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Author’s Note

After the initial publication of School of Woke, it came to my attention that the book contained some errors and potentially unclear passages about Panorama Education and its cofounder, Xan Tanner. This edition contains some revisions in the chapter concerning the company. As I now understand it, neither Tanner nor Panorama Education shares private data about children with Mark Zuckerberg, his fund, or any other party unless directly authorized by Panorama’s clients. This edition also clarifies that local school districts—not Panorama—decide what questions to ask their students. I regret any misunderstanding caused by the earlier edition of the first chapter.







What Is Critical Race Theory?

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is the idea that racism is inherent in America’s laws and institutions insofar as they continue to perpetuate divides between whites and nonwhites, particularly Black Americans.1 It questions America’s moral progress and the color-blind foundations of our liberal order.2 Meaning, CRT is skeptical that America has truly eliminated racism as triumphalist versions of American history proclaim, and cites our continuing disparities between white and Black people as evidence. Hence, CRT teaches that racism is present and should be uprooted even in institutions that explicitly profess no racism—such as schools—as long as the outcomes between Blacks and whites continue to be unequal.

Some variants of Critical Race Theory place an emphasis on each American’s individual responsibility to confront racism. “Racist and antiracist are like peelable name tags that are placed and replaced based on what someone is doing or not doing, supporting or expressing in each moment,” writes Ibram X. Kendi in his popular primer on racism in America, How to Be an Antiracist. People who believe in Kendi’s logic, which he calls “inspired by Critical Race Theory,”3 are encouraged to track down racism in institutions so that they can prove they are on the “antiracist” side of history—an ally against racism, so to speak.

Other variants emphasize the ways in which racism has wormed its way into the minds of white people through our education system. “White people raised in Western society are conditioned into a white supremacist worldview,” Robin DiAngelo claims in her number one New York Times bestselling book, White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism. According to some prominent Critical Race Theorists, even when racism is not explicitly stated or evidenced, it is still present in the thoughts and feelings of white people, nourished by schooling that deemphasizes race and mistakenly teaches that we are a color-blind country and that racism barely exists. Gloria Ladson-Billings, the author of an article entitled “Just What Is Critical Race Theory and What Is It Doing in a Nice Field Like Education?,” claims that our current educational system is reinforcing a “white supremacist master script.”4 This master script controls the narrative about America and convinces white people that they are morally neutral people when in reality they are complicit actors in the fight for or against racism based on their schooling and conditioning.

There is no one definition of Critical Race Theory, but all variants assume that racism is somehow present in our national institutions and that injustice will prevail until we root it out. It is the intellectual progenitor of the activism that is currently dominating our discourse about “systemic racism.” That includes our education system.
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Introduction: Merrick Garland’s Wedding

In the summer of 2018, Merrick Garland, who had just lost his bid to become a Supreme Court Justice, walked his daughter Rebecca Garland down the aisle of the luxurious St. Vrain wedding venue in Longmont, Colorado, her arm clutched in his. He was leading her to her about-to-be husband, Alexander “Xan” Tanner. Xan Tanner, then twenty-seven, was the wunderkind cofounder of Panorama Education, a New York Times–profiled full-service “analytical software and services company” based in Boston, Massachusetts.1 A millionaire and a Mark Zuckerberg acolyte, Xan Tanner sat at the pinnacle of what was increasingly becoming the height of liberal fashion—Yale grad, big-tech CEO, education activist.

But what was behind his fortune? The New York Times may have described Panorama in cagey language in its coverage of the Tanner-Garland wedding, but the reality is that Panorama Education is not a software company at all but rather an educational technology company whose lead business model is data, particularly data about children.

Along with his fellow Yale graduates Aaron Feuer and David Carel, Tanner created a student-surveying platform that focuses on the mysterious concept of “social-emotional learning,” which Panorama defines rather vaguely as “supporting the whole student.”2 Yet what’s curious is his quick rise to riches. There’s nothing technologically savvy about Tanner’s product, which could have been created on SurveyMonkey.3 Yet strangely, a Zuckerberg foundation chose Panorama out of many potential investment opportunities and elected to fund it. They ended up obtaining a percentage of the total capital it raised from the tech billionaire’s foundations and $76 million from others by using Zuckerberg’s name between the years 2017 and 2021.

Zuckerberg had a very intense interest in “fixing” public schools, and his $1 billion Startup:Education fund, which he established in 2012, was actively looking to invest in educational do-gooders like Tanner. The fund was made to “[improve] education for the nation’s most underserved children.”4 Zuckerberg and his wife, Priscilla Chan, believed that they could “solve” education in America by leveraging what he knew best—the power of big business.

The last time Zuckerberg spent big money on education—in a widely publicized takeover of the Newark public schools, in 2012—he watched his $200 million disappear into a black hole of mismanagement and graft. “There was $20 million that went to consultants who received, in general, a thousand dollars a day for carrying out various management reform efforts,” wrote Dale Russakoff, a journalist who documented Zuckerberg’s attempt at school reform. Another $89 million went into a teachers’ contract, which had little direct effect on learning. The New York Times excoriated Zuckerberg’s gift as one that “slowly melt[ed] into an ocean of recrimination.”5 The national embarrassment convinced the fledgling philanthropist that he should exert his influence in subtler ways in the future. And one of those ways was through conduits such as Tanner.

Still, how was the young Yale grad going to get his foot in door with the notoriously hard-to-crack school boards? After years of keeping his nose to the grindstone, pitching, and trying to persuade school boards to adopt his Zuckerberg-backed surveying product, Panorama found the answer: go woke.

Panorama’s pitching strategy included convincing schools that they needed data on “racism” at their institutions to help children with their “social-emotional health.” (The 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act mandated that schools find some way to address social and emotional wellness in students.) The company’s client base included some of the most progressive districts in the nation, such as those in El Dorado County, California, the city of Boston, and Washington, DC.6 Promising that the districts would gain insights into the state of racism and working with them to design the surveys, Panorama secured the contracts, which ranged in value from the hundreds of thousands to the millions of dollars, by asking questions such as “How clearly do you see your culture and history reflected in your school?” and “How often do you feel that you are treated poorly by other students because of your race, ethnicity, gender, family’s income, religion, disability, or sexual orientation?” These questions, when answered by emotional sixth through twelfth graders, would usually swing toward the direction of Critical Race Theory—averring that our institutions and our schools retain and abet racism.

As revealed in new documents leaked from Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS), in northern Virginia, Panorama had signed a five-year, $2.4 million deal with FCPS to conduct surveys among students about ways in which they were being targeted because of their race and gender.7 This included transgenderism: Panorama asked questions such as “Some people describe themselves as transgender when their sex at birth does not match the way they think or feel about their gender. Are you transgender?”8 The surveys were opt-out (not opt-in) and students could only opt out with the permission of parents. And students had to sit down for significant amounts of class time to take this survey, conducted on behalf of a for-profit business.

But because Panorama positioned itself as the ur-woke surveyor, progressive school boards let them in. In fact, local governments eventually showered Panorama with more than $27 million in payments between 2017 and 2020.9

Other organizations quickly noticed Panorama’s business model and followed it. In Loudoun County, Fairfax County’s immediate neighbor, students were asked to take “social-emotional” surveys conducted by the University of Virginia (UVA) and the Virginia Department of Education. UVA went even further than Panorama when it came to injecting sensitive political issues directly into the bloodstream of the school day, asking Loudoun County ninth graders: “During the past 12 months, did you ever seriously consider attempting suicide?” and “During the past 12 months, did you ever feel so sad or hopeless almost every day for two weeks or more in a row that you stopped doing some usual activities?”10

Data-mining children by asking traumatizing questions may appear to be an exercise in futility. But rest assured, the progressive school administrators had a purpose for these surveys. Coincidentally enough, soon after the contracts were signed, school boards, including those in the District of Columbia Public Schools, started reporting things such as “Black and at-risk students were less satisfied with their schools than their White, Asian, and not at-risk peers.”11 Their evidence? Right there in the footnote: Panorama Education.

Armed with “data” on “racism,” activists and special interests could walk up to the front of the aisle and loudly crow “systemic racism” at the district and demand reparations and policy changes—usually to persuade weak-willed administrators to give them more money and power. Rest assured, you’re going to see this in action in chapter 1 of this book.

Panorama Education promised to obtain data in order to secure contracts with woke school boards. This data was subsequently used to propel the nationwide narrative that racism is a “health crisis” and an “education crisis” in America. All the while, the Garland family, woke educational bureaucrats, and billionaire elites cashed in on the grift. Elite progressives got rich and politically influential by going woke.

So Merrick Garland must have been very pleased that his daughter was going to marry Xan Tanner. He fit every quality that Garland must have wanted in a son-in-law: elite, liberal, a natural at playing at the elite liberal game of kowtowing to the forces of social justice and bowing down to the Zuckerbergs of the world.

This book is about the complex interweaving of radical activists, school-system bureaucrats, and social justice–oriented businesses such as Tanner’s as they form a symbiotic economy propped up by the racism narrative in the United States. The activists get their ideology. The school systems get power over children. The businesses get profit. It’s a neat arrangement for everybody—except the children themselves.
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