
1

on education

the 

Almanac’Founders



32

DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE, JOHN TRUMBULL

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. 

Introduction
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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?

Discussions

COURTESY OF PENNSYLVANIA HISTORICAL AND MUSEUM COMMISSION, PENNSYLVANIA STATE 
ARCHIVES, RECORD GROUP 10, OFFICE OF THE GOVERNOR, PROCLAMATIONS (SERIES #10.3)

Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776
SIGNED BY BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, PRESIDENT OF THE CONVENTION

“A school or schools shall be established 
in each county by the legislature, 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.”
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John Adams
AUTHORING THE MASSACHUSETTS CONSTITUTION, 1780

“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.”

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?

Discussions

WIKIMEDIA FOUNDATION
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John Adams
TO JOHN QUINCY ADAMS, 1781

“All the End of Study is to make you a 
good Man and a useful Citizen.”

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?

Discussions

COLLECTION OF THE MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL SOCIETY
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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?

Discussions

THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

Thomas Jefferson
TO GEORGE WYTHE, AUGUST 13, 1786

“I think by far the most 
important bill in our whole 
code is that for the diffusion 
of knowledge among the 
people. No other sure 
foundation can be devised 
for the preservation of 
freedom, and happiness.”
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Benjamin Rush

“A free government can only exist in 
an equal diffusion of literature.”

IN “A PLAN FOR THE ESTABLISHMENT OF PUBLIC SCHOOLS AND 
THE DIFFUSION OF KNOWLEDGE IN PENNSYLVANIA”, 1786

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?

Discussions

UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA
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Rufus King
NORTHWEST ORDINANCE OF 1787

“Religion, morality, and knowledge, 
being necessary to good government 
and the happiness of mankind, 
schools and the means of education 
shall forever be encouraged.”

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?

Discussions

U.S. NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION
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Noah Webster
 “A COLLECTION OF ESSAYS AND FUGITIV WRITINGS,” 1790

“Education, in a great measure, forms 
the moral characters of men, and 
morals are the basis of government.”

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?

Discussions

BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY
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George Washington
IN HIS FIRST ADDRESS TO CONGRESS, 1790

“To the security of a free 
Constitution it contributes in 
various ways: By convincing those, 
who are entrusted with the public 
administration, that every valuable 
end of Government is best answered 
by the enlightened confidence of the 
people: And by teaching the people 
themselves to know and to value 
their own rights.”

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?

Discussions

U.S. NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION / U.S. SENATE
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George Washington
TO ALEXANDER HAMILTON, SEPTEMBER 1, 1796

“Education generally as one of 
the surest means of enlightening 
& giv[in]g just ways of 
think[in]g to our Citizens”

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?

Discussions

THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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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?

Discussions

Thomas Jefferson
TO L.W. TAZEWELL, JANUARY 5, 1805

“Convinced that the people are the only 
safe depositories of their own liberty, & 
that they are not safe unless enlightened 
to a certain degree, I have looked on 
our present state of liberty as a short-
lived possession unless the mass of the 
people could be informed to a certain 
degree. This requires two grades of 
education. First some institution where 
science in all its branches is taught, 
and in the highest degree to which the 
human mind has carried it.”

MORRISTOWN NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK
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James Madison
IN AN ADDRESS TO CONGRESS ON THE TOPIC OF A NATIONAL UNIVERSITY, 1810

“Such an institution, though local in its 
legal character, would be universal in its 
beneficial effects. By enlightening the 
opinions, by expanding the patriotism, 
and by assimilating the principles, the 
sentiments, and the manners of those who 
might resort to this temple of science, to be 
redistributed 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”

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?”

Discussions

LAW LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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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?

Discussions

THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA

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

“To give to every citizen the 
information he needs...to understand 
his duties to his neighbors and 
country...to know his rights...”
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