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Introduction

As the United States celebrates its 250th anniversary, Defending
Education revisits a question that many of the nation’s founding
fathers deliberated: what is the role of education in a constitutional
republic? The Founders’ Almanac on Education serves as a reminder
of what education looked like at the time of America’s birth, and
how the nation’s founders believed the citizenry should be educated.

From the inception of the American experiment, leaders such
as John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington
thought about education as connected to citizenship and
American identity. For the founding fathers, education was
not about just accruing knowledge—it was intertwined with
freedom, liberty, and the strength of the republic itself.

By exploring The Founders’ Almanac on Education, We the
People can renew our pursuit of a strong, value-neutral, and high
quality system of education—a system that equips students with
knowledge, character, and the tools to be better citizens.



“A school or schools shall be esta
in each county by thélegislature, for the
convenient instruction of youth, with such
salaries to the masters paid by the public,
as may enable them to instruct youth at
low prices: And all useful learning shall be
duly encouraged and promoted in one or
more universities.’

Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776

SIGNED BY BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, PRESIDENT OF THE CONVENTION

Discussions

Why do you think the Founders stressed the availability
of public education from the nation’s earliest days?

How would you define “useful learning” in the context
of schools today?
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Discussions

What virtues are K-12 schools currently instilling in their students?
How can schools better impart wisdom and knowledge?

Are wisdom and knowledge currently being diffused among all U.S.
citizens, or are some citizens being better educated than others?

Do you agree that a wise and knowledgeable citizenry is necessary
to preserve rights and liberties?

R A 7ISDOM, andknowledge, as well as virtue,
diffufed generally among the body of ths

cople, being neceflury for the prefervation of theig
rights and liberties ; and as thefe depend on fpread=
ing the opportunitics and advantages of education
in the:varieus paris of the country, and ameng ths
different erders of the people, it thall be the duty
of legiflators and magiftrates, in all future periods
of this Commonwealth, to cherith the interefts of
literature and the fciences, and all-feminaries of
them ; efpecially the univerfity at Cambridge, pub-

FS

lic {chools, and grammar fchools in the towns ;

to encourage private focicties and public inftituti-

“Wisdom and knowledge, as well as
virtue, diffused generally among the body
of the people, being necessary for the
preservation of their rights and liberties.” ons, rewards and immusitics, for the promotion of

o e o b .

" K - agriculture,
John Adams

AUTHORING THE MASSACHUSETTS CONSTITUTION, 1780 WIKIMEDIA FOUNDATION




Discussions

What is your local school district’s mission statement? Should it be
revisited or revised?

Are K-12 schools focused on making good citizens today?

How does your local school define a “good” citizen? How should it?
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“All the End of Study is to make you a
good Man and a useful Citizen.”
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TO JOHN QUINCY ADAMS, 1781




Discussions

The primary purpose of K-12 schools is to
diffuse knowledge to students. Are most schools
succeeding, and if not, what could they do better?

Why is knowledge so important to the
preservation of freedom and happiness?
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Discussions

What literary works are core to an understanding, knowledge, and
appreciation of literature?

What relationship does literacy have to the acquisition of knowledge generally?

Why does a free government require the equal diffusion of literature, and how
do we determine if it is equal?

What do you think Benjamin Rush would say in relation to the nation’s
flagging current literacy rates?

EFORE I proceed to fuggelt a Plan for

the eftablithment of public fchools in
- Pennfylvania, I fhall point out, in a few
words, the influence and advantages of
learning upon mankind.

1. It 35 friPndly to rchg on, inafmuch as
it affifts in removing prejudice, fuperftition
and enthufiaim, in nmmohmn juit notions
of the Deity, and in enl arging our know-
ledge of his works.

II. It is favourable to liberty A free

¢

“A free government can only existin " government can only exift in an equal dif-
. : : 59 , - ftufion of literature. Without learnmg men
. equal diffusion of literature. *  become Savages or Barbarians, and where

5 learning is (,Qllﬁ.nﬁd to a few people, ge |

Benjamin Rush : Y1225 always

IN “APLAN FOR THE ESTABLISHMENT OF PUBLIC SCHOOLS AND
THE DIFFUSION OF KNOWLEDGE IN PENNSYLVANIA”, 1786 UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA




Discussions

Do you agree religion, morality, and knowledge are necessary for good
government and happiness? Why or why not?

Have schools shied away from imparting religious or moral principles in
education? Do you think their approach burdens or benefits public education?

How can schools encourage religion, morality, and knowledge? Do your
schools encourage this?

e

and governments, Which IOF“eVer Nerearter mail De IOTMea I TNE1a10 TEFTIIoTy 3=-~T0 Proyvide alto 10r the
of fates, and permaneat government thercin, and for their admiflion to a fhare in 1}
ing with the original ftates, art asearly periods as may be conliftent with the general i

It is hereby ordained and declared by the authoriry aforefaid, That the followin
of compatt between the original ftates and the people and ftates in the faid territory, and forever remain
unlefs by common confent, to wit:

Article the Firff. No perfon, demeaniug himf{elf in a peaceable and orderly manner, fhall ever be mole
of his mode of worthip or religious fentiments in the {aid territory.

Ariicle the Second. The inhabitants of the faid territory fhall always be entitled to the benefi
beas corpus, and of the trial by jury; of a proportionate reprefentation of the people in the leg
al proceedings azcording to the courfe of the common law ; all perfons fhail be bailable unlefs for capital offen
the proof fhail be evident, or the prefumption great; all fines fhall be moderate, and no cruel or unufual
thall be inflicted ; no man fhall be deprived of his liberty or propertybut by the judgment of his peers, or the
land; and Id the public exigencies make it neceffary for the common prefervation to take any perfon’
tc demand his particular fervices, full compenfation thall be made for the fame ; — and in the juft pr
and property it is underftood and declared, that no law oughtever ro be made, or have force in the f ]
fhallin any manner whatever interfere with, or affect private contracts or engagements, bona fide and withour
previoufly formed. : 7

- Article the Third. Religion, morality and knowledge, being neceffary to good government and the happinefs of

: mankind, fchools and the means of education fhall forever be encouraged. ‘1 he utmoft good faith fhall always be obferved

0 l d towardsthe Indians; theirlands and property fhall never be taken from them without their confent 5 a thei
W e ge’ ty, rights and liberty, they never thall be invaded or difturbed, unlefs in juft and lawful wars autho: S
but laws founded in juftice and humanity fhall from time to time be made, for preventing wrongs being derxc

and for preferving peace and friendfhip with them.

bel, ng necessary to gooagovexnment Article the Fourth. The {aid territory, and the ftates which may be formed therein, fhall forever re

this confederacy of the United States of America, fubject to the articles of confederation, and to fuch altera
as fhall be coaftitutionally made 5 andto all the adts and ordinances of the Unirted ftatesin Congrefs aflemb
b able thereto. The inhabitants and fertlers in the faid territory, fhall be fubjeé to pay = part of the {ederal debts cor

Al
and the happi ness Of manki nd,\ : trated or tobe contraéted, and a proportional par{t of the expences of government, to be apportioned on them by .
N

grefs, according to the fame common rule and mealure by which apportionments thereof {hall be made on the other
and the taxes for paying their proportion, fhall be laid and levied by the authority azd dire¢tion of the legifl

the diftric or diftriéts or new ftates, as in the original itates, within the time agreed upon by the Unired

SChOO l S and the means Of edu Cation grefs affembled. The legiflatures of thofe diftricts, ornew flates, fhall never interfere with the primary

foil by the United States in Congrefs aifembled, nor with any regulations Congrefs may find neceiflary
: title in fuch foil to the bona fide purchafers. No tax fhall be impofed on lands the property of the Uni
p and in no cafe thall non-refident proprietors be taxed higher than refidents.  The navigable waters i
S al l 0 rever be encou ra ed fifippi and St. Lawrence, and the carrying places betweenthe fame fhall be common higharays, and 1
% to the inhabitants of the faidterritory, as to the citizens of the United States, and thole of any other ftate
] be admitred into the confederacy, without any tax, impolt or duty therefor.
Articls the Fifth. “There fhall be formed in the faid territory, not lefs
boundaries of the flates, as {von as Virginia fhall alter her act of ceffion ard confl

] eftablifhed as follows, to wit: The weftern flatein the faid territory, fhall be i ded by t
u u S lng Wabath rivers; a direct line drawn from the Wabath and Poft Vincent’s due north to the te

NORTHWEST ORDINANCE OF 1787 U.S. NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION




morals are the basis of government.”

Noah Webster

“A COLLECTION OF ESSAYS AND FUGITIV WRITINGS,” 1790

Discussions

Do you think today’s K-12 schools are forming not just the
minds, but the moral character of their students?

If so, what morals are K-12 schools currently imparting?

What are the characteristics of moral character? Do
students know these characteristics?

NEW YORE, 1788.

On the EDUCATION of YOUTH in

AMERICA.

For this reafon fociety requires that the Education
of youth fhould be watched with the moit ferupulous
attention. Lducation, in a great meafure, forms the
moral charatters of men, and morals are the bafis of
government.* Education fhould therefore be the firft
careofa Legillature ; not merely theinftitution of fchools,
but the furnithing of them with the bell men for teach-
ers. A good fyitem of Education thould be the firft
article in the code of political regulations ; {or it is
much eafier to introduce and eftabiith an eftectual fyf-
tern for prelerving morals, than to correcl, by penal

f{atutes,

# Plus ibi beni mores valent, quam alibi bona leges.
Tac. de Mor. Germ, 19,

BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY

17



“To the security of a free
Constitution it contributes in

various ways: By convincing those,

who are entrusted with the pubhc &

administration, that every: valua
end of Government is best answ

by the enlightened ﬁ _

;.;

people: And by teaching the peo@'e'- ‘#

themselves to know and to value °
their own rights.”

George Washington

IN HIS FIRST ADDRESS TO CONGRESS, 1790

o =
iy 1

Discussions

Do American citizens today know, value, and practice their own rights?
Do our current American institutions have the confidence of the people?

How has American education changed in 250 years?
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& giv[in]g just ways of

think[in]g to our Citizens”

George Washington

TO ALEXANDER HAMILTON, SEPTEMBER 1,1796

Discussions

Do K-12 schools give students “just ways of thinking”?

Why do you believe George Washington thought
education was the surest means of enlightening citizens?

What do you think George Washington’s opinion would
be of today’s K-12 schools?
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Discussions

What does it mean for citizens to be informed and “enlightened to a
certain degree”?

How does Jefferson consider education connected to freedom and liberty?

What changes to education might Jefferson make if he were alive today?

What do you think Jefferson meant by the second grade of education?
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Discussions

How might K-12 schools encourage patriotism in their students?
Can schools create more social harmony in America? If so, how?

Why might Madison have believed that via education “sources
of jealousy and prejudice would be diminished?”

13 HISTORY OF CONGRESS. 14
President’s Annual Message. SerATE.

DecemeEeR, 1810,

its3and the manners of those who

'this temple of science, to be

uted in due time through every part
of the community, sources of jealousy and
prejudice would be diminished, the features
of national character would be multiplied,

and greater extent given to social harmony”

James Madison

IN AN ADDRESS TO CONGRESS ON THE TOPIC OF A NATIONAL UNIVERSITY, 1810

copy is laid before you, was confided to the Governor
of that Territory, to be carried into effect. The le-
galily and necessity of the course pursued, assure me
of the favorable light in which it will present itself to
the Legislature, and of the promptitude with which
they will supply whatever provisions may be due to
the essential rights and equitable interests of the peo-
ple thus brought into the bosom of the American
family.

Our amity with the Powers of Barbary, with the
exception‘of & recent occurrence at Tunis, of which
an explanation is just received, appears to have been
uninterrupted, and to have become more firmly estab-
lished.....

With the Indian tribes, also, the peace and friend-
ghip of the United States are found to be so eligible
that the general disposition to preserve both continues
to gain strength.

I feel particular satisfaction in remarking that an
interior view of our country presents us with grateful
proofs of its substantial and increasing prosperity. To
a thriving agriculture, and the improvements related
to it, is added a highly interesting extension of useful
manufactures, the combined product of professional
-occupations and of houschold industry. Such, indeed,
is: the experience of economy, as well as of policy, in
these substitutes for supplies, heretofore obtained by
foreign commerce, that, in a national view, the change

" Is justly regarded as, of itself, more than a recompense

for those privations and losses, resulting from foreign
injustice, which furnished the general impulse re-
quired for its accomplishment, How far it may be ex-
pedient to guard the infancy of this improvement in
the distribution of labor by regulations of the com-
mercial tariff, is a subject which cannot fail to suggest

itself to your patriotic reflections.

It will rest with the consideration of Congress, also,

T e e L L I L e e T T e

ousy snd prejudice would be diminished, the features
of national character would be multiplied, and greater
extent given to social harmony. But, above all, a well
constituted seminary, in the centre of the nation, is
recommended by the consideration that the additional
instruction emanating from it would contribute not
less to strengthen the foundations then to adorn the
structure of our free and happy system of Government.

Among the commercial abuses still committed under
the American flag, and leaving in force my former ref~
erence to that subject, it appears that American citi-
zens are instromental in carrying on a traffic in en-
slaved Africans, equally in violation of the laws of
humanity, and in defiance of those of their own eoun-
try. The same just and benevolent motives which
produced the interdiction in force against this criminal
conduct, will doubtless be felt by Congress in devising
further means of suppressing the evil.

In the midst of uncertaintics necessarily connected
with the great interests of the United States, prudence
requires a continuance of our defensive and precaun-
tionary arrangement. The Secretary of War and
Secretary of the Navy will submit the statements and

_estimates which may aid Congress in their ensuing

provisions for the land and naval forces. The stale-
ments of the latter will include & view of the transfers
of appropriations in the naval expenditures, and the
grounds on which they were made.

The fortifications for the defence of our maritime
frontier have heen prosecuted according to the plan

laid down in 1808. The works, with some exceptions,

are completed, and furnished with ordnance. Those
for the security of the city of New York, though far
advanced towards completion, will require a further
time and appropristion. This is the case with a few
others, either not completed, or in need of repairs.



N Discussions

Do students fully understand the rights outlined in our founding documents?

Do citizens, largely formed by K-12 public schools, understand their
duties to their nation?

What does Jefferson consider to be the role of education in relation
to the country?

nations, for a Library, for the schools of Music, Drawing, and other
associated purposes. :

3. 4, In proceeding to the third, and fourth duties prescribed b
the Legislature, of reporting “the branches. of learning, whic
should be taught in the University, ‘and the number and description
of the professorships they will require” the commiissioners were first
to consider at what point it was understood that University education

should commence? Certainly not with the Alphabet, for reasons of
expediency and impracticability, as well as from the obvious sense of
the Legislature, who, in the same act make other provision for the
primary instruction of poor children, expecting doubtless that, in
other cases it would be provided by the parent, or become perhaps
a subject of future, and further attention of the Legislature. The
objects of this primary education determine its character and limits.
cC . 0% These objects would be, ‘

To give to every Cl tizen the To give to every citizen the information he needs for the transaction

of his own business:

informati()n he needs.“to unders[and To enable him to calculate for himself, and to express and pre-

serve his ideas, his contracts and accounts in writing :
4 4 : 4 To improve by reading his morals, and faculties:
hlS duues to hlS nelghb()rs and To unt];erﬁtand his duti%es to his ncighbours, and country, and to
% P 2 discharge with competence the functions confided to him by either:
Country...to know hlS rlghtS... To know his rights; to exercise with order and justice those he
retains ; to choose with diseretion the fiduciaries of those he dele-
gates; and to notice. their conduct with diligence, with candour, and

Thomas Jefferson judgment :

ROCKFISH GAP REPORT OF THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA COMMISSIONERS, AUGUST 4, 1818 THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA
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