aspendailynewsonline

Meet a revolutionary educator: Thomas Jefferson

Nat Hentoff, Aspen Daily News Columnist

I’'m surprised that with all the warfare under waypat teacher tenure and
performance evaluation, together with standardiesting and schools as dropout
factories, there has been hardly any mention ofethéing active educator among
our founders, Thomas Jefferson.

Some know of him only as the creative founder eflthmiversity of Virginia, but
when he was a member of the Virginia House of Dakegy Jefferson introduced
what he considered his most important educatioifaifteA Bill for the More
General Diffusion of Knowledge” in 1778.

In the invaluable “The Cambridge Companion to Themefferson” (Cambridge
University Press, 2009), there is a chapter by é&ma8taloff that | strongly
recommend to present-day school boards, princifedshers, students and
members of Congress of both parties.

The chapter is titled “The politics of pedagogyontas Jefferson and the
education of a democratic citizenry.” In the prigngrades, the goal of education
was to ensure a citizenry that would be made “#fe,ss they are the ultimate
guardians of their own liberty.”

Not only would the young learn who they are as ydstmed and self-governing
Americans, but they would be taught, Jefferson yrtib think for themselves”
and accordingly, “to participate as equals in peditdemocracy.”

This emphasis on thinking for themselves remindedira strong corollary point
made many years later by another American educdtreformer, Erich Fromm, a
psychologist and social theorist, in “Escape FrageBom”:

“The right to express our thoughts, however, meamsething only if we are able
to have thoughts of our own.”

Standardized tests go in the opposite direction.
Jefferson went on to speak of student scholarshifige preamble to this 1778 bill

so that the indigent, throughout their educatioould be “able to guard the sacred
deposit of the rights and liberties of their felloitizens, and that they be called to



that charge without regard to wealth, birth or othecidental condition or
circumstance.”

As some of us have learned, Jefferson did not dechlacks (whom he knew only
as slaves, including his) in that company of criz&ith such crucial rights and
liberties.

With regard to women, it was only after Jeffersaaswo longer here that women
began to be full-fledged citizens of these moré/fuhited States.

But, beyond those base prejudices, shared by nmbss éellow white male
Americans at the time, Jefferson’s criteria fomadatary education as the essence
of American identity remain essential, and are mg# most of our public
schools.

Also vital to present needs is the revelation ihéTCambridge Companion to
Thomas Jefferson” of a long letter he wrote duhrgysecond term as president to
John Norvell on the need to go much deeper intamieg beyond “history in
general (which) only informs us what bad governmeirit

Jefferson’s way of studying history was to leara $pecific history of nations’
disrespect for individuals’ rights and libertiesfinyding “the patterns of
usurpation by which regimes had undermined thetlégseof the people.”

We should, Jefferson told John Norvell, learn “siggtem of principles instead on
which such an organization should be founded.”

Once there was an American system of governmettt,the Bill of Rights added
to the Constitution, those principles took rootenand were, for a time, studied in
our own public schools’ civics classes. But Jeffarsiould be dismayed at the
absence now of those classes in far too many opwhiic schools.

Moreover, the worst damage to our Constitution bglBand Obama has been to
the separation of powers. For example, in a subyetyhe 2011 National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, “Thenatireport card”), “Only
one in 10 (students) demonstrated acceptable kadgelef the checks and
balances among the legislative, executive and igidicanches.” (“Failing Grades
on Civics Exam Called a ‘Crisis,” The New York Tas, May 4, 2011.) Most of
these students don’t know why George Washingtonfimi president, had
declined an offer from some enthusiasts to be &irtpe United States.

This is a grim contrast to who we are now. Whemnxislele Tocqueville of France
came here to observe this new adventure in demoeklf-government, he found



that “in New England, every citizen ... is taughthe doctrines and evidences of
his religion (its history, not as advocacy), thsthiy of his country, and the
leading features of the Constitution (“DemocracyAmerica,” two volumes,
1835-1840.)

And, de Tocqueville found, “In the states of Cortreet and Massachusetts, it is
extremely rare to find a man imperfectly acquaintgtth all these things, and a
person wholly ignorant of them is a sort of phenname” (“The 5000 Year Leap:
A Miracle That Changed the World,” National Cerfar Constitutional Studies,
2006).

In 2012, far too many Americans, wholly ignorantloése things, are not aware of
what they don’t know about what it takes to berdgnrmed American.

De Tocqueville did report that in the West or tloaith back then, “the instruction
of the people diminishes.” But, he also said, “ehisrnot a single district in the
United States sunk in complete ignorance” of theular identity of America.
Will our next president know or care about this?

Thomas Jefferson would be dismayed by the rangeioignorance now. But how
many of us, if we knew about the prevalence of sehrignorance among us,
would be moved to demand that our educators — whatéeir conditions of
tenure — learn enough to know how to teach new g¢ioas who we are?

How many teachers and principals or school boanshipees could pass an
individualized test in American constitutional loist?
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