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Two centuries after Jefferson, social studies are lacking at public schools.

i the carly afier-
Inm:n of July 4,

1776, church bells
rang out in Philadel-
phia celebrating the
official adoprion of
the Declaration of
Independence by the
Continental Congress,

OFf course, the work of establishing the
republic was not finished an thar July day.
Indeed, the nation “conceived in liberty
and dedicited 1o the proposition that all
men are created equal” — o use Abraham

Lincoln’s words—will always be a work
in progress,

The founders knew this too. By the
summer of 1818, their generation was
passing away. The survivors freted abour
the future of their legacy and whether the
republic would endure. They believed tha
each new generation must be enlightened
by the principles of liberty and prepared 10
fight for the rights that had been won.

For all of the founders—and especially
for the author of the Declaration of
Independence — education was the key.

As early as 1779, Thomas Jeferson had
written a bill in Virginia proposing a sys-
tem of public education and arguing thar
history should be studied by all citizens. In
1817, he again proposed a system of frec
public education for the stae and the
establishment of a public university.

His attempts met with Failure—except
the last. The Virginia Legislature deemed
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universal public education too cosdy and
unnecessary, but it did authorze the cre-
ation of & university and appointed a com-
mission made up of 24 prominent
Virginians, including Jefferson, w propose
a location for ir, The commission’s mem-
bers included owo  former  presidents
(Jefferson and James Madison) and then-
President James Monroe. Jefferson spent
the summer of 1818 promoting his vision
for the university and for education
in general.

To escape the sultry heat of the summer
in central Virginia, the commission con-
vened in the wwn of Rockfish Gap in the
Blue Ridge Mountains. Jefferson came pre-
pared and quickly persuaded the commis-
sion to site the new university in
Charloresville, near his  home in
Monricello, where he could keep an eye on
its development. Before the commission
adjourned, Jefferson agreed to write up its
findings. This was soon published as the
"Rockfish Gap Report.”

In the report, Jeflerson again proposed a
system of publicly funded elementary edu-
cation that would ensure thar all citizens
knew their rights and their duties w com-
munity and country, He wanted students
of higher education to be well versed in
political theory, have a strong knowledge of
law and government and have the skills to
reason and debate the issues. Among other
things, he wanted qualicy history and
civic education.

Jefferson’s universicy was built, bur the
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Virginia Legislanure again ignored the rec-
ommendations for a universal education
and curriculum. Only later was a system
of public educaron put into place around
the country.

S0 how is Jeffersons vision for a sound
history and civic education doing today? In
California, we have a comprehensive, his-
tory-driven social studies framework and
standards for all grade levels. Every high
school smudent must ke three years of
social studies, including a LLS. governmem
course, to graduate, On the surface, things
look good.

Bur in truth, social studies is no longer
a priority in schools and has not been for
some time. Most recentdy, because of the
national No Child Left Behind mandares
and rthe school accountability system, lan-
guage arts, mach and science are emphat-
sized. Resources for history/social science
in terms of professional development,
materials and even instructional tme
are scarce,

This is particularly wue ar low-scoring
elementary schools serving underrepresent-
ed student populations, where instruction-
al time for social studies has been grearly
diminished. A cruel irony, really: those
least empowered and most in need of the
knowledge and skills of effective citizen-
ship and advocacy are the least likely to be
exposed to them.

Recent studies demonstrate thar our
nation and state are paying a price for this
neglect, The California Survey of Civic



Education conducred last year demonstrai-
ed that despire taking a course in ULS. gov-
ernment in the 12th grade, graduating sen-
iors” knowledge of the structures and fune-
tions of government and of current paoliri-
cal issues is very weak. Students averaged
only a little over GO™ correct on a test of
their civics content knowledge, a low “D”
on rypical grading scales.

The survey also revealed that today's
graduates are not inclined roward partici-
patory citizenship, Less than half of high
EI._":IHUH ﬁl;'nif“.\ ﬁ-l.lr'!'ﬂ':l'f.'d b&:!ic‘-‘n‘d lh-ﬂ';
“being actively involved in state and local
issues is my responsibilicy,”

Given these t]ntl{rlgs. it should be no
surprise that young people’s wust in gov-
ernment is appallingly low. Only 33% of
]1iﬁ]| school seniors said they trusted “the
people in government to do what is right
for the country,” and only 28% agreed
with the statement: “1 think that people in
govermment care abour whai ]J'-‘ﬁ|.'l]l: like
me and my r-.ami!].' need,”

It is difficult to fault young people for
these views and attitudes, and, in truth, a
stirvey administered to adults might well
bear similar resules, Given the daily fare of
political scandal, partisan nastiness and
negative campaigning, why would young
people be inclined to trust in government
or become politically engaged?

Studies such as the California Survey
have brought o light the need for a
renewal of civic education in our narion’s
schools. These days, there are groups —
such as the Alliance for Represenmative
Democracy and the Civic Mission of
Schools — working in every st
improve civic education and preserve the
social studies.

As you enjoy your Fourth of July activ-
itics, take a moment to reflect on
Jeffersan’s summer long ago in Rockfish
Gap, Then do what you can do make the
founders' hopes a reality.

MARSHALL CRODDY is director of pro-
grams at the Constitutional Rights
Foundation, which, with the Center for
Civic Education, helped establish the
California Campaign for the Civic Mission
of Schools.

Editor’ note® Mr. Crodelys commens first
appeared i the July 2, 2006 isswe of the Los
Angeles Times, nx:r hutve been reprinted bere
with permission from the author.

Constitutional Rights Foundation: www.crf-usa.org

About CRF from its website:

Constitutional Rights Foundarion (CRF) 15 a non-profit, non-partisan, commi-
nity-hased organization dedicated to educating America’s young people abour the
importance of civic participation in a democratic society. Under the guidance of a
Board of Directors chosen from the worlds of law, business, government, education,
the media, and the community, CRF develops, produces, and distributes programs
and marerials to teachers, students, and public-minded citizens all across the nation.

The CRF mission statement::

Constitutional Righes Foundation secks to instill in our nation’s youth a deeper
understanding of citizenship through values expressed in our Constitution and its
Bill of Rights and to educate young people to become active and responsible partic-
ipants in our society, CRF is dedicated 1o assuring our country's future by investing
i our youth roday.

Services provided by CRF:

= rechnical assistance and training for tachers

= coordination of civic participation projects in schools and communities
* arganization of student conferences and competitons

= publications in law and government. and civic participation

The three-pronged activity schedule of CRF:
* programs

= publications

* anline lessons

Programs. It currently sponsors 21 programs, many which are well known to
those in educarion. Some of the familiar ones are: Mock Trial Program; Lawyer in
the Classroom; Summer Law Institute; and History Day in California (part of the
Mational History Day program).

Publications. Its publications focus on the following areas:

» Law and Government programs and materials focusing on how groups and
individuals interact with the issues, institutions, people and processes that
shape our laws and government.

* Civic Participation programs and materials that bring to life the rights
and responsibilities of active citizenship by challenging young people 1o
explore their community and plan and implement projects thar address com-
munity needs.

Publications are caregorized by topic and grade level with the majority appropri-
ate for high school classes,

Online lessons, Online lessons are available free of charge 1o educators. They
include historical background and case histories for students to analyze and apply 10
current social issues, ls most recent lesson development is entitled “Current Issues
of Immigration” and focuses on:

= History of Immigration Through the 1850s
History of Immigration From 1830 to the
Issucs of Tlegal Immigration

Federal Policy and Immigration

* Current Proposals on [llegal Immigration

* Options for Affecting Public

For more information, go to: www.crf-usa.org/information.
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