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The pandenic cl osing of schools has given us an opportunity to rethi nk what we want
of our nation?s education. At our country?s begi nning, education followed the elite
British system of passing on the secular gifts of Roman and G eek know edge, plus
enphasis on the Hebrew and Greek biblical noral teachings. An added feature of this
sort of education was political theory and thinking arising fromthe G eek and Roman
experiments with republics.

This systemrested on col |l ege-educated tutors hired by elite famlies to educate
their sons. These tutors immigrated nostly from Scotl and, which was then going
through an expl osi on of |earning, based on the Protestant pronotion of Biblica
literacy, but adding recently revived GGeek learning that rested on the scientific
met hod. Sci ence was making a dent in superstition.

As nore inmmigrants arrived in our young country, form ng comunities, Protestantism
again set the tone: every village was to have a school house that taught |iteracy,
nunmer acy, and history, and incul cated good behavior. Children (now including girls)
absorbed the val ues needed to be responsible free citizens.

Publ i c education was engaged in building citizens prepared to participate in their
own governance. This proved extrenely inportant as waves of immgrants flooded into
the country, people who needed to be Anmericani zed quickly, a need nmet by educating
the children. Several practices were considered essential in Americanizing children
foll owi ng teachers? instructions, sharing and cooperating, learning to participate in
governance (el ections and being generous wi nners and graceful |osers), and assum ng
nore and nore responsibilities as the children grew ol der.

The content of public education focused on early reading, arithmetic, geography,

hi story (starting with |ocal and expanding to state, nation, and

Roman/ Greek/Bi blical) for those students who aspired to university education. Elite
uni versities (often church-controlled) started to branch out with Jefferson?s
founding of the University of Virginia, secular and state run, and agricultura

coll eges with nonied founders (Cornell), another nodel quickly adopted across the
country.

As the country grew, education expanded to mandate that all children from6 to 12
have public schooling, financed and nanaged by States and Counties. W never had a
nati onal school system but did sonehow nodel simlar curricula everywhere:
citizenship, civics, literacy, nuneracy, science, and pragmatic subjects (shop and
donestic sciences). Sports soon entered, proving training good for the body and the
m nd (good sportsmanship) and pronoting comrunity solidarity.

This system proved so successful that within one generation of immgration, gifted
students quickly Americani zed and were adnmitted into colleges and into gover nnent
posi tions.

Thi s excellent systemwas gradually watered down in the need to educated overwhel m ng
nunbers: enmanci pated Bl acks noving north, who had been deprived of good educati ons;
immgrants with no tradition of public schooling; and a fad of teens disdaining
school. Civics and geography were dropped, and curricul a durbed down.

Because school fundi ng depended largely on zip code, those districts with nore noney
got better schools. The poorest were relegated to failing and falling apart schools,
resulting in a grow ng popul ati on of under-educated citizens.

Conpoundi ng the problemis the Internet, flooding the m nds of children and the
under-educated with unvetted data, conspiracy theories, popular vulgarity, and | oud
platforns for demagogues. W currently see the consequences of this: a sizeable
percentage of the popul ation unable to separate a big lie fromfact: that our recent
el ecti on was one of the fairest and nbst honest in history.

Qur Pandem ¢ shutdown has rel egated schooling to distance, conputer-aided |earning,
whi ch | eaves nost children wthout socializing coomunity of peers and nentors, and
the poorest children with scant access to even conputer | earning.

Next time: Reform ng Education.
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