of non-Muslims. 

Early Islam author Desmond Stuart’s use of the term liberal connotes equal rights and opportunities 
free from discrimination as applied in contemporary parlance. This is inappropriate terminology 
to represent even a relatively tolerant portrayal of the lot of religious minorities under Muslim 
rule. The terminology obscures the fact that the jizya was a coercive tax and those who chose 
not to convert faced legal discrimination and inferior social status. Students are misled about 
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the rights and social status of non-Muslim minorities (dhimmis) under Islamic rule. Jews and 
Christians did not enjoy equal rights to Muslims, had to pay substantial protection taxes, and lived 
as stigmatized subjects in tenuous and at times dire conditions.

As historian Efraim Karsh of the University of London noted, non-Muslims

“suffered from social indignities and at times open persecution. Their religious 
activities outside the churches and synagogues were curtailed, the ringing of bells 
forbidden, the construction of new church buildings prohibited and the proselytizing 
of Muslims was made a captial offense punishable by death. Jews and Christians had 
to wear distinctive clothes to distinguish them from their Muslim lords, could only 
ride donkeys, not horses, could not marry Muslim women, had to vacate their seats 
whenever Muslims wanted to sit…”114

Concerning conversion, the texts offer no substantiation of their assertions that an important 
factor in conversion was the appeal of Islam as opposed to factors like self-interest or coercion. 
Such conjecture smacks of indoctrination and is unscholarly. More scholarly treatments of the 
early history of Islamic expansion describe a slower and different process of conversion. 

According to Karsh,  

“Arab conquerors were far less interested in the mass conversion of vanquished 
peoples than in securing tribute. Not until the second and third Islamic centuries did 
the bulk of these populations embrace the religion of their latest imperial masters, 
and even this process emanated from below in an attempt to escape paying tribute 
and to remove social barriers, with the conquering ruling classes doing their utmost 
to slow it down.”115

There are also significant omissions in the discussion of Islam’s treatment of conquered groups. 
For example, none of the sources reviewed mention the story alleging that hundreds of members 
of the Jewish Meccan tribe, the Qurayza, were beheaded in 627 AD for rejecting Muhammad 
as the Prophet. 

4. Bigotry Against Muslims in the United States

Students are presented with a negative image of an America infected by rampant Islamophobia. 
Sensationalized and controversial articles with little factual substance portray Americans as 
bigoted against Muslims. There is no attempt to bring balance by presenting Americans who do 
not consider their concerns about the actions perpetrated by radicalized Muslims in the name 
of Islam as unwarranted and bigoted. In addition, there is no effort to compare anti-Muslim 
bias to bias against other religious groups. For example, according to annual FBI statistics, 
Jews are by far the most frequent targets of religiously-based hate crimes in America. (In 
2015, the FBI reported 664 anti-Jewish incidents with 731 victims and 257 anti-Muslim 
incidents with 307 victims). 116
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a. “Islamophobia: Does America Have a Muslim Problem,” Bobby Ghosh, Time Magazine, 
Aug. 30, 2010. 117

This controversial five-page opinion piece by the then-
world editor of Time Magazine levels the irresponsible 
and unproven charge that Americans are inherently racist 
against Muslims. The author states without any basis that 
“Islamophobia has become the accepted form of racism in 
America” and “You can always take a potshot at Muslims or 
Arabs and get away with it.” 118

The piece is sloppy and unresearched, based solely on 
opinion. It includes allegations that are contradicted by 
the preponderance of evidence. For example, Ghosh claims, 
despite FBI statistics to the contrary, that “Jews, Mormons 
and others still experience hate speech. But the most toxic 
bile is reserved for Muslims.” 

Furthermore, recent exposure of a wave of anti-Semitism 
sweeping college campuses, often driven by Muslim 
organizations and the anti-Israel organization Students for 
Justice in Palestine, indicates that the bulk of hate speech on campus is against Jews, contrary 
to the article’s implication. 119

The article is also inappropriately political, alleging Republican politicians, like former 
President George Bush, Sara Palin and Newt Gingrich, stoked anti-Muslim prejudice. While 
such posturing may be acceptable in a magazine op-ed, it has no place in a classroom that is 
ostensibly teaching facts.

b. “Disney sued for discrimination by former employee over Muslim hijab,” Guardian, 
Aug. 14, 2012; 120 and

c. “Islamic emblem of bias also trigger for bias,” The New York Times, Nov. 3, 1997. 121

Students were given these two newspaper feature stories on Muslim women who insisted on 
wearing their hijab and sued alleging discrimination when they were told they could not wear it. 
While a legitimate topic, it is too narrowly presented when limited to Muslims. This imparts the 
inaccurate message that such issues are solely a matter of bigotry directed against Muslims. It 
should be framed as part of the larger debate over the limits of public religious displays, including 
skullcaps, turbans, kirbets, and other religious identifiers. It also belongs in a debate about customs 
that may raise concerns about public safety. The Guardian story is too simplistic, conveying the 
sense that those objecting to a fellow employee wearing the hijab are simply motivated by 
irrational feelings. The article also incorrectly sets the American Muslim population at six million.

In sum, many Newton assignments treat aspects of the history of Islam, its doctrine, and the customs 
of Islamic culture with such caution and disregard for factual information that they fail to educate 
students adequately or to promote critical thinking skills. As a consequence, the unit on Islam, at 
points, takes on the characteristic of indoctrination rather than dispassionate historical survey.

Time article
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C. Terrorism Elective

Responding to Terrorism: Challenges for Democracy, The Choices Program, Watson Institute 
for International Studies and Brown University. 

The 32-page monograph’s first example of terrorism is the seizure by Palestinian terrorists from 
the Black September group of Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics. The monograph 
rationalizes the terror act by simply stating that the reasons given for the terrorist act were 
Israel’s holding of Palestinian prisoners and Israeli “government policies.”122 The account states: 

“The public was shocked by images of the crisis and by the idea that the Israeli 
athletes, who were obviously not directly responsible for their government’s policies, 
would be held accountable for those policies. The athletes were targeted simply 
because they were representatives of Israel – and, by extension, of Israel’s policies.”123

Students are not informed that the Palestinian prisoners held by Israel were convicted or suspected 
of involvement in terrorism and that the Munich terrorists tortured the Israeli victims.124  

The reading provides four different examples of religiously motivated terrorism. The 1993 
World Trade Center bombing by a group of Islamic radicals; the 1994  attack on Palestinian 
worshippers at a Hebron mosque by an Israeli individual, Baruch Goldstein; the sarin gas attack 
on theTokyo subway system by members of a Japanese Buddhist cult; and the 1985 rampage in 
Arkansas by Richard Snell, adherent to the racist Christian Identity sect in the United States. The 
intent seems to be to demonstrate that terrorists can arise from diverse religious backgrounds.
But there is an inherent distortion in this egalitarian approach, because it fails to convey the 
fact that contemporary terrorism is overwhelmingly the work of Islamic radicals, many of whom 
identify with extensive networks, while the Jewish and Buddhist acts were isolated incidents.

The monograph asserts that, “Most interpretations of Islamic tradition note a history of 
tolerance and peace.”125 But no evidence is presented to bolster this broad statement. For 
example, the monograph could have cited public opinion polls or statements by Muslim leaders 
condemning terrorism. Presenting such a sweeping claim as an undisputed statement without 
providing any evidence denies students the information necessary to refute contrary allegations.   
Other generalizations are similarly presented as self-evident fact without substantiation. 
For example, in discussing U.S. relations with Israel the monograph states that “America’s 
attachment to Israel has attracted fresh attention. Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians and 
its attacks against Hezbollah in Lebanon have drawn more intense criticism.”126 What aspect 
of “Israel’s treatment of Palestinians” or “attacks against Hezbollah in Lebanon” deserves 
criticism? Who is doing the criticizing? This essential information is missing.

Summary of the Materials used in the 9th and 10th Grade and in the Elective Course

There are common threads connecting the Newton 10th grade unit teaching about the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and the 9th grade unit teaching about Islamic history and culture. In both 
cases handouts used to teach these topics emphasize the non-Western perspective, without critical 
examination. Rather than confronting controversial issues and providing students with sufficient 
background and arguments to counter stereotypes, these issues are downplayed or ignored. 
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Students are exposed to points of view that are not supported by evidence or based on fact. 
The 10th grade unit on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict revises history to present the current 
Palestinian predicament as primarily Israel’s fault. The materials cast the Palestinians as the 
aggrieved victim lacking agency of their own. Missing from these accounts is the unwillingness 
of the Palestinian leadership (both more secular and Islamist) to accept the legitimacy of the 
Jewish state and to prepare its population for a lasting – as opposed to temporary - peace.

The 9th grade’s account of Islam is flawed by an unwillingness to delve into the topic of Islamic 
radicalism. It fails to articulate how Islamic radicals borrow from Islamic doctrine to promote a 
totalitarian, misogynistic mass movement. The materials do not adequately explore the underlying 
causes of turmoil and dysfunction in many Islamic states and fail to explain the emergence of 
international terrorists who claim the mantle of Islam and are able to attract a substantial following.

Materials obtained in 2015 through the FOIA request did not include some of the most biased 
readings criticized in the 2014 Verity Educate report. Previously used but not in the 2015 FOIA 
release were  chapters copied from an Internet website called Islamicweb.com, that according 
to Verity Educate, contained “numerous diatribes against Jews, Christians, Shi’a Muslims and 
other non-Sunni Muslims”127 and “promote[d] hatred, violence and vitriol,… and perpetuate[d] 
numerous inaccuracies about Islam, other religions, and history.”128 It is possible that the publicity 
surrounding the use of controversial materials may have prompted some Newton educators to 
take greater care in selecting the materials they use in the classrooms. Two examples of more 
balanced materials are Crisis Guide: Israeli-Palestinian Conflict (Interactive) 129 and Religions of 
the World, Edited by Breuilly, O’Brien, Palmer. 130 In contrast to the omissions in the chapter 
by James Gelvin and in the POV timeline, the Crisis Guide interactive discloses Haj Amin al-
Husseini’s “alliance with Adolf Hitler.” 

Selections by reputable mainstream scholars, like Bernard Lewis, are missing. The exclusion of 
important and credible points of view raises valid concerns about the degree to which students 
are exposed to indoctrination rather than critical learning.  Also nowhere to be found is the 
eloquent prose of Egyptian-born historian Fouad Ajami, whose articles appeared for decades in 
the American news media, and whose widely acclaimed book, The Dream Palace of the Arabs, 
makes ideal reading for high school students. These scholars, who are sympathetic to Islam, could 
provide crucial insight to students in understanding the environment of many Muslim-dominant 
societies. Instead, much of the material was produced by authors and videographers who lack 
expertise in the history and practice of Islam or the history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

A further component of the teaching units involves the frequent reliance on student role-playing 
as an activity to debate the conflict. Students are instructed to argue a particular side and try to 
offer solutions to achieving peace. For such role-playing exercises to serve any useful purpose, 
students need all the relevant and accurate information. That includes informing students about 
unpleasant aspects of contemporary Palestinian culture that honors terrorists and inculcates 
Palestinian children with a favorable view of violence and hatred. Examples of this are readily 
available from MEMRI (Middle East Media Research Institute131) and PMW (Palestinian 
Media Watch132), two organizations that record and translate speeches, television programs, 
sermons, and textbooks in the Palestinian Authority, Gaza, and the Arab world.

Use of role-playing dependent on the skewed information conveyed in many of the materials 
will likely only intensify the misunderstanding of Middle East realities.
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Part 4: Origins of Factually 
Flawed Materials
The problem of inaccurate and biased material in the teaching of Islam, the Middle East, 
and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in American schools has been recognized at least as far 
back as the 1970s.1 Initially, the focus was on the accuracy and completeness of textbook 
accounts. Later, increased attention was paid to supplemental materials derived from a variety 
of sources, including outreach centers and Internet sites. The use of these materials has been 
widespread for decades. 

A. Biased Textbooks

Although there is increasing utilization of Internet sources and supplemental materials, textbooks 
still provide the factual foundation for many students in World History courses teaching about 
Islam. Textbook chapters usually are organized to cover the emergence, elements of practice, 
and spread of Islam. These chapters include basic historical facts and important dates. 

By the late 1980s, educators were aware of serious 
problems of accuracy and bias in textbooks that dealt with 
Islam and the Middle East conflicts. The first edition of 
the Arab World Studies Notebook was published in 1989.

Gilbert Sewall, director of the American Textbook 
Council, reviewed the coverage of Islam in American 
school textbooks in 2003.  Sewall concluded  “on 
significant Islam-related subjects, textbooks omit, flatter, 
embellish, and resort to happy talk, suspending criticism 
or harsh judgments that would raise provocative or even 
alarming questions.” 2

Sewall drew upon the expertise of Bernard Lewis to 
evaluate textbooks on their coverage of fundamental 
aspects of Islamic history and society. These include 
accurate depictions of jihad, Sharia law, slavery under 
Islam and the status of women. 

Bernard Lewis
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Sewall recounted how both Harvard University’s Outreach Center and a Brown University 
professor involved with Middle East outreach criticized Massachusetts standards as “racist 
and biased” simply because the standards included accurate discussion of elements of Islamic 
practice and history and did not filter out unpleasant aspects. 

Sewall’s study points out that the problem with most textbooks comes down to two main issues. 
First, there is a tendency to portray non-Western historical narratives with rose-colored glasses. 
“Multiculturalism and ‘cross-cultural sensitivity’ trump all other themes in today’s social studies 
and civic education.” Thus, doctored curricula and altered world history textbooks prevail. 3 

Second, publishers seek to mollify pressure groups. Sewall pointed to the influence of the Council 
on Islamic Education, a group with foreign associations and Islamist roots. He noted that “high-
profile publishers and editors at Houghton Mifflin, Scott Foresman, Glencoe, and Prentice Hall 
asked for the Council on Islamic Education imprimatur between 1987 and 1997.”4 The impact 
on the content and direction of history textbooks during these years is still evident even today.

While Sewall’s study is over a decade old, problems with content in history textbooks remain. 
William Saxton of Concerned Citizens for National Security heads an organization that is 
particularly active in addressing problems with textbooks. Saxton estimates that he fields 
about six inquiries related to inaccuracies in textbooks on the subject of Islam and the Arab-
Israeli conflict every day. These include “sins of omission and commission.” Examples of this 
are statements like “war broke out between Palestinians and Israelis” without clarifying who 
initiated the violence; concealing realities of Islamic history, like Islam’s role in the slave trade; 
and describing Jesus as a “Palestinian.” 5

The national Jewish organization Hadassah sponsored a project called Curriculum Watch,6 
which was tasked with evaluating textbooks published by the major educational publishing 
houses for bias against Jews and other minorities and also with identifying sections that 
“sanitize” one group of people or events. The director of Curriculum Watch, Sandra Alfonsi, 
set up an independent website that contains her evaluations of textbooks for anti-Israel bias. 7

There is increasing recognition nationwide of the problem of slanted textbooks that whitewash 
Islamic traditions and offer negative portrayals of Judaism and Christianity. Alfonsi is slated to 
serve on a newly proposed New York State Textbook Commission.8 The commission is to review 
textbooks in an effort to make the school curriculum in New York State fair to all students and 
free of any bias toward Islamic traditions and against Judaeo/Christian values.

The historical accounts presented in the textbooks are influenced by the academics that textbook 
publishers draw upon for their expertise. The academics are in turn influenced by the ideological 
and intellectual trends prevalent at universities. Especially influential are Centers for Middle 
East and Islamic studies. These Centers often are the beneficiaries of substantial funding from 
groups promoting partisan political agendas as well as the federal government. As cultural 
commentator Stanley Kurtz observed in 2007, “The United States government gives money — 
and a federal seal of approval — to a university Middle East Studies center. That center offers 
a government-approved K-12 Middle East studies curriculum to America’s teachers. But, in fact, 
that curriculum has been bought and paid for by the Saudis, who may even have trained the 
personnel who operate the university’s outreach program.”9
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B. Funding of Academic Departments Favoring Islamic Perspectives

Generous funding of Centers for Middle Eastern and Islamic studies comes from two major sources:

1) Arab states, grown wealthy from their oil resources10, and

2) The U.S. government. 11 

The vehicle used to bolster the teaching of Islam, the Middle East, and the Arab-Israeli conflict 
in K-12 history curricula was Title VI funding of the Higher Education Act (HEA), an Act 
originally passed in 1958 by the United States Congress. Public outreach was required by 
Congress as part of each grant to a higher education institution.  

After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 
2001, considerably more funding was made 
available through Title VI to teach about 
Islam and the Middle East. In a speech at the 
Islamic Center in Washington just six days 
after the attacks, President George W. Bush 
affirmed that “the face of terror is not the 
true faith of Islam. Islam is peace.”12  

Taking its cue from the President’s words, 
the U.S. Department of Education (USED) 
ramped up federal funding of Middle East 
studies and language programs. The goal was to increase Americans’ understanding of Islam. It 
was hoped that this would enhance interactions with Muslim communities at home and abroad 
and help prevent future attacks by depriving Islamic radicals of a receptive audience to their 
exhortations to violence.

Unfortunately, oversight of the program has been lax. The recipients of these funds interpreted 
the President’s message according to their own predilections. An anti-Western zeitgeist 
pervaded Middle East Studies departments at universities. Faculty members recognized an 
opportunity to address what they saw as the main problems: Western intrusion into the Middle 
East and prejudice against Muslims in America. Understanding and addressing the links between 
terrorism and Islam was not high on their agenda.  

A study published by Brandeis University in 2014, “The Morass of Middle East Studies: Title 
VI of the Higher Education Act and Federally Funded Area Studies,” concluded that Title VI 
programs to improve secondary school teaching of the Middle East “had become a national 
embarrassment.”13 The study noted: 

Title VI programs became controversial for many perceived shortcomings. These 
included: the relatively weak knowledge, skills, and standards of many Middle East 
Studies faculty; the ideological polarization of the field; and the failure of Middle 
East Studies scholars to predict important area developments, such as the Iranian 
revolution, the September 11, 2001 attacks, or the Arab Spring.
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Disappointment with the results of Title VI funding of Middle East Studies programs is widely 
acknowledged. This may have influenced the Obama administration’s decision to cut funding to 
the program by 40% in 2011.14 

The Brandeis study disclosed deep problems with Middle East Studies departments. Gary A. 
Tobin, at the Institute for Jewish and Community Research, observed:

The field of Middle East Studies has become dominated by a specific political 
outlook that situates the world and everyone in it according to a narrow agenda. 
Poor scholarship, due to errors of both commission and omission, plagues the work 
of Middle East Studies faculty, including revisionism in rewriting the history of 
Israel and Jews. As a result, some students and faculty have found that they are 
marginalized because of their religion, nationality, or political beliefs. Students can 
be made to feel as if their views are invalid, or even bigoted. Some have reported 
being directly harassed by professors. 15

Tobin argued that Middle East Studies programs are “at the forefront of the anti-Israel movement” 
and even “engage in anti-Semitic behavior.”16 A recent example of this is a course taught at the 
University of California in Berkeley by Hatem Bazian, a vociferous proponent of anti-Israel boycotts 
who advocates the dissolution of the Jewish state.17 A complaint brought by the AMCHA Initiative 
and a coalition representing 43 groups contended that “all class reading material appears to have 
a ‘blatantly anti-Israel bias’ and use language recognized by the U.S. State Department as anti-
Semitic.”18 In its initial review, the university concluded that the course violated the University 
Regents’ policies. However, shortly afterwards, the university reversed its decision and reinstated the 
course to counter the criticism it violated the principle of academic freedom.19 

Another example of academic anti-Israel activism is the classroom conduct of professor Denis 
Sullivan at Northeastern University, who at one time was on the faculty of the Jewish Studies 
department.20 Students taking his class report on his anti-Israel agenda. Those who dare to 
contest his views report that they have been demeaned, humiliated, and even threatened with 
poor grades unless they change their position. Sullivan has assigned readings conveying to 
students the belief that a Jewish lobby controls American foreign policy, and he can be seen on 
video asserting that Hamas is a legitimate resistance organization.21

Sullivan chaired Paul Beran’s dissertation. Beran then went on to head Harvard’s Outreach 
Center and was selected to participate in the Global Advisory Council for the Massachusetts 
Department of Education, which advised state education officials on teaching about global issues, 
like Islam and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.22 The Harvard University Center for Middle 
Eastern Studies received a half million dollars per year in Title VI funding. 23 Northeastern 
University’s Sullivan is also a recipient of Title VI funding.24

The transformation of academic departments into enclaves of political orthodoxy is a familiar 
story in many social science and humanities disciplines. Faculty committed to promoting an 
anti-Western and anti-Israel agenda were ascendant in most departments by the 1990s, if 
not earlier. Having gained control of faculty appointments and tenure decisions, they imposed 
conformity of thought. Those unwilling to embrace the prevailing ideology were deterred from 
pursuing academic appointments. In this way, the orthodoxy became self-perpetuating. 25
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The narrow ideological base of Middle East 
studies has not escaped notice. A 2016 review 
of Title VI funding by the National Academies 
Press noted the objections of a few prominent 
researchers that a “lack of diversity of opinion 
and a hostility to U.S. foreign policy” existed in 
Middle East studies.26  Evidence of this can be 
found in the radical composition and politics of 
MESA, the Middle East Studies Association.27 

Joy Pullmann, managing editor of the Federalist, 
an online blog site that covers current events 
and culture, has written about the insidious 
effects of the infusion of foreign money into the 
universities. According to Pullmann, employees 
of institutes receiving such money avoid topics 
critical of Islamic society for fear of their 
reputations and employment.28 

Winfield Myers, director of academic affairs at 
the Middle East Forum, told Pullmann that Saudi 
money in American higher education “gives 
incentives for not asking critical questions.” This 
avoidance of anything critical of Islamic society 
“motivates curriculum companies to similarly 
downplay religious and racial conflict, at the 
expense of accuracy and substance.” 29

Pullmann points to the example of Susan Douglass, who runs an outreach program for a center 
affiliated with Georgetown University, the beneficiary of one of the $20 million gifts by Saudi 
prince Alwaleed Bin Talal. According to Pullmann, Douglass traverses the country giving seminars 
at school districts and conferences where she promotes materials claiming that “customs such as 
honor killings are not part of Islam” and that “Jihad may not be conducted either to force people 
to convert or to annihilate or subdue people of other faiths.”30

C.  Internet

The emergence of the Internet as a source of curriculum materials presents its own problems. 
As the Newton case study demonstrates, many of the objectionable materials were found on 
the Internet, presumably by individual teachers.  Some of these materials originate from well-
known media organizations, like the BBC, The New York Times, and PBS. Others were taken 
from less familiar Internet sources. 

Journalists are not generally trained as historians and should not be viewed as authoritative 
purveyors of history. Many present a skewed perspective on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
including at AP, as CAMERA has repeatedly demonstrated over the past 34 years.31 Problems 

Anti-Israel activism by a Muslim student on the cam-
pus of Brooklyn College commemorating a terrorist 
who attempted to hijack an El Al plane



63

with factual accuracy afflict even the best-known news outlets like The New York Times,32 
BBC,33 and National Public Radio.34

Wire services, which many newspapers rely on, have also been criticized for their biased coverage 
of the Palestinian/Israeli conflict. For example, former Associated Press (AP) correspondent 
Matti Friedman has described journalists covering the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as a clique 
possessing a deeply ingrained bias: 35

In these circles…a distaste for Israel has come to be something between an 
acceptable prejudice and a prerequisite for entry. I don’t mean a critical approach 
to Israeli policies or to the ham-fisted government currently in charge in this 
country, but a belief that to some extent the Jews of Israel are a symbol of the 
world’s ills, particularly those connected to nationalism, militarism, colonialism, and 
racism—an idea quickly becoming one of the central elements of the “progressive” 
Western zeitgeist, spreading from the European left to American college campuses 
and intellectuals, including journalists. In this social group, this sentiment is 
translated into editorial decisions made by individual reporters and editors covering 
Israel, and this, in turn, gives such thinking the means of mass self-replication.  

By relying on journalists who may have limited knowledge of  Middle East history, the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, and Islam, teachers may inadvertently disseminate erroneous information 
or magnify the importance of contemporary issues that a journalist has been assigned to cover. 
This was the case in the use of the New York Times video series utilized by the 10th grade World 
History course at Newton South high school.  The journalists who produced the work narrowly 
focused on issues that loomed large in the current discourse of their own narrow circles, but they 
failed to provide the factual content and broader historical perspective necessary for students to 
understand how the subject covered in the video was connected to the conflict as a whole. Nor 
did they provide a balanced perspective.

Similarly, the timeline used in the 10th grade course was produced by an intern at the Council 
of Foreign Relations and obtained by Newton teachers from a PBS website. It presented an 
incomplete recounting of key historical events.

The Time Magazine article and the Guardian piece promoting the notion of rampant Islamophobia 
were journalistic opinion pieces offering minimal context or factual substance to allow students 
to evaluate the pervasiveness of bigotry against Muslims. They offered little or no educational 
value to students.
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Part 5: Observations About The 
Newton Curriculum Conflict
A. The Role of Responsible Elected Bodies

The Newton school controversy escalated after members of the elected school committee sided with 
the school administrators, leaving a group of concerned citizens without representation.1 Videos of 
the Newton School Committee meetings show that the superintendent was evasive in his answers. 
By siding with the superintendent, the school committee relieved their most senior employee of the 
responsibility of providing a substantive response to valid complaints about the materials.

Because the school committee aligned itself with the school administration, the ad-hoc group 
felt compelled to involve the mayor, who had expressed interest in school problems.2

The school administrators and school committee were also unresponsive to requests for access 
to teaching materials used in classrooms. State statutes allow any citizen, not just parents, 
access to all materials teachers use with students.3 In those cases where school administrations 
and school committees refuse to cooperate, as was the case in Newton, filing a Freedom of 
Information Act request may be the only remedy. 4

There are usually established procedures for lodging complaints and providing supporting 
evidence about the curriculum. The Newton Public Schools’ published statement on the 
controversy includes a section labeled  “What happens if parents or citizens have concerns about 
the curriculum?” It states that “Questions or concerns about specific elements of the curriculum 
should be brought to appropriate administrators at the building level.”5 

However, if the complainants are unsatisfied with the response of the school administrators, 
they should be able to bring their complaints to the school committee. An elected school 
committee (or board) is responsible to both its constituents and to those it has hired. It should 
have procedures for involving individuals with expertise in the topic to review controversial 
materials.6 It is the responsibility of a locally elected school board to invite a range of well-
regarded experts to help a board understand a controversy about curriculum materials. 

Calling upon experts from the outside who are unaffected by the opinions of influential members 
of the community can provide a dispassionate assessment.
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B. The Role of the Media 

All meetings on curriculum issues should be open to the public. All forms of media should 
be invited to attend school committee meetings. An interested and involved media can bring 
transparency to curriculum decisions, and, in so doing, reduce the influence of special interests 
that prefer less scrutiny. The media can also offset the inclination of influential members of the 
community to squelch discussions that threaten to embroil the community in conflict and garner 
unwanted publicity.7

In Newton, there was minimal involvement of the media. The local newspaper played an important 
role in publicizing the initial complaint. However, as the controversy evolved, the local newspaper 
curtailed its coverage, rejecting requests to publish opinion pieces on the issue. It is unclear why 
the newspaper decided to back away from an issue important to the local community. 

With respect to the Newton controversy, the major regional paper, the Boston Globe delved 
into the issue only a couple of occasions, coming down firmly on the side of the established 
institutions. The Globe’s refusal to probe the issue further was a disservice to the public.

Some local radio talk shows discussed the issue on several occasions, accepting phone calls and 
inviting some of the activists and concerned citizens to comment on the situation. 

As far as is known, television news never covered the issue at all. 

C. The Focus on Current Events in Teaching History

Many of the problems with teaching materials would not have existed (because the materials 
would not have been used) if the Newton history courses had focused only on the history of 
Islam and the Middle East and had not given special attention to the conflict between Israelis 
and Palestinians. Many of the materials used to address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict were 
marred by biased historical accounts. As a result, students spent time on materials that could 
not help them understand the roots of radical Islamic ideology. Exercises that ask pre-college 
students to role-play the lives and beliefs of other people in the world are of dubious value in 
any context and cannot replace factual content. 

The use of the World History course to acquaint students with a contemporary politically-
contentious issue complicates the task of teaching world history. Much of the materials selected 
by teachers is sound. However, the wide array of sources available on the internet and from 
academic workshops invites the intrusion of political partisanship into the teaching of history.

Unfortunately, U.S. public schools are increasingly allowing the teaching of  Islamic and Middle 
East history to be influenced by non-scholarly media commentaries and partisan individuals 
and groups. Although the concerned citizens in Newton still do not feel their School Committee 
wants to listen to them, there has been some change in the selection of materials. It seems 
likely that the publicity stimulated by the controversy has prompted more thoughtful selection 
of materials and more careful vetting of them than occurred previously. The materials provided 
in the FOIA requests did not include some of the most biased and academically unsuitable items 
examined in 2011 through 2014.8 Moreover, publishers are beginning to respond to concerns 
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about their texts.9 Still, the supplemental materials continue to favor fringe perspectives10 at the 
expense of mainstream historians and include mainly unscholarly sources presenting distorted 
and incomplete information.

Some of the initial problems in the selection of materials were a consequence of the early 
involvement of some Newton educators with the Outreach Center at Harvard University and 
their attendance at other Middle East workshops promoting or giving away biased materials. 
Examination of the materials used in the different classes revealed that individual teachers 
relied on different sources. As a result, some classes included more of the problematic materials 
discussed in this monograph, and others less.  Furthermore, the unit on the Palestinian/Israeli 
conflict was only taught in some classes and not in others.

The ad-hoc citizens’ group, APT, and PENS helped to expose the biased Outreach Center and 
kept Newton educators and the school committee from relying further on such compromised 
sources. School committees and boards everywhere need to develop acceptable procedures for 
selecting teaching materials and for addressing community concerns about the materials used 
in K-12 curricula.

The importance of continued involvement by parents and community groups cannot be 
overstated. Organizations seeking to advance their social and political agendas increasingly 
promote their educational materials to school systems under the rubric of pursuing peace and 
cultural engagement, and countering bigotry. However, woven into the curricular materials are 
dubious facts and spurious allegations. For example, one education curriculum available online 
contends that “Islamophobia” in the United States is the result of “scare tactics” disseminated 
by a “well-financed and organized Islamophobic movement.” 11

To underscore the challenge that lies ahead, it is worth noting that the Family Foundation of 
Betsy Devos, Secretary of Education in the U.S. Department of Education, is a major funder of 
educational initiatives promoting a social studies curriculum on the Arab world and the Middle 
East whose stated goal is to 

“remind educators and students alike to look beneath the surface, to question 
preconceived notions and prejudices on the journey to global citizenship.”12

While such humanitarian aspirations seem laudable, the fear is that an accurate fact-based 
teaching of history may be sacrificed so that students can question “preconceived prejudices.” 
Reference to “global citizenship” too may suggest a continuing shift away from focus on the 
unique and important contributions of the West and America.

Finally, students must be allowed to address contemporary problems with Islamic society in a 
critical manner if the development of “critical thinking skills” is a genuine goal of the curriculum. 
This means allowing students to learn, for example, that indoctrination to hate Jews – as well 
as other non-Muslim minorities elsewhere in the Middle East – may be a crucial reason for 
the perpetuation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Exposing such a reality should be seen as 
beneficial – not harmful – for students as it illuminates a significant dimension of the world that 
awaits all of them, a world that will need their sound, informed judgement and insight to navigate.
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1     This perspective was provided by several members of the ad-hoc group in 2016 in independent interviews. 
2   PENS website.
3   Massachusetts Public Records Law (MPRL), G.L. c.4, 7(26) and G.L.c.66, 10.
4   Judicial Watch submitted a FOIA request on October 2014. Newton began providing materials in May 2015.
5   Newton Public Schools: History Curriculum Statement.
6   This might also avoid unnecessary consequences like involving students in the controversy. On April 21, 2014, a local 
newspaper printed a letter signed by 478 Newton students defending the teachers from the charges of being “anti-Israel” 
or of “glorifying Islam.”  The tone and content of the letter raised suspicion among some that the letter was not strictly 
the initiative of the students. Some suspected the students had been manipulated by ideologically-motivated teachers. 
7  Boston Globe, “Rabbi says bias forum took a bad turn,” April 20, 2016. More than four years after the controversy 
broke, the rabbi of Newton’s largest synagogue told a Boston Globe reporter that “he doesn’t consider the curriculum 
question to be a real issue,” although he admitted he had not looked closely into the  matter.
8   For example, the pages copied from the Internet site, Islamicweb.com, that were sharply criticized by the Verity 
Educate report do not appear in the 2015 materials. The chapter by UCLA professor James Gelvin and the Flashpoints 
handouts also were not included in the 2015 materials.
9   In early 2016, McGraw Hill recalled a textbook containing the series of four chronological maps disseminated by 
the PLO Information Office described in this monograph.
10   At the universities, academics are fighting back against the anti-Israel and anti-Western bias in Middle East 
studies departments. What makes this battle particularly challenging is that some of the most recognizable names in 
academia are among the most notorious purveyors of biased accounts and unsubstantiated facts. An example of this was 
recently exposed in an article discussing a false claim by Columbia University’s Rashid Khalidi, who once served as a 
spokesperson for the PLO. Another example is the oft-quoted anti-Zionist Ilan Pappe.
11     Islamic Networks Group (ING), section of website devoted to discussing “Islamophobia.”
12   Bridges to Understanding is underwritten by the Betsy and Dick Devos Family Foundation. Its mission statement 
states: To foster a personal understanding between the American people and the people of the Arab World. https://
bridgesofunderstanding.org/about-us/
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Attachment 1: A handout used in a Newton class in 2011 that contained 
erroneous information

Attachments
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Attachment 2: A Muslim Primer: Beginner’s Guide to Islam
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Attachment 3: Harvard Workshop Slides
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Attachment 4: The superintendent’s statement on the Arab World Studies 
Notebook controversy
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Attachment 5: Newton South High School principal’s response to a request for 
curricular materials
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Attachment 6: APT’s advertisement criticizing the Newton teaching materials
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Attachment 7: Newton High School newspaper article on the controversy
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Attachment 8: Letter to the Editor by JCRC of Greater Boston
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Attachment 9: Opinion Piece by APT
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Attachment 10: Letter to the Editor by Russel Pergament
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Attachment 11: Syllabus for 2015 for the Israeli/Palestinian conflict at 
Newton South High School
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Attachment 12: Teacher’s class notes for 10th grade unit on Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict in 2013
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Attachment 13: POV Timeline



100



101



102



103



104



105



106



107

Attachment 14: Resolution 242
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Attachment 15: Syllabus for 10th grade unit on Israeli-Palestinian conflict in 2013




