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ABSTRACT 

Sean Robert Dunlop 

EDUCATING THE REPUBLIC: 

THE FOUNDERS’ PROVISIONAL CIVIC CURRICULUM 

 

The American Revolution established a political system grounded in popular 

sovereignty, raising new questions about the education citizens needed to govern 

themselves. If republican government depended upon the knowledge and judgment of the 

people, early American thinkers had to consider what subjects citizens should study to 

sustain the new republic. 

This thesis argues that the writings of the founding generation reveal a recurring 

set of civic subjects: history, the science of government, law, natural and moral 

philosophy, and the disciplined use of Americanized English. Together these subjects 

form what may be understood as a provisional civic curriculum for republican self-

government. Although no formal national curriculum was adopted, these subjects appear 

repeatedly across educational proposals, essays, institutional plans, and political writings 

from the colonial era through the early republic. 

By examining both prominent founders and lesser-known reformers, this study 

reconstructs the curricular ideas early Americans believed necessary for sustaining 

republican government. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

EDUCATING THE REPUBLIC 

This thesis argues that members of the American founding generation articulated a 

coherent, though never formally institutionalized, provisional American curriculum 

designed to prepare citizens for civic leadership and republican self-government. Across 

region, political affiliation, and professional role, both prominent founders and lesser-

known educational reformers repeatedly returned to a shared cluster of civic disciplines: 

history, law, the science of government, moral and natural philosophy, and Americanized 

English language. Read collectively, these recurring emphases reveal a durable curricular 

imagination oriented toward the cultivation of republican character, civic judgment, and 

constitutional competence rather than isolated opinion or abstract idealism. 

A central contribution of this study lies in its sustained attention to lesser-known 

educational thinkers whose writings circulated primarily at regional or local levels but 

nonetheless reflected and reinforced national patterns of educational thought. When 

examined alongside more familiar figures, these reformers complicate partisan narratives 

and challenge interpretations that locate educational coherence solely among political 

elites or institutional planners. By reconstructing this emergent curriculum from 

dispersed essays, pamphlets, proposals, and institutional experiments, the thesis 

demonstrates that educational reform in the founding era was simultaneously 

republicanizing and Americanizing: seeking to prepare citizens for self-government while 

loosening dependence on British intellectual authority. The recurring but unrealized ideal 
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of a National University crystallized both the ambition of this shared vision and the 

political constraints that ultimately limited its institutional realization. 

American education has always raised fundamental questions about the nature of 

the republic itself: what it is meant to accomplish and why it exists. From its origins, 

American education was imagined as distinct, shaped by the ideals of the American 

Revolution and designed to cultivate republican citizenship rather than reproduce an 

inherited ruling class. The Revolution did not merely create new political institutions; it 

generated an enduring problem of civic sustainability. If self-government was to endure, 

citizens would need to be educated not only to participate in politics, but to understand 

the principles, restraints, and responsibilities upon which republican government 

depended. 

In contemporary American education, civic instruction is often treated as narrow 

and compartmentalized. Students typically encounter civics as a separate requirement 

focused on institutional structure and electoral procedure, wi1th little emphasis on why 

civic knowledge matters beyond formal participation. Civic understanding is presented as 

procedural rather than formative, weakening the connection between historical 

knowledge, legal reasoning, and the long-term preservation of self-government. This 

approach stands in sharp contrast to the ambitions of the founding generation, for whom 

civic education was not confined to a single subject but constituted a comprehensive 

intellectual formation. They assumed that constitutional design alone could not sustain a 

republic without citizens capable of judgment, deliberation, and moral restraint. 
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This project emerged from sustained study of early American educational thought 

and from reflection on contemporary civic unrest. What became increasingly apparent 

was a disconnect between civic passion and shared understanding of constitutional 

processes, historical precedent, and institutional limits. Political engagement often 

appears sincere yet untethered from the habits of judgment the founding generation 

believed essential to legitimate self-government. This suggests not simply individual 

failure, but a broader absence of sustained civic formation. Recovering what the founders 

believed citizens needed to know—and why—thus provides a lens for understanding both 

the educational ambitions of the early republic and the civic challenges of the present. 

The study of early American education has developed across more than a century 

of scholarship, evolving from broad descriptive surveys of institutions and reformers into 

increasingly nuanced analyses of civic purpose, curricular philosophy, and constitutional 

constraint. Early historians tended to emphasize the emergence of schools, colleges, and 

public systems, often treating education as a background feature of national development. 

Over time, however, scholars began to examine more directly how the founding 

generation understood education as integral to republican self-government: how it shaped 

civic virtue, political judgment, and national identity. Subsequent work has explored the 

cultural and political ideological tensions embedded in curricular debates, the extent to 

which educational thought transcended party divisions, and the role of lesser-known 

reformers and public discourse in shaping a shared educational imagination. At the same 

time, historians have returned repeatedly to the unrealized ambition of a national 

university as a lens through which to assess both the coherence of founding-era 
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educational ideals and the constitutional limits of centralized authority. Together, these 

bodies of scholarship frame education not merely as an institutional problem, but as a 

civic and intellectual project through which Americans sought to define what citizens in a 

republic ought to know. This study enters that conversation by focusing on curriculum as 

the connective tissue linking civic purpose, political culture, and historical consciousness 

in the early republic. 

Attention to curriculum itself appeared early in the historiography. Louis Franklin 

Snow’s The College Curriculum in the United States (1907) offered one of the first 

sustained examinations of American collegiate curricula as structured programs of study 

rather than incidental features of institutions. Writing at the turn of the twentieth century, 

Snow treated curriculum as a practical instrument of civic formation, emphasizing subject 

sequence, pedagogical progression, and the preparation of students for citizenship. His 

discussion of Rev. William Smith’s General Idea of the College of Mirania (1753) 

identified the pamphlet as one of the earliest comprehensive American curricular plans 

oriented toward producing “sober, virtuous, industrious citizens,” thereby bringing 

attention to a body of educational writing that later historians would revisit in greater 

depth.1 

Building on this early descriptive groundwork, Allen Oscar Hansen’s Liberalism 

and American Education in the Eighteenth Century (1926) situated educational thought 

within the ideological context of Enlightenment liberalism and republican theory. Hansen 

 
1 Louis Franklin Snow, The College Curriculum in the United States (PhD diss., Columbia University, 
1907). 
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examined the movement for national education through figures such as Rush and Webster 

and through the essayists of the American Philosophical Society’s 1797 contest, arguing 

that reformers sought an educational system capable of cultivating civic leadership across 

social classes while resisting aristocratic models of learning.2  Frederick Rudolph further 

developed this line of inquiry by combining institutional history, documentary curation, 

and curricular analysis. The American College and University (1962) situated higher 

education within broader political and social developments, highlighting tensions 

between inherited classical curricula and emerging demands for civic utility, while Essays 

on Education in the Early Republic (1965) assembled and framed the period’s major 

educational statements (including contributions by APS contestants) as evidence of a 

national conversation about education despite the absence of institutional consensus.3 

Rudolph’s later work, Curriculum: A History of the American Undergraduate Course of 

Study Since 1636 (1977), built upon and extended Snow’s earlier scholarship by tracing 

the evolution of curriculum itself as a defining feature of American higher education.4 

Lawrence Cremin’s expansive synthesis further consolidated these insights. 

Across American Education: The Colonial Experience, 1607–1783 (1970) and American 

Education: The National Experience, 1783–1876 (1980), Cremin portrayed the founders 

as engaged by the belief that education could fashion a new republican individual defined 

 
2 Allen Oscar Hansen, Liberalism and American Education in the Eighteenth Century (New York: 
Macmillan, 1926). 
3 Frederick Rudolph, The American College and University: A History (1962); Essays on Education in the 
Early Republic (1965). 
4 Frederick Rudolph, Curriculum: A History of Undergraduate Course of Study Since 1636. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1977.  
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by virtuous character, prudent judgment, and abiding patriotism. More fully than his 

predecessors, Cremin drew connections across institutions, regions, and periods, situating 

education as the moral and cultural continuation of the Revolution itself.5 

As a body of work, these studies established education as a central arena in which 

Americans debated the meaning of republican citizenship, national identity, and social 

order. They offered rich descriptive accounts of educational aims, curricular content, and 

institutional practice, detailing what reformers believed citizens ought to learn and how 

those beliefs were embedded within schools and colleges. Importantly, these historians 

did not confine their attention solely to prominent founders or institutional leaders. 

Figures such as William Smith, Robert Coram, James Sullivan, Nathaniel Chipman, 

Samuel Knox, Samuel Harrison Smith, and other contributors appeared in their narratives 

as evidence of the breadth of educational concern in the early republic, helping to identify 

a wider cast of reformers and texts that subsequent historians would explore more fully. 

At the same time, these lesser-known figures generally functioned as illustrative 

examples within broader institutional or ideological narratives rather than as central 

analytical subjects. While early scholars documented educational ideas in detail (and in 

Cremin’s case made important efforts to produce them within a national framework) they 

did not seek to reconstruct curriculum itself as a coherent civic project shared across 

regions, political affiliations, and levels of prominence. This thesis builds on their 

foundational insights by placing such reformers at the center of analysis and treating their 

 
5 Lawrence Cremin, American Education: The Colonial Experience, 1607–1783 (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1970); American Education: The National Experience, 1783–1876 (New York: Harper & Row, 1980). 
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proposals not as marginal contributions, but as crucial expressions of a shared curricular 

imagination—an approach that opens directly onto the expanded archival and interpretive 

work examined in the following section. 

Later historiographical critiques have questioned the authority and 

representativeness of this early canon of founding-era educational thought. In her 

influential essay “Birth of a Canon” (1999), Siobhan Moroney argued that scholars such 

as Hansen and Rudolph shaped the field by selecting a limited group of essays that came 

to stand in for early republican educational thinking as a whole, often without explicit 

criteria for inclusion. Drawing on Bernard Bailyn’s earlier critique of anachronism in the 

history of education, Moroney contended that this canon privileged national, elite, and 

reform-oriented perspectives while marginalizing the broader range of educational ideas 

circulating in periodicals, sermons, and popular discourse.6 

This critique usefully highlights the constructed nature of the canon and the need 

to attend to a wider educational archive. At the same time, it risks understating the 

significance of Hansen’s original intervention. Hansen did not merely narrow the field; he 

identified early, a cluster of reformers who shared a distinctly national and civic 

orientation toward education in the decades following independence. Many of the figures 

Moroney treats as overemphasized are precisely those whose writings reveal sustained 

reflection on the relationship between education, citizenship, and republican governance. 

While Hansen did not fully articulate the criteria underlying his selections, his focus 

 
6 Siobhan Moroney, “Birth of a Canon: The Historiography of Early Republican Educational Thought,” 
History of Education Quarterly 39, no. 4 (Winter 1999): 476–491. 
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anticipated later scholarly interest in education as a problem of national political culture 

rather than local schooling alone. 

This study builds on Hansen’s insight while addressing the limitations identified 

by Moroney. Rather than treating these figures as representative of all educational 

thought in the early republic, it examines them as participants in a shared civic project: 

the articulation of a curriculum designed to prepare citizens for leadership within a 

constitutional republic. By reconstructing their proposals through the lens of curriculum, 

this thesis does not claim that their ideas dominated public discourse, but that they reveal 

a coherent and consequential educational imagination that shaped elite debates about 

citizenship, governance, and national identity. 

Subsequent scholarship moved beyond institutional narratives to question the 

civic purpose of education in a republic. Historians such as Richard Brown, Carl Kaestle, 

and Eva Brann, have emphasized that early American educational thought was roused by 

a pervasive concern with virtue, judgment, and the preservation of liberty. In this 

literature, education appears less as a mechanism of social mobility than as a moral and 

intellectual safeguard for republican government. 

Brown’s The Strength of a People (1996) framed education as essential to the 

creation of an informed citizenry capable of sustaining self-government over time. For 

Brown, the survival of liberty depended not only on constitutional design but on the 
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diffusion of knowledge and civic competence across the population.7  Kaestle’s Pillars of 

the Republic (1983) similarly emphasized education’s role in stabilizing republican 

society, identifying schooling as one of the “pillars” that supported civic order and 

political participation.8  Brann’s Paradoxes of Education in a Republic (1979) explored 

the paradoxes inherent in republican education, particularly the tension between 

cultivating independent judgment and transmitting shared civic norms.9 This body of 

scholarship convincingly established that education was understood as indispensable to 

republican life. Brown, Kaestle, and Brann offered substantial insight into what citizens 

ought to learn and why such learning mattered for the preservation of liberty and the 

cultivation of virtue. While their work clearly identified core educational aims and 

recurring subjects, it stopped short of reconstructing those elements as a coherent civic 

curriculum shared across the founding generation. 

While earlier scholarship established the civic purpose of education, a parallel 

body of work has focused more directly on curricular questions and the political and 

cultural tensions embedded within them. Historians such as Linda Kerber, Thomas and 

Lorraine Pangle, and Rita Koganzon, have demonstrated that debates over education in 

the early republic were not merely institutional or administrative, but deeply entwined 

with questions of political ideology, cultural inheritance, and national identity. 

 
7 Richard Brown, The Strength of a People: The Idea of an Informed Citizenry in America, 1650-1870. 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996. 
8 Carl Kaestle, Pillars of the Republic. New York: Hill and Wang, 1983. 
9 Eva Brann, Paradoxes of Education in a Republic. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979. 
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Kerber’s Federalists in Dissent (1980) challenged simplified partisan narratives 

by revealing the ideological diversity within Federalist thought, including competing 

visions of civic formation and political culture.10  Rather than treating education as a 

neutral or secondary concern, Kerber showed how curricular assumptions reflected 

broader anxieties about authority, citizenship, and the proper relationship between elites 

and the public.11  The Pangles’ The Learning of Liberty (1993) significantly advanced the 

study of early American education by placing curriculum at the center of founding-era 

educational thought. Through a close reading of classical, moral, and political texts, they 

showed how the founders sought to reconcile inherited intellectual traditions with the 

practical demands of republican government in a commercial society.12  Their analysis 

remains one of the most thorough accounts of the philosophical dimensions of republican 

education and has been especially influential in shaping how curriculum is understood 

within the field. 

Collectively, this scholarship has complicated traditional Federalist and 

Democratic-Republican divisions by demonstrating that educational debates often cut 

across party lines. Reformers disagreed about pedagogy, authority, and emphasis, yet they 

operated within a shared cultural project aimed at shaping republican citizens. What 

remains less fully articulated in this literature is the extent to which these debates 

 
10 Linda Kerber, Federalists in Dissent: Imagery and Ideology. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1980. 
 
11 Kerber, Federalists in Dissent. 
12 Thomas and Lorraine Pangle, The Learning of Liberty: The Educational Ideas of the American Founders. 
Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1993. 
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unfolded within a broadly coherent curricular framework. By reading these 

disagreements alongside one another, this thesis argues that curricular conflict did not 

signal fragmentation, but rather structured disagreement within a shared civic 

imagination. 

Contemporary scholarship has shifted attention from abstract educational ideals to 

the institutions through which republican education was pursued in the early republic. 

Historians such as Johann Neem, J. M. Opal, and Mark Boonshoft have examined 

schools and academies as sites where civic formation, social hierarchy, and political 

ideology intersected, revealing both the promise and the limitations of localized 

educational reform. Neem’s Democracy’s Schools (2017) emphasizes the role of early 

public schooling in cultivating republican character and civic competence. He shows that 

reformers consistently understood education as serving dual purposes: preparing citizens 

for participation in public life while fostering moral discipline and self-culture. Schools 

were expected to instill habits of judgment, sympathy, and restraint, linking individual 

improvement to the health of the community. Yet Neem also highlights the uneven reach 

of these institutions. Despite their civic aspirations, early schools remained fragmented, 

underfunded, and regionally uneven, limiting their capacity to produce a broadly shared 

civic culture across the nation.13 

Opal’s article, “Exciting Emulation: Academies and the Transformation of the 

Rural North, 1780s–1820s” (2004), similarly situates education within the lived realities 

 
13 Johann Neem, Democracy’s Schools: The Rise of Public Education in America. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2017. 
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of republican governance, showing how reformers turned to schooling as a practical 

response to political instability and social change. Schools and academies were tasked 

with shaping citizens capable of sustaining self-government in a rapidly expanding 

republic, but they operated within local constraints that often-narrowed access and 

reinforced existing inequalities. Education, in this account, functioned as a necessary but 

insufficient mechanism for republican cohesion: capable of forming leaders and citizens 

in principle, but uneven in practice.14 

Boonshoft’s Aristocratic Education and the Making of the American Republic 

(2020) further complicates narratives of egalitarian schooling by demonstrating how 

academies functioned as instruments of elite formation. He argues that Federalists and 

moderate reformers embraced academies as a means of cultivating a “natural aristocracy” 

grounded in merit rather than birth, using education to reconcile republican ideals with 

hierarchical leadership.15 Academies trained political and cultural elites, fostered national 

networks, and transmitted a largely shared curriculum oriented toward moral philosophy, 

classical learning, and civic leadership. At the same time, Boonshoft shows that these 

institutions were structurally exclusionary, serving those with the resources to attend and 

prompting criticism that education in a republic should not be confined to a narrow social 

class.16 

 
14 J. M. Opal, “Exciting Emulation: Academies and the Transformation of the Rural North, 1780s–1820s,” 
Journal of American History 91, no. 2 (September 2004): 445–470. 
15 Mark Boonshoft, Aristocratic Education and the Making of the American Republic. Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press, 2020. 
16 Boonshoft, Aristocratic Education and the Making of the American Republic. 
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This scholarship demonstrates that republican education was actively pursued 

through schools and academies in the decades following independence, and that 

reformers largely agreed on its civic purpose. Yet it also reveals the limits of these 

institutions. Local control, tuition-based access, regional disparity, and partisan suspicion 

constrained their reach and coherence. If education was essential to republican self-

government, and if existing schools and academies could educate only a fraction of the 

population, reformers faced a persistent dilemma: how could a republic cultivate a shared 

civic culture and prepare leaders for national governance without broader institutional 

coordination? It was this tension (between civic ambition and institutional limitation) that 

sustained interest in national educational solutions, from proposals for federal oversight 

to visions of a national university. The persistence of these proposals suggests that 

schools and academies, for all their importance, were widely understood as partial 

answers to a national problem. This insight provides a bridge to the next body of 

scholarship, which turns from education in practice to education as a national project 

debated in print, prize contests, and constitutional discourse. 

A major turning point in the historiography of early American education came 

with Benjamin Justice’s sustained examination of the American Philosophical Society’s 

1797 education prize contest. In his article “The Great Contest” (2008) and the edited 

volume The Founding Fathers, Education, and “The Great Contest” (2013), Justice 

redirected scholarly attention away from isolated reformers or institutional outcomes and 

toward the intellectual process through which Americans debated the meaning, structure, 

and purpose of national education. Rather than treating the contest’s winning essays by 
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Samuel Knox and Samuel Harrison Smith as representative conclusions, Justice 

emphasized the contest itself as a site of unresolved but revealing civic inquiry. The 

essays, he argued, exposed enduring questions about whether education was a public 

right or a privilege, whether educational authority should be local or national, and 

whether a distinctly American curriculum could be devised for a diverse republic.17 

Justice’s argument was foundational because it foregrounded curriculum as a 

central problem of republican governance. The APS contest did not merely ask whether 

Americans should be educated, but what they should learn and how education might 

cultivate both virtuous citizens and capable leaders. By bringing figures such as Knox 

and Smith into sustained analytical focus, Justice elevated the second tier of lesser known 

reformers: individuals who translated Enlightenment ideals into concrete proposals for 

schools, tiers of instruction, and curricular content suited to American political 

conditions. In doing so, Justice demonstrated that curricular coherence could exist even in 

the absence of institutional consensus, a finding that has become central to subsequent 

scholarship.18 

Building on Justice’s work, Lisa Green’s chapter, “The Mysterious No. 3,” made a 

significant archival and interpretive contribution by reexamining one of the most 

ambitious and enigmatic APS submissions. Through careful textual analysis and 

 
17 Benjamin Justice, “The Great Contest: The American Philosophical Society Education Prize of 1795 and 
the Problem of American Education,” History of Education Quarterly 48, no. 1 (2008): 1–30; and 
Benjamin Justice, ed., The Founding Fathers, Education, and “The Great Contest” (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2013). 
18 Ibid. 
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contextual reconstruction, Green advanced the case that Rev. William Smith (author of 

The General Idea of the College of Mirania) was the likely anonymous author of Essay 

No. 3. Green’s work did more than resolve a question of attribution.19 It restored Smith as 

a serious curricular thinker whose proposals reflected deep engagement with educational 

administration, moral formation, and federal authority. In doing so, she connected the 

APS contest to a longer intellectual trajectory already noted by early historians such as 

Snow, Hansen, and Rudolph, but not fully explored. Green’s scholarship therefore 

reinforces the continuity between mid-eighteenth-century curricular experimentation and 

late-eighteenth-century national educational ambition. 

Adam Nelson’s contribution further extended the significance of the APS essays 

by situating them within a broader international and institutional context. In his chapter, 

“The Perceived Dangers of Study Abroad,” Nelson showed that concerns over foreign 

education (raised earlier by figures such as Rush, Webster, and Washington) also fueled 

APS reformers. The desire to deter future American leaders from studying in Europe 

shaped proposals for domestic higher education and lent urgency to visions of a national 

university. Nelson demonstrated that these reformers were not merely advocating national 

education in the abstract; they were actively imagining its architecture, scope, and 

capstone. Higher education, in this view, was essential not only for civic virtue among the 

 
19 Lisa Green, “The Mysterious No. 3.” In The Founding Fathers, Education, and “The Great Contest.” 
Edited by Benjamin Justice. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. 
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populace but for cultivating a national leadership class grounded in American principles 

rather than European models.20 

Examining the American Philosophical Society’s 1797 education contest reveals 

that reformers were engaged in more than intermittent debate over schooling. Across their 

submissions, they treated education as a problem of national scope and civic 

consequence, repeatedly gesturing toward the need for an institutional capstone capable 

of coordinating local efforts and cultivating republican leadership. While these proposals 

varied in structure and feasibility, many shared the assumption that a national institution 

of higher learning would ultimately anchor a broader system of civic education. What 

emerges from the scholarship following the foundational historians is a comprehensive 

view of early American education as a process of experimentation rather than a settled 

system. Schools and academies functioned as sites where civic ideals were tested and put 

into practice, while prize essays, pamphlets, and reform proposals operated as 

laboratories for curricular design and national coordination. Viewed in this light, debates 

over a National University did not arise in isolation but developed out of sustained efforts 

to reconcile local educational practice with the perceived requirements of republican 

leadership and national cohesion. 

Expanding scholarship has treated the national university as the most ambitious 

(and most revealing) educational proposal associated with the American founding. 

 
20 Adam Nelson, “The Perceived Dangers of Study Abroad, 1780-1800: Nationalism, Internationalism, and 
the Origins of the American University.” In The Founding Fathers, Education, and ‘The Great Contest’, 
edited by Benjamin Justice. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. 
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Historians have returned to the idea repeatedly not because it succeeded institutionally, 

but because it concentrated the founding generation’s civic, constitutional, and curricular 

aspirations in a single proposal. From early twentieth-century advocates to recent 

intellectual historians, the national university has been examined as a site where 

republican ambition collided with constitutional constraint, sectional suspicion, and 

unresolved questions of authority. 

One of the earliest and most distinctive contributions to this literature came from 

Edgar Bruce Wesley, a professor of education at the University of Minnesota, whose 

Proposed: The University of the United States (1936) combined historical analysis with 

active advocacy. Wesley traced the origins and persistence of the national university 

movement, assessed its influence across American political development, and articulated 

reasons for its continued necessity in the twentieth century. Unlike later historians, 

Wesley did not confine his work to interpretation. He concluded his study with a detailed 

institutional plan and a draft bill for congressional consideration, positioning himself not 

only as a historian of the movement but as a participant in its continuation. Wesley’s 

work is significant precisely because it demonstrates that the national university was not 

merely a founding-era curiosity, but a recurring response to perceived deficiencies in 

American civic and educational infrastructure.21 

Albert Castel’s influential article, “The Founding Fathers and the Vision of a 

National University” (1964), framed the proposal more squarely within the ideological 

 
21 Edgar Bruce Wesley, Proposed: The University of the United States (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1936). 
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world of the early republic. Castel argued that the national university emerged from the 

founders’ conviction that republican government could not endure unless citizens and 

officeholders were properly educated. The university, in his account, promised to 

cultivate patriotism, overcome provincialism, and instill a national outlook capable of 

binding the republic together. Yet Castel ultimately judged the project impractical and 

potentially dangerous, insofar as it risked concentrating cultural authority in the hands of 

an intellectual elite. Ironically, he concluded, the national university was defeated by the 

very forces of sectionalism and suspicion it was intended to counteract.22 

David Madsen extended this analysis by providing the most comprehensive 

historical account of the national university’s repeated failures. In The National 

University (1966), Madsen identified three persistent obstacles: disagreement over the 

institution’s purpose, uncertainty regarding its financial support, and unresolved 

questions of governance and control. He emphasized that opposition to federal 

involvement in higher education proved especially durable, framing such authority as 

unconstitutional, imprudent, and morally suspect. For Madsen, the demise of the national 

university reflected not waning educational ambition, but the enduring strength of 

constitutional and political resistance.23 

More recent scholarship has shifted attention from institutional feasibility to 

intellectual and constitutional purpose. George Thomas’ The Founders and the Idea of a 

 
22 Albert Castel, “The Founding Fathers and the Vision of a National University.” History of Education 
Quarterly 4, no. 3 (September 1964): 280-302. 
23 David Madsen, The National University. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1966. 
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National University (2015), reframed the national university as part of a broader effort to 

cultivate an “American mind” capable of sustaining constitutional government across 

generations.24 Thomas emphasized that figures such as Madison understood the 

Constitution as an unfinished framework requiring citizens with the civic habits and 

judgment necessary to preserve and refine it. From this perspective, the national 

university represented an attempt to institutionalize civic formation rather than merely to 

expand higher education. Its failure, Thomas argued, stemmed less from ideological 

opposition than from the absence of sufficiently detailed proposals capable of reconciling 

educational ambition with constitutional limits.25 

George Oberle further expanded this interpretive turn by situating debates over 

the national university within broader struggles over information, access to knowledge, 

and institutional authority. Examining discussions from the late eighteenth century 

through the mid-nineteenth century, Oberle argued that disagreements over the national 

university reflected competing visions of who should control learning and for what 

purposes. He noted that institutions such as the Smithsonian ultimately absorbed aspects 

of the national university ideal, though in forms that emphasized research and 

information rather than civic leadership and political culture. For Oberle, the national 

 
24 George Thomas, The Founders and the Idea of a National University: Constituting the American Mind. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015. 
25 Thomas, The Founders and the Idea of a National University. 
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university’s demise revealed not intellectual incoherence, but enduring disagreement over 

the relationship between knowledge, power, and democracy.26 

Jointly, this scholarship demonstrates that the national university failed not for 

lack of civic concern, but because of constitutional, political, and cultural constraints 

inherent in the federal system. This thesis builds on that insight while shifting analytical 

attention from institutional outcome to curricular imagination. Rather than treating the 

national university primarily as a failed institution, it interprets the project as the clearest 

expression of a provisional civic curriculum: one that enjoyed broad conceptual support 

even in the absence of agreement over centralized implementation. 

From this perspective, Thomas Jefferson’s educational career assumes a different 

significance. Jefferson has long occupied a central place in scholarship on early American 

education, particularly through his role in founding the University of Virginia. Studies by 

Cameron Addis and Neil McDowell Shawen have emphasized his ambition to cultivate 

republican leadership while avoiding sectarian control.27 Yet the prominence of the 

University of Virginia within the historiography has sometimes encouraged scholars to 

treat Jefferson’s educational vision as representative of the founding generation, 

obscuring both its limits and its tensions. 

 
26 George Oberle, Institutionalizing the Information Revolution: Debates over the National University in 
the Early American Republic (PhD diss., George Mason University, 2016); and George Oberle, Creating an 
Informed Citizenry (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2025). 
27 Cameron Addis, Jefferson’s Vision for Education, 1765–1845 (New York: Peter Lang, 2003); and Neil 
McDowell Shawen, “Thomas Jefferson and a ‘National’ University: The Hidden Agenda for Virginia,” The 
Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 92, no. 3 (July 1984): 309–335. 



 
21 

 

Alan Taylor’s Thomas Jefferson’s Education (2019) offers an important corrective 

to this tendency by shifting attention from institutional achievement to intellectual 

formation and lived consequence. Rather than presenting Jefferson as an exceptional or 

internally coherent educational theorist, Taylor situates him within the broader 

educational culture of the early republic, emphasizing how Jefferson’s ideas developed 

through personal study, political experience, and pragmatic compromise.28 Most 

significantly, Taylor highlights a central contradiction within Jefferson’s educational 

project: while the University of Virginia aimed to cultivate enlightened republican 

leadership, it also trained defenders of states’ rights who proved resistant to political and 

social change. As Taylor observes, the institution produced graduates who preserved 

Virginia’s conservative order rather than reforming it, many of whom later defended 

slavery and served the Confederacy.29 This outcome underscores the gap between 

Jefferson’s educational aspirations and their historical effects. 

This perspective aligns closely with the approach of the present study. While 

Jefferson and the University of Virginia remain important, they do not serve as the 

organizing principle of this analysis. The curricular coherence reconstructed in this thesis 

emerges across a wide range of figures, proposals, and contexts, independent of any 

single institution or individual. Jefferson’s vision therefore appears not as an exception or 

culmination, but as one articulation—shaped by particular regional and political 

constraints—of a broader republican educational imagination. 

 
28 Alan Taylor, Thomas Jefferson’s Education. New York: W. W. Norton, 2019. 
29 Taylor, Thomas Jefferson’s Education, 307. 
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Contemporary scholarship by historians such as Michael Hattem has emphasized 

the enduring civic stakes of historical interpretation itself. In Past and Prologue (2020), 

Hattem argues that history functions not merely as a record of the past, but as a central 

mechanism through which societies construct meaning, identity, and civic orientation.30 

Hattem’s recent study, The Memory of ’76 (2024), similarly demonstrates how Americans 

have repeatedly reinterpreted the Revolution through commemorations such as 

centennials and bicentennials, revealing that historical understanding is neither fixed nor 

neutral but shaped by the needs and anxieties of successive generations.31 These works 

highlight the extent to which debates over history are inseparable from debates over 

citizenship, national identity, and the transmission of civic values. 

This insight provides an important framing for the present study. By 

reconstructing a provisional American civic curriculum, this thesis treats education not 

only as an institutional problem, but as a cultural and intellectual project through which 

the early republic sought to sustain constitutional government and civic responsibility 

over time. The historiography reviewed here has convincingly established that education 

was central to republican life; this study builds on that foundation by demonstrating that, 

despite persistent disagreement over institutional authority and implementation, early 

American reformers articulated a shared curricular vision defining what citizens in a 

republic ought to know. By synthesizing the writings and proposals of both prominent 

 
30 Michael Hattem, Past and Prologue: Politics and Memory in the American Revolution (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2020). 
31 Michael Hattem, The Memory of ’76: The Revolution in American History (New Haven, CT: Yale 
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founders and lesser-known educational reformers within a single analytical frame, the 

study reframes educational coherence as an intellectual and civic achievement—one that 

preceded, informed, and ultimately outlasted the institutional ambitions that have often 

dominated historical interpretation. 

The American Revolution did not end with independence; it initiated an enduring 

struggle over how republican principles could be sustained across generations. Written 

constitutions and political institutions established the framework of self-government, but 

they could not ensure its survival. For the founding generation, education was that tool 

and was understood not merely as instruction, but as the cultivation of judgment, 

restraint, and public responsibility necessary for republican life. 

Across the figures examined in this study, education emerges as the republic’s 

chosen instrument of civic perpetuity. While founders and reformers disagreed over 

institutional structure, religious instruction, and the balance between national and local 

authority, they shared a conviction that republican government required deliberate civic 

formation grounded in history, law, the science of government, moral and natural 

philosophy, and an American English language. By tracing both elite and ordinary voices, 

this thesis contributes to that continuing dialogue, arguing that education was the 

republic’s most ambitious and unfinished project, the enduring monument of the 

American Revolution. 

The chapters that follow trace how this vision of an American curriculum 

emerged, evolved, and ultimately fractured under the pressures of institutional design and 
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political diversity. The study begins with the philosophical and presidential foundations 

of national educational thought, examining how leading figures articulated education as 

essential to republican self-government. It then turns to a wider circle of lesser-known 

reformers whose proposals, developed through pamphlets, newspapers, and the American 

Philosophical Society, reveal both the breadth and practicality of curricular thinking in 

the early republic. The final chapter draws these themes collectively, reconstructing a 

provisional American curriculum while analyzing the tensions that prevented its 

realization and assessing the enduring legacy of these debates within American political 

thought. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

FOUNDING PHILOSOPHIES 

The foundation for a conceivable American curriculum emerged through the 

collective efforts of four influential educational thinkers: Benjamin Franklin, Reverend 

William Smith, Noah Webster, and Benjamin Rush. Together, they represent the earliest 

sustained attempt to define what education in a republic should accomplish—not merely 

intellectual refinement, but the formation of virtuous citizens and capable leaders. 

Franklin first articulated the need for public education and gave institutional form to that 

vision through the College of Philadelphia. Smith expanded Franklin’s project by 

outlining a structured and sequential curriculum grounded in moral philosophy and 

liberal education. In Philadelphia, prior to the American Revolution, Franklin and Smith 

together offered the clearest early model of an American curriculum oriented toward 

republican principles rather than inherited European hierarchies. 

Building upon this foundation, Webster and Rush extended the curricular project 

in new directions. Webster sought to nationalize education culturally, first through the 

Americanization of the English language and later through textbooks that embedded civic 

identity within everyday instruction. Rush advanced the institutional scope of public 

education by proposing a four-tier system for Pennsylvania (paralleling Jefferson’s plan 

for Virginia) and by becoming the first major advocate for a National University designed 

to train future leaders in republican governance. Each thinker, in turn, expanded the scale 

and ambition of American education. 
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This chapter examines the backgrounds, curricular philosophies, and legacies of 

these four early visionaries, whose ideas laid the intellectual and institutional groundwork 

for American education in the early republic. Though inspired by democratic ideals such 

as liberty, equality, and civic participation, they favored a republican form of government 

grounded in representation, discipline, and virtue rather than direct democracy. Here, 

republican refers to education designed to sustain self-government through civic 

character. Likewise, references to the classics denote Greek and Roman literature, 

philosophy, and history—traditionally reserved for elites—which these reformers sought 

to adapt for a broader citizenry. Their shared challenge was to transform ancient models 

of leadership and moral instruction into a curriculum capable of sustaining a modern 

republic. 

 

History, Virtue, And Knowledge: Benjamin Franklin’s Blueprint for American 

Education 

Benjamin Franklin’s influence on American education was foundational, shaping 

the educational landscape of the early United States. Through his essays and educational 

initiatives, Franklin articulated the importance of studying history as a means of 

cultivating virtuous and capable citizens prepared for public responsibility. Franklin’s 

educational writings and institutions offer the earliest and most coherent expression of 

what later reformers would understand as a civic curriculum oriented toward republican 

self-government. 
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Franklin’s significance to American education emerged from his broader 

engagement with revolutionary politics and nation-building rather than from formal 

educational theory alone. As the United States moved from colonial dependency to 

republican self-government, Franklin viewed education as essential to maintaining civic 

unity and political stability in the absence of external threat. He understood that a diverse 

and expanding population required shared civic knowledge, and he therefore promoted 

education through multiple channels (schools, print culture, and public discourse) rather 

than through a single centralized institution. Franklin was concerned that the sizeable 

number of foreigners who were settling in the colonies annually were “totally ignorant” 

of the “laws, customs, and language.” 32  He endeavored to establish an American 

education curriculum to be followed by future generations of leaders, to ensure the 

nation’s leadership was populated by men who were “qualified to serve the public with 

honor to themselves, and to their country.” 33 Franklin’s curricular philosophy was rooted 

in the study of history, which he saw as essential for unlocking knowledge about 

character development, the science of government, and democratic principles. 

Franklin’s early involvement in education took institutional form through the 

creation of the Library Company of Philadelphia, the American Philosophical Society 

(APS), and the Academy of Philadelphia (later the University of Pennsylvania). Founded 

in 1731, the Library Company of Philadelphia provided access to a wide range of works, 

 
32 Benjamin Franklin, “Paper on the Academy,” July 31, 1750, in Founders Online, National Archives, 
accessed October 2, 2023, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-04-02-0007. 
33 Benjamin Franklin, “Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pennsylvania,” 1749, in University 
of Pennsylvania Archives and Records Center, accessed October 2, 2023, 
https://archives.upenn.edu/digitized-resources/docs-pubs/franklin-proposals. 
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including classical and Enlightenment texts, histories, philosophy, natural science, and 

political commentary, making knowledge available beyond elite or clerical circles. 34  

While Franklin admired Europe’s learned societies, he rejected their aristocratic 

exclusivity, insisting that a republic required education accessible to ordinary citizens. 

In 1743, Franklin established the American Philosophical Society as a forum in 

which members from across the colonies could debate, research, and publish scholarly, 

philosophical, and scientific work. The APS played a critical role in fostering an 

independent American intellectual culture by encouraging the production and circulation 

of original scholarship rather than reliance on British academic authority. In 1751, 

Franklin founded the Academy of Philadelphia, later developing into the College of 

Philadelphia, and appointed the Scottish educator Reverend William Smith as its provost. 

Under Smith’s leadership, the curriculum combined classical learning with rhetoric, 

philosophy, mathematics, science, history, and politics, reflecting Franklin’s commitment 

to useful knowledge aligned with civic life. Franklin’s institutions functioned as early 

components of a national civic infrastructure, diffusing republican knowledge through 

print, debate, and shared inquiry rather than centralized authority. 

Franklin envisioned an education that broke free from the old world’s objective of 

preparing students for a specific profession. Franklin’s objective was to educate every 

American citizen using a common curriculum to prepare them for any occupation. In his 

earliest educational publication, Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in 

 
34 James Kloppenberg, Toward Democracy: The Struggle for Self-Rule in European and American Thought 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 256. 
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Pennsylvania in 1749, Franklin articulated this objective that Americans should be taught 

a variety of subjects to be prepared for multiple professions by stating, “it is therefore 

proposed that [students] learn those things that are likely to be most useful and most 

ornamental.” 35  

Moreover, in 1751, Franklin published his second educational essay titled Idea of 

the English School. In this publication, Franklin outlined the curricular philosophy of an 

English school, where the English language and writing were the focus, and stated that 

through this type of education, the “Youth will come out of this School fitted for learning 

any Business, Calling or Profession.36 In 1789 he published his last thoughts on 

American education titled, Observations Relative to the Intentions of the Original 

Founders of the Academy in Philadelphia. In it, Franklin reiterated his long-held position 

on the importance of teaching the English language over the ancient dead languages, 

claiming that students did not need to waste their time on dead languages. 37 

In 1750, Franklin wrote to the English author Samuel Johnson that “nothing is of 

more importance for the public weal, than to form and train up youth in wisdom and 

virtue,” insisting that “wise and good men” constituted the true strength of a state, far 

more than wealth or military power. 38 Through historical reading, Franklin believed 

 
35 Franklin, “Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pennsylvania,” 1749. 
36 Benjamin Franklin, “Idea of the English School,” January 7, 1751, in Founders Online, National 
Archives, accessed October 2, 2023, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-04-02-0030. 
37 Benjamin Franklin, "Observations Relative to the Intentions of the Original Founders of the Academy in 
Philadelphia," in The Writings of Benjamin Franklin, vol. 10, ed. Albert Henry Smyth (New York: 
Macmillan, 1907), 31. 
38 Franklin, “Paper on the Academy,” July 31, 1750. 
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students would develop “admiration for public spirit, fortitude, and the usefulness of 

virtue.” 39 In his 1751 Idea of the English School, he proposed that by the age of ten 

students should begin reading history alongside English authors such as Tillotson, Milton, 

Locke, Addison, Pope, and Swift, so that they might later “pass through and execute 

several offices of civil life.” 40 

While Franklin did not advocate for the inclusion of religion within the formal 

academic curriculum, he nonetheless regarded religious instruction as essential to moral 

development. He believed children should be introduced to religious doctrine at home 

and supported a public religion oriented toward social support and ethical conduct. 

Franklin’s reluctance to include religion within formal schooling reflected not 

indifference to virtue, but confidence that moral character could be cultivated through 

historical example, civic practice, and public culture. 

Franklin believed that by studying Greek and Roman history, students could 

observe how societies organized themselves politically and economically, and how 

different regimes (republican and authoritarian alike) rose and fell. He further believed 

that historical study provided insight into law and liberty by examining past constitutions 

and systems of justice, arguing that students should learn early the “principles of sound 

politics” and the benefits derived from “good laws” and the proper execution of justice. 41  

Finally, Franklin connected historical study to rhetoric and persuasion, maintaining that 

 
39 Franklin, “Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pennsylvania.” 
40 Franklin, “Idea of the English School.” 
41 Franklin, “Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pennsylvania.” 
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history revealed the power of oratory in shaping public affairs. In the modern age, he 

argued, political persuasion increasingly operated “by the pen and press,” whose effects 

were “more extensive” and “more lasting” than spoken speech alone. 42 For Franklin, 

history thus operated as a civic gateway; linking moral judgment, legal understanding, 

and public persuasion within a single republican discipline. 

While Franklin’s curricular ideas were never solidified into educational law, they 

articulated the possibility of a distinctly American approach to education grounded in 

civic purpose rather than inherited tradition. Franklin’s educational philosophy blended 

institutional learning with self-education in ways that reflected the broader objectives of 

the founding generation: the cultivation of virtuous, informed, and publicly engaged 

citizens. Rather than offering a finished system, Franklin’s curricular philosophy supplied 

a template that later reformers adapted, debated, and extended in their own efforts to 

sustain republican self-government through education. 

 

From Mirania to Reality: William Smith’s Contribution to American Curriculum  

The Reverend William Smith played a critical role in translating Enlightenment 

educational theory into a structured curricular vision for the American colonies and early 

republic. Trained within the Scottish Enlightenment and appointed the first provost of the 

College of Philadelphia in 1754, Smith approached education not merely as moral 
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improvement but as an organized system capable of shaping civic character across 

generations. His 1753 pamphlet, The General Idea of the College of Mirania, imagined a 

fictional republic whose stability rested on a carefully sequenced curriculum designed to 

cultivate virtuous, industrious, and politically capable citizens.  

Where European institutions emphasized obedience to church and crown, Smith’s 

Mirania envisioned citizens trained for independent judgment and public responsibility. 

The pamphlet brought Smith to the attention of Benjamin Franklin, who recruited him in 

1754 as the College of Philadelphia’s first provost. Although Smith did not participate 

directly in the American Revolution as a delegate or soldier, his wartime years at the 

College of Philadelphia were spent educating students whose civic formation drew 

heavily on his Scottish moral philosophy and commitment to republican self-rule. As the 

United States took shape, Smith aligned with the Federalist vision of national cohesion 

and became an early advocate for a National University, which he hoped to lead as its 

first provost.43  

Like Franklin, Smith articulated his curricular philosophy in detail, but The 

General Idea of the College of Mirania presented a far more systematic educational 

structure. As he explained, the goal of education was to cultivate “sober, virtuous, 

industrious citizens,” drawing upon the “whole wisdom of a community… to train up and 

secure to the state a succession of good citizens to the latest generations.” 44 Through 

 
43 Lisa Green, “The Mysterious No. 3,” in The Founding Fathers, Education, and “The Great Contest,” ed. 
Benjamin Justice. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 36. 
44 William Smith, A General Idea of the College of Mirania (New York: J. Parker and W. Weyman, 1753). 
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such a liberal education, Smith believed students would develop the habits of 

independent thinking and disciplined judgment necessary for civic participation. 

Smith’s curricular design emphasized sequence and progression rather than mere 

accumulation of subjects. While Miranian students read classical authors such as Homer, 

Plato, and Cicero alongside modern thinkers including Locke, Hutcheson, and Pufendorf, 

Smith, like Franklin, rejected prolonged study of dead languages in favor of mastery of 

the English tongue.45 In the early years, students focused on English, writing, rhetoric, 

and mathematics, establishing the linguistic and analytical foundations of civic life. Only 

after mastering these rudiments did students advance to agriculture, history, and politics, 

and later to more complex fields such as moral philosophy and natural philosophy, 

including ethics, the law of nations, civil history, government, physics, astronomy, natural 

history, and chemistry.46 In this way, Mirania functioned less as a literary ideal than as a 

curricular blueprint, offering emerging American institutions a model for educating 

citizens capable of sustaining republican government. 

The College of Philadelphia’s program combined instruction in language, 

mathematics, rhetoric, history, philosophy, law, science, and government, reflecting 

Smith’s conviction that a liberal education should prepare students for both intellectual 

independence and civic responsibility. Rather than treating subjects as isolated 

disciplines, the curriculum integrated moral philosophy, natural philosophy, civil history, 

 
45 William Smith, A General Idea of the College of Mirania (New York: J. Parker and W. Weyman, 1753). 
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and political knowledge within a single educational framework oriented toward public 

life. 

Although Smith regarded religion as an essential component of moral formation, 

he did not believe it should dominate the daily academic curriculum. Instead, he 

maintained that religious instruction could be reinforced through historical study and 

private devotion, recommending that students engage Scripture outside formal classroom 

hours. This approach allowed Smith to preserve religious influence while keeping civic 

education broadly accessible within a pluralistic society. 

While claims that Smith’s curriculum directly shaped reforms at other institutions 

(such as the College of William and Mary) remain contested, his work nonetheless 

illustrates how curricular ideas circulated among a small and interconnected community 

of early American educational reformers.47  Whether through direct adoption or indirect 

influence, the College of Philadelphia stands as one of the clearest early examples of how 

an integrated civic curriculum might be implemented in practice during the colonial and 

revolutionary eras. 

The concentration of early American educational reformers within the American 

Philosophical Society (APS) further illustrates how closely connected—and mutually 

aware—these writers were. In 1797, the APS sponsored an essay contest to solicit 

proposals for a national system of education, providing a rare forum in which competing 

 
47 Horace Wemyss Smith, Life and Correspondence of the Rev. William Smith, D.D., 2 vols, (Philadelphia: 
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curricular visions were articulated side by side. Recent scholarship by Lisa Green has 

persuasively identified William Smith as the likely author of the anonymously submitted 

Essay No. 3, a proposal that was regarded as a serious contender alongside the prize-

winning essays by Samuel Harrison Smith and Samuel Knox. 

Essay No. 3 is especially significant for the clarity with which it extends Smith’s 

institutional and curricular ideas into a national framework. The author demonstrated 

what historians have described as “first-hand experience with curricular and 

administrative issues” and proposed a three-tiered educational system culminating in a 

National University.48  Unlike many contemporaries who favored state-based authority, 

Essay No. 3 located educational governance at the federal level, reflecting a belief that 

civic formation required national coordination.49 The essay also addressed the problem of 

moral instruction in a pluralistic republic, recommending a civic approach to religion 

through a shared text on “universal morality” that would respect religious belief without 

sectarian control.50 Finally, the proposal’s explicit admiration for George Washington 

underscored its national orientation and its alignment with Federalist visions of unity and 

leadership. Essay No. 3 reveals Smith as one of the most ambitious advocates of a 

nationally coordinated educational system in the founding era. Although the proposal was 

never adopted, it demonstrates how Smith sought to elevate the curricular principles he 

 
48 Green, “The Mysterious No. 3,” 23. 
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had developed in Mirania and at the College of Philadelphia into a comprehensive 

national design.  

Another expression of Smith’s commitment to a national system of education 

appears in his 1790 sermon before the Pennsylvania Society of the Cincinnati. There, he 

urged members to support “wise establishments for the instruction of youth” and to make 

“liberal provisions for the advancement and support of freedom and virtue,” warning that 

without education neither religion, law, civic duty, nor public happiness could be 

sustained over time.51 The sermon reflects Smith’s enduring belief that education served 

as the foundation of moral order, civic responsibility, and political stability in a republic. 

Following his tenure at the College of Philadelphia, Smith continued to pursue 

these ideals institutionally. In 1782, he established Washington College in Maryland, 

building upon the earlier Kent County Free School. George Washington served on the 

institution’s Board of Visitors and Governors and contributed financial support. At the 

college’s dedication, Smith described a “seminary of universal learning” as the most 

fitting monument to Washington—one designed to instruct future generations to admire 

and imitate the public virtues and patriotic labor that defined republican leadership.52  

William Smith occupies a pivotal position in the development of early American 

educational thought, bridging colonial educational reform and the curricular ambitions of 

the early republic. Through The General Idea of the College of Mirania, his leadership at 

 
51 William Smith, “A Sermon, on Temporal and Spiritual Salvation,” The Universal Asylum and Columbian 
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the College of Philadelphia, and his presumed authorship of APS Essay No. 3, Smith 

articulated one of the most systematic visions of education as a civic enterprise oriented 

toward public responsibility. His work demonstrates how shared educational aims—

virtue, knowledge, and civic competence—could be organized into a coherent curricular 

structure, even as questions of scale, authority, and implementation remained unresolved. 

In this sense, Smith’s educational philosophy did not establish a national system, but it 

clarified the possibilities and limits of a coordinated American curriculum and helped 

shape the terms of the debate that would engage later reformers in the early republic. 

 

Cultivating National Identity: Noah Webster’s Vision for American Education  

Noah Webster emerged as one of the most influential architects of American 

education and cultural nationalism in the early republic. While his educational thinking 

built upon foundations laid by figures such as Benjamin Franklin, Webster developed a 

distinctive vision centered on language as the primary instrument of national cohesion. 

Webster’s most enduring contribution to American education came through his textbooks, 

most notably the 1783 blue-backed speller. Designed to Americanize the English 

language, the speller aimed to establish a common national tongue through standardized 

spelling and pronunciation while embedding patriotic examples that celebrated 

independence and republican virtue. Reaching millions of students across generations, the 

book functioned as both a literacy tool and a civic text. For Webster, language itself was 
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nation-building: a standardized American English became a symbol of unity as powerful 

as any political charter.  

Webster articulated these ideas most clearly in his post-Revolutionary pamphlets, 

particularly Sketches of American Policy (1785), in which he outlined his educational 

goals: the formation of an “American character,” the establishment of a “national 

tongue,” the advancement of a humane political philosophy, and fundamental to all, the 

creation of a system of education capable of sustaining republican government.53 His 

advocacy for American books and culture distinguished him even among Federalists, 

many of whom continued to favor British intellectual models. 

Central to Webster’s educational philosophy was the belief that civic formation 

began early and extended beyond formal schooling. He strongly supported female 

education, arguing that women shaped the manners, morals, and sentiments of the nation 

by providing children’s earliest instruction. Women, he believed, instilled “virtue, 

propriety, and dignity,” and therefore deserved education not only as mothers but as 

formative civic actors in their own right.54  

Webster also rejected the centrality of classical languages in American education, 

aligning with Franklin’s call for practical instruction suited to republican society. While 

he did not seek to eliminate the study of Greek and Latin entirely, he argued that such 
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learning should be reserved for those entering the learned professions.55  For the majority 

of citizens—“merchants, mechanics, planters,” and farmers—Webster insisted that 

mastery of the English language and useful knowledge mattered far more than 

acquaintance with ancient tongues. 56 In 1789, Franklin affirmed this project by praising 

Webster’s Dissertations on the English Language and encouraging his efforts to refine 

American spelling and pronunciation, reinforcing Webster’s role in shaping a national 

civic culture through education.57 

Webster’s commitment to national education emerged directly from his 

experience of the Revolutionary crisis and its aftermath. He observed how much 

“energetic and fervid effort” had been required to unite the “heterogeneous elements” of 

the colonies during the war, only to see disorder and division reappear once “the common 

danger was removed.” 58 Writing in 1788, Webster warned that “our national character is 

not yet formed” and insisted that “the virtues of men are of more consequence to society 

than their abilities.” 59   

For Webster, the cultivation of a shared “national spirit” or “national 

consciousness” was not merely cultural, but political: without it, the republic risked 
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fragmentation and institutional decay.60 He argued that each generation must be educated 

to improve upon existing institutions rather than remain bound by the “obsolete laws and 

customs of past generations.” 61  Central to this vision was Webster’s assumption (shared 

by other educational reformers) that any citizen might one day serve as a legislator. 

Unless citizens were trained from infancy in scientific and liberal studies, he warned, the 

nation could never discover “to what a degree of perfection society and government may 

be carried.” 62 

Webster believed that a liberal and scientific education could mitigate entrenched 

local prejudices that inhibited “friendly intercourse” and fostered “discord” among 

citizens and legislators. 63 For this reason, he strongly opposed sending American youth 

abroad for traditional European education, arguing that “a foreign education is directly 

opposite to our political interest and ought to be discountenanced, if not prohibited.” 64 

Such experiences, he warned, risked creating “an attachment to a foreign government, or 

rather a want of attachment to our own,” undermining the development of national 

loyalty. 65 

Instead, Webster proposed that education should immerse students within the 

United States itself. He urged that adult students, “not boys,” spend extended periods 

traveling throughout the country to study its geography, population, commerce, laws, 
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institutions, and regional customs.66 Through direct exposure to the nation’s physical and 

civic landscape, students would cultivate a durable “attachment to [American] laws and 

interests,” one that would become “deeply fixed in their hearts.” 67 In this way, Webster 

envisioned education as a lived civic experience, designed to replace provincial 

attachments with a shared national identity grounded in knowledge of the republic itself. 

Webster famously declared that the first word spoken by an American infant 

should be “Washington,” a statement that underscored his belief that national attachment 

and civic identity must be cultivated from the earliest stages of life. 68  Liberty, virtue, and 

loyalty to the republic, he argued, could only be reliably instilled through a liberal and 

scientific education, since “the only practical method to reform mankind is to begin with 

children.” 69  Education, Webster insisted, “in a great measure, forms the moral characters 

of men,” and because “morals are the basis of government,” education itself should be 

“the first care of a legislature.” 70 

Webster therefore placed responsibility for education squarely within the public 

sphere, arguing that legislatures should develop and support a national system of 

schooling. In Sketches of American Policy, he proposed a curriculum that fostered 

understanding of American institutional development, republican government, and 

democratic habits of thought. Such an education, he maintained, must be practical and 
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broadly accessible, including instruction in ethics, law, commerce, geography, history, 

science, and natural philosophy; subjects he deemed “necessary for the yeomanry of a 

republican state.” 71 He further emphasized the civic power of revolutionary texts, 

expressing a desire to “transfuse” the language of Congress’s early addresses into the 

minds of the rising generation as a means of sustaining patriotic sentiment. 72 

Although religious education remained important to Webster throughout his life, it 

occupied a limited role in his early curricular thinking. Over time, however, his emphasis 

on religion increased, reflecting a growing pessimism about human nature and a 

heightened concern for moral discipline.73 This evolution reveals Webster’s consistent 

priority: whatever its sources, moral formation was indispensable to republican 

government, and education remained the principal means by which it could be secured. 

Like Franklin, Webster believed that history conveyed practical lessons about 

political principles and forms of government, but Webster focused more explicitly on 

American history as a means of cultivating national attachment. He advocated sustained 

study of the American Revolution, its leaders, and the events that transformed the 

colonies into an independent nation, proposing a schoolbook on the Revolution that 

would “fix the mind of the youth on their own country and assist in forming attachments 

to it.” 74 Webster remained alert to the danger that national history, like political doctrine, 

could be shaped or manipulated by those in power. 75 Nevertheless, he maintained that a 
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shared historical narrative was indispensable to republican cohesion. Properly taught, 

American history would instill “love and respect for country” and help bind together “the 

disparate people of the several states,” many of whom had only recently identified more 

closely with England (or with their own regions) than with one another. 76 In this way, 

Webster treated history not merely as instruction, but as a unifying civic discipline 

capable of sustaining national identity across generations. 

Noah Webster’s educational thought occupies a distinctive place in the 

development of early American civic culture by transforming curricular ideals into a 

shared national experience. His curricular vision emphasized practical knowledge—

including morals, history, and government—not for elite formation alone, but for 

widespread civic participation. Rather than proposing a single institutional solution, 

Webster envisioned education as a publicly supported, culturally embedded system that 

could cultivate loyalty, virtue, and democratic habits across generations. Webster 

extended the American curriculum beyond schools and academies, embedding it within 

the everyday language, memory, and civic life of the new republic. 

 

Shaping Republican Minds: Benjamin Rush's Vision for American Higher Education 

Benjamin Rush believed that citizens must be trained to become knowledgeable 

and virtuous participants in democratic life at the local, state, and national levels. He was 

the first major educational reformer to advocate explicitly for a National University, 
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envisioning an institution where graduates of state universities could be further educated 

as republican leaders for public service. Central to his philosophy was prejudice in favor 

of liberty, through which youth were “trained to resist tyranny.” 77 Education, he argued, 

must fix “the wills of the people…to each other,” converting individuals into what he 

famously called “republican machines” capable of sustaining collective self-

government.78  Only through a distinctly American curriculum, Rush maintained, could 

citizens learn to reshape the “instruments of society” necessary for continued progress 

toward freedom.79 

Rush’s educational views were inseparable from his Revolutionary experience 

and public service. A signer of the Declaration of Independence and a delegate to the 

Continental Congress, he served as a surgeon during the Revolutionary War and remained 

closely connected to political developments in Philadelphia during the framing and 

ratification of the Constitution. In his 1787 essay Address to the People of the United 

States, Rush described government as a “science” requiring lifelong study and 

refinement: an argument rooted in his belief that republican leadership demanded 

sustained intellectual and moral preparation rather than temporary political service. 80  He 

was also an active member of the American Philosophical Society, collaborating with 

other leading educational thinkers of the era. Although Rush initially aligned with 

Federalist calls for centralized educational support, he later distanced himself from the 
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party while continuing to advocate for coordinated systems of education at both the state 

and national levels. 81 After the failure of early National University proposals in the late 

1790s, Rush withdrew from educational arguments and redirected his energies toward 

medical education, where he played a foundational role in shaping higher education in the 

sciences. 

In 1786, Rush articulated his most detailed institutional proposal in Thoughts 

Upon the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic, where he outlined a four-tier 

educational system for Pennsylvania. The plan began with local public schools, 

progressed through private academies and state colleges, and culminated in a single state 

university. “Let there be one university in the state,” Rush declared, “and let this be 

established in the capital,” where subjects such as law, physics, divinity, the law of nature 

and nations, and political economy would be taught through public lectures. 82  This 

hierarchical structure reflected Rush’s belief that civic leadership required increasingly 

specialized and disciplined instruction. 

Consistent with Webster’s conviction, Rush insisted that American students be 

educated domestically rather than abroad, where Europe’s most prestigious institutions 

risked cultivating habits and loyalties ill-suited to republican society. He also argued that 

natural history formed “the foundation of all useful and practical knowledge” and 

therefore deserved a central place in the curriculum. 83 Rush emphasized that students 
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between the ages of fourteen and eighteen should receive instruction in grammar and 

oratory, preparing them for public life. 84 Education, he maintained, should encompass 

“everything that is necessary to qualify [a student] for public usefulness or private 

happiness.” 85 

Like Franklin, Smith, and Webster, Rush rejected the centrality of classical 

languages in an American curriculum, arguing that the study of Greek and Latin diverted 

time from subjects more useful to republican society. In his 1789 essay An Enquiry into 

the Utility of Knowledge of the Latin and Greek Languages, Rush maintained that while 

classical study might be appropriate for certain learned professions, it was unnecessary 

for the majority of citizens. 86  English, he insisted, should form the core of American 

education, since effective participation in public life required mastery of the living 

language of the republic. More broadly, Rush argued that practical instruction must take 

precedence over classical learning, famously asserting that “the knowledge of things 

always precedes the knowledge of words.” 87 In this respect, Rush’s opposition to dead 

languages reinforced a growing consensus among early American educational reformers 

that republican education should privilege practical knowledge over inherited academic 

tradition. 
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While Rush joined other reformers in rejecting classical languages, he departed 

sharply from them on the role of religion in education. Rush argued that religion—not 

moral philosophy—formed the indispensable foundation of republican instruction. He 

asserted that “the only foundation for a useful education in a republic is to be laid in 

Religion; without this there can be no virtue, and without virtue there can be no liberty, 

and liberty is the object and life of all republican governments.” 88  Although many 

revolutionary leaders emphasized the importance of virtue, Rush was among the few who 

insisted that republican morality required explicit Christian grounding rather than secular 

ethical reasoning. 89 

In a 1791 letter to the Reverend Jeremy Belknap, Rush urged that the Bible be 

incorporated directly into an American curriculum, maintaining that scriptural instruction 

was essential to cultivating both moral character and civic responsibility. 90  This 

conviction shaped not only his writings but also his institutional work: Dickinson College 

was founded upon Rush’s vision of Christian republicanism. 91 In contrast to other 

educational thinkers who promoted moral philosophy as a means of ethical formation, 

Rush warned that such instruction risked imparting “anti-Christian and pagan morals.” 92 

Instead, he advocated “a course of lectures…upon the evidences, doctrines, and precepts 

 
88 Rush, Thoughts on Education. 
89 Richard Brown, “Bulwark of Revolutionary Liberty: Thomas Jefferson’s and John Adams’ Programs for 
an Informed Citizenry,” in Thomas Jefferson and the Education of a Citizen, ed. James Gilreath 
(Washington, DC: Library of Congress, 2002), 100-101. 
90 Benjamin Rush, "Letter to Rev. Jeremy Belknap, 1791," in The Selected Writings of Benjamin Rush, ed. 
Dagobert D. Runes (New York: Philosophical Library, 1947), 130. 
91 Cremin, American Education: The National Experience, 1783-1876, 119. 
92 Hansen, Liberalism and American Education, 56. 



 
48 

 

of the Christian religion.” For Rush, the Bible provided the moral architecture necessary 

to sustain liberty and uphold the republic’s ethical foundations. 

Rush extended this religious vision of civic formation into the domestic sphere as 

well. Believing that moral instruction began in early childhood and was best administered 

within the family, he called for the formal education of women in “ethics, religion, 

history, poetry, and patriotism.” 93  In doing so, Rush anticipated the ideal later described 

as Republican Motherhood, in which women served as the primary moral educators of 

future citizens and guardians of republican virtue. 

Rush formalized vision for a national university in 1788 with A Plan for a 

Federal University, proposing an institution established and funded by Congress that 

would draw graduates from state colleges and prepare them explicitly for national 

leadership. Rush believed such an institution was necessary to protect the republic from 

what he called “quacks in government” by ensuring that public officials possessed 

verified intellectual and moral qualifications. 94 After thirty years, he argued, those 

“chosen or appointed into power or office” should be required to hold a National 

University degree. Drawing an analogy to other professions, Rush asked why Americans 

demanded credentials from lawyers, physicians, and clergy before entrusting them with 
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property, life, or soul, yet hesitated to require similar qualifications from those entrusted 

with the nation itself. 95 

For Rush, the National University served not merely as an advanced school, but 

as a unifying civic institution. Its purpose was to cultivate federal principles by bringing 

young men from across the states together to live and study for several years before 

returning home to disseminate shared republican values. Without such an institution, 

Rush warned Congress, national unity would remain fragile—“a rope of sand”—lacking 

the educational bonds necessary to sustain representative government. 96 

Rush envisioned a comprehensive curriculum for future statesmen that 

encompassed “everything connected to government,” including law, history, forms of 

government, republican principles, and military science. 97  Modeled in part on the 

curriculum at Dickinson College, the program emphasized the study of ancient republics 

and the historical progression of liberty and tyranny in Europe, alongside instruction in 

commerce, science, and modern languages. 98 “Let those branches of literature only be 

taught,” Rush insisted, “which are calculated to prepare our youth for civil and public 

life,” and let them be delivered through lectures suited to mature students preparing for 

leadership. 99 
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Although Rush advocated religious instruction in the lower schools, he 

deliberately excluded theology from the National University curriculum, assuming that 

students admitted to the institution would already possess a firm Christian moral 

foundation. Like his proposal for Pennsylvania’s educational system, Rush insisted that 

the National University be located in the nation’s capital. Proximity to legislatures and 

courts, he believed, would allow students to observe governance firsthand, watching 

lawmaking and judicial decision-making in action, thereby reinforcing the connection 

between education, public service, and republican responsibility. 100 

Benjamin Rush occupies a central place in the development of early American 

educational thought by intensifying and systematizing many of the curricular principles 

shared by his contemporaries. His four-tier plan for Pennsylvania education paralleled 

similar state-level reforms and reflected a broader effort to align schooling with the needs 

of republican governance. More significantly, Rush became the first educational writer to 

advance a detailed proposal for a National University, envisioning an institution that 

would train future statesmen in the intellectual and moral disciplines required for public 

service. Although the proposal was never realized and Rush eventually withdrew from 

educational advocacy, his vision helped define the upper limits of national educational 

ambition in the early republic. In this way, Rush functioned less as an isolated innovator 

than as a critical bridge between local educational reform and the broader aspiration for a 

coordinated American curriculum. 

 
100 Rush, Thoughts on Education. 



 
51 

 

 

Franklin, Smith, Webster, and Rush transformed Enlightenment learning into a 

civic curriculum suited to republican life. Where British education trained gentlemen, 

American education was designed to train citizens. Across their writings and institutions, 

these thinkers articulated a shared conviction that education was essential to liberty, that 

history and moral formation were central disciplines, and that national identity could be 

cultivated through a common system of learning. Their collective aim was not merely 

intellectual refinement, but the preparation of virtuous citizens and capable leaders 

equipped to sustain self-government. 

Each figure advanced this project through different but complementary means. 

Franklin and Smith established an enlightened curriculum at the College of Philadelphia 

that blended moral philosophy, history, and practical learning. Webster extended this civic 

vision beyond elite institutions by Americanizing the English language and producing 

textbooks that embedded patriotic values within everyday instruction. Building on 

Franklin’s commitment to public education, Rush proposed a four-tier educational system 

for Pennsylvania and became the first to advocate a National University, envisioning a 

capstone institution for training national leaders. Though their methods varied, all four 

sought to align education with the political and moral demands of republican life. 

These early educational proposals also reveal tensions that would persist 

throughout American history. Reformers wrestled with the balance between local 

autonomy and national cohesion, between inherited European learning and innovative 

American practice. The challenge was to construct an educational system that was 
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cultivated yet democratic, disciplined yet accessible—capable of forming citizens rather 

than subjects. 

The legacy of these educational founders was clear: the cultivation of virtuous, 

republican-minded citizens as the surest means of preserving the republic. By aligning 

curriculum with the principles of the Revolution rather than the hierarchies of Europe, 

they helped render the new nation politically, culturally, and intellectually self-sustaining. 

Education became both a guardian of independence and a mechanism for its renewal. The 

following chapter turns from philosophers to presidents George Washington, John 

Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison who sought to translate these educational 

ideals into public policy and institutional design. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

PRESIDENTIAL POWER 

The first four presidents—George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, 

and James Madison—played decisive roles in shaping early American educational 

thought. While their approaches diverged, all four viewed education as a civic instrument 

rather than a private luxury, intended to preserve liberty, restrain tyranny, and sustain self-

government across generations. Washington and Madison emerged as the most consistent 

advocates of a National University, viewing a federally supported institution as a means 

of overcoming sectional prejudice and fostering national unity. Adams and Jefferson, by 

contrast, favored education primarily through state systems, reflecting deeper concerns 

about centralized authority. At the same time, Jefferson and Madison led the effort to 

secularize public education, seeking to protect civic learning from theological control 

while grounding instruction in reason, moral philosophy, and constitutional principles. 

These debates over national versus state authority, religious influence, and institutional 

design reveal education as a central arena in which the early republic negotiated its 

political identity. 

They agreed that history, government, and moral philosophy formed the 

intellectual core of an American education, disciplines capable of preparing both leaders 

and citizens to participate responsibly in republican life. Alongside Franklin, Smith, 

Webster, and Rush, these presidents contributed to the emergence of a distinctly 

American curriculum; one that adapted European intellectual traditions to the practical 
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demands of self-government and laid the groundwork for enduring debates over federal 

power, civic virtue, and national cohesion. 

 

The National University Dream: George Washington’s Legacy in American Education 

George Washington is remembered for countless achievements, yet his sustained 

advocacy for national education is often overshadowed by more overtly scholarly figures 

such as Franklin, Jefferson, or Webster. Like Benjamin Rush, Washington supported the 

creation of a National University to prepare future leaders for public service and believed 

such an institution was essential to preserving republican virtue across generations. 

Washington did not articulate a detailed curriculum, but he viewed education as 

inseparable from national unity and civic responsibility. He envisioned a university 

located in the new capital that would bring together students from across the states, 

cultivating shared attachments to the laws, institutions, and interests of the republic. 

Unlike European academies tied to class or church, Washington imagined a national 

institution devoted explicitly to public service and the maintenance of republican 

government. 

Washington occupied nearly every major position of national authority: 

Commander in Chief of the Continental Army, presiding officer of the Constitutional 

Convention, a leading Federalist, a member of the American Philosophical Society, and 

ultimately the first president of the United States. These experiences convinced him that 

the unity forged during the Revolution would not endure without shared civic values and 



 
55 

 

a common national outlook. Education, he believed, offered the most reliable means of 

preserving that unity in peacetime. 

Washington articulated this conviction early in his presidency. In his first address 

to Congress, he declared that “there could be nothing more worthy of your patronage than 

the promotion of science and literature,” insisting that knowledge formed the “basis of 

public happiness.” A durable republican government, he argued, depended upon an 

enlightened citizenry: one capable of valuing its rights, discerning threats to them, and 

distinguishing “between oppression and the necessary exercise of lawful authority.” 101 

Such citizens, Washington maintained, must cherish the spirit of liberty while avoiding 

licentiousness and uphold “an inviolable respect to the laws” of the nation. 102  

Washington regarded the establishment of a National University as the most 

effective means of advancing his national educational aims. His commitment was not 

merely rhetorical. In his Last Will and Testament, Washington bequeathed fifty shares of 

the Potomac Company to support the creation of a National University in the federal 

capital. 103  He also corresponded repeatedly with the commissioners of the District of 

Columbia, pressed for the institution’s construction, and even identified a site where it 

might be built. 
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Washington believed that such an institution would serve the nation by bringing 

together students from across the states, thereby weakening sectional divisions. Writing 

to the commissioners, he argued that assembling youth from “the different parts of this 

rising republic” would encourage the exchange of ideas and help remove prejudices 

arising from local circumstances. 104 In correspondence with Alexander Hamilton, he 

similarly maintained that “daily intercourse and amity between northerners and 

southerners” offered the best means of dissolving sectional antagonisms among the rising 

generation. 105 For Washington, a central educational institution could cultivate 

attachments and habits that no collection of separate state schools could achieve on its 

own. The National University thus represented not simply an academic project, but a 

deliberate effort to foster national cohesion and civic loyalty among future leaders. 

In his correspondence with Thomas Jefferson on the subject of a National 

University, Washington emphasized the importance of locating the institution in the 

federal capital, where students could receive direct exposure to the politics and laws of 

the United States. He believed that proximity to the seat of government would allow 

students to observe Congress in action and to “know some of the national leaders 

personally,” thereby reinforcing the connection between education and public service.106 

Although Jefferson initially supported the idea of a federal institution and 

proposed recruiting professors from the University of Geneva, Washington rejected the 
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suggestion. He feared that importing European faculty would reproduce a foreign 

educational influence rather than cultivate an authentically American one. Washington 

believed that sending American youth abroad (or relying too heavily on foreign models) 

risked instilling habits and loyalties incompatible with republican government. He 

reiterated this concern in his Last Will and Testament, describing foreign education as a 

“source of serious regret” because it could foster “principles unfriendly to Republican 

Government.” 107 For Washington, a National University had to be American not only in 

location, but in character and purpose, serving the political culture of the republic rather 

than the traditions of Europe. 

In his final address to Congress in 1796, George Washington reaffirmed what had 

become a lifelong conviction: that the federal government should bear responsibility to 

promote national education. He urged legislators to recognize that “a primary object of 

such a national institution should be the education of our youth in the science of 

government,” asking pointedly what duty could be “more pressing on [the] legislature 

than to patronize a plan for communicating it to those who are to be the future guardians 

of the liberties of the country.” 108 That Washington chose to emphasize the National 

University in his final public message underscored the depth and persistence of his 

commitment. 
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Beyond formal institutions, Washington also believed in the educational power of 

example. His personal correspondence, particularly within his family, reflects a 

conviction that character could be shaped through emulation and disciplined habit. 109  He 

consistently emphasized the need to balance vigilance against governmental overreach 

with respect for law, constitutional order, and the nation’s founding principles. 110 

Washington also held that religion was indispensable to morality, and morality to virtue; 

qualities he regarded as essential to the success of popular government.111  

Washington did not design a curriculum, nor was he a prolific educational writer. 

His influence instead derived from his unparalleled public authority and moral standing. 

Although Washington’s vision for a National University was never realized, his sustained 

advocacy fixed the idea firmly within American political thought. His legacy 

demonstrates how education functioned, in his view, not merely as a social good, but as a 

foundational instrument for preserving republican government. 

 

Cultivating Virtue and Governance: John Adams’ Model for Educated Citizenry 

John Adams, Washington’s successor, emerged as one of the most philosophically 

rigorous advocates of education in the early republic. Adams believed that cultivating 

virtue, moral judgment, and civic responsibility through education was far more 
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important than training citizens solely for “economic productivity.”112 His conception of 

education was expansive and inclusive, extending across social classes and grounded in 

the conviction that government support for universal schooling was essential, regardless 

of how “extravagant” the cost might appear. 113 

Adams’s educational commitments were inseparable from his public career. A 

central figure in the American Revolution and a delegate to the Continental Congress 

from Massachusetts, he later served as a leading Federalist and the nation’s second 

president. Most significantly, Adams helped enshrine public education in the 

Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, establishing education as a civic obligation of the 

state and a foundational safeguard of republican government. 

Although Adams did not attend the Constitutional Convention, his 1786 Defense 

of the Constitutions of Government of the United States of America exerted significant 

influence on the political debates surrounding constitutional design. His educational 

influence is also evident in his participation in the American Philosophical Society, where 

he served as president, and in his role as a co-founder of the American Academy of Arts 

and Sciences in 1780. Where European classical education often reinforced hierarchy, 

Adams repurposed it to cultivate civic virtue and political judgment. 
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Adams’s most consequential institutional contribution to American education 

came through his role in shaping the Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, which 

explicitly enshrined public education as a responsibility of the state. The constitution’s 

protection of Harvard College similarly reflected his belief that higher education played a 

vital role in civic life. 114 While Adams shared a general interest in the idea of a National 

University, he was not an enthusiastic advocate like Washington and did not pursue the 

project during his presidency. 115  His support for Jefferson’s suggestion to recruit 

professors from the University of Geneva instead underscored his willingness to draw 

selectively from European learning, even as he emphasized the primacy of civic virtue 

and constitutional order within American education. 116 

Adams’s personal correspondence reveals a consistent concern with education as 

a means of shaping character, judgment, and civic responsibility. In a 1785 letter, he 

cautioned against elevating George Washington into an object of uncritical reverence, 

arguing instead that Americans should “applaud the nation which educated him,” since 

Washington represented the “exemplification of the American Character.” 117 Education, 

in Adams’s view, was valuable not because it produced exceptional individuals, but 

because it formed the civic habits that made such individuals possible. 
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Writing to his wife Abigail, he outlined a course of study for his sons that 

included mathematics, philosophy, geography, natural history, naval architecture, 

navigation, commerce, and agriculture; subjects he regarded as essential to practical 

judgment and public usefulness.118 Like Franklin, Adams believed that the study of 

history offered indispensable lessons, particularly through the experience of ancient 

republics such as Rome, from which students might “learn enough to avoid their failure.” 

119 He also emphasized instruction in law and moral reasoning—“right and wrong, 

justice, [and] equity”—drawing on classical and Enlightenment writers including Seneca, 

Cicero, Montesquieu, and Bolingbroke. 120 

Religion occupied a central place in Adams’s understanding of moral formation. 

He believed that the cultivation of religious morality was more important to sound 

government than economic productivity and that virtue could not be sustained without 

moral restraint. This conviction shaped his support for religious institutions within the 

Massachusetts Constitution, reflecting his belief that Christianity provided the ethical 

foundation through which civic principles could be diffused and preserved within 

education. 121   
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Adams grounded his educational philosophy in the cultivation of virtue and civic 

judgment as the primary safeguards of liberty. Education, he believed, was not merely a 

private good but a public necessity, essential to resisting tyranny and sustaining self-

government in a developing republic. He therefore advocated universal public education, 

famously asserting that “there should not be a district of one mile square without a school 

in it,” and insisting that such institutions be “maintained at the expense of the people 

themselves.” 122  This principle reflected Adams’s conviction that education must remain 

broadly accessible to prevent the emergence of a detached governing elite and to ensure 

that leadership remained accountable to an informed citizenry. 

Adams consistently framed education as a collective civic obligation. Writing in 

1785 to John Jebb, he argued that “the whole People must take upon themselves the 

Education of the Whole People and be willing to bear the expenses of it,” rejecting 

reliance on private charity in favor of public responsibility. 123  In his 1797 inaugural 

address, Adams called for the establishment of schools, colleges, and universities without 

sectional preference, warning that the preservation of the Constitution depended upon 

“propagating knowledge, virtue, and religion” among the people. 124  He identified 
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ignorance, factionalism, corruption, and foreign influence as the republic’s natural 

enemies—threats that only education could counteract. 125 

Adams’s understanding of education reflected both Enlightenment political theory 

and classical republicanism. He believed that historical instruction revealed how 

governments rose and fell, equipping citizens to judge leadership and institutions wisely. 

For Adams, an educated citizenry was the most reliable defense against democratic 

decay—and the surest means of preserving liberty across generations. 

In one of his earliest and most influential writings on education, Adams 

articulated a direct relationship between education and liberty. In A Dissertation on the 

Canon and Feudal Law (1765), Adams argued that education was the principal means by 

which citizens learned to recognize and resist oppression. Reflecting on early New 

England settlement, he emphasized how colonists deliberately established colleges and 

grammar schools to prevent the rise of a hereditary or intellectual elite. Adams noted that 

early communities made “provisions by law, that every town” maintain at least one 

“grammar school,” and that failure to provide a schoolmaster (even for a short time) 

carried “a heavy penalty.” 126  Education, in this view, functioned as a structural safeguard 

against domination rather than a marker of social distinction. 
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Across his writings, Adams returned repeatedly to the danger of ignorance, 

warning that a population deprived of education could be “driven blindfolded to 

irretrievable destruction.” 127  Knowledge, he insisted, must circulate freely among every 

citizen if tyranny were to be prevented. Adams extended this argument during the 

Revolutionary crisis. Writing anonymously in 1775 under the pseudonym Novanglus, he 

emphasized that self-government depended upon citizens capable of moral and 

intellectual judgment. Liberty, he argued, required the ability to distinguish “true and 

false, right and wrong, virtue and vice.” 128 Such discernment, Adams believed, was 

cultivated through Enlightenment learning rooted in “the principles of nature and eternal 

reason,” drawing upon classical and modern authorities alike; Aristotle and Plato, Livy 

and Cicero, Sidney, Harrington, and Locke. 129  

In Thoughts on Government (1776), Adams argued that well-designed 

governments did more than organize power, they actively shaped civic character. Good 

governments, he maintained, inspired virtue among the people by fostering “a general 

emulation,” producing “good humour, sociability, good manners, and good morals,” 

while elevating public ambition toward sobriety, industry, and frugality. 130  For Adams, 

political institutions and civic education worked in tandem: the structure of government 

encouraged virtue, but education ensured that citizens were capable of sustaining it. 

 
127 Adams, Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law. 
128 [Novanglus] John Adams, To the Inhabitants of the Colony of Massachusetts-Bay, January 23, 1775, in 
Founders Online, National Archives, accessed October 2, 2023, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/06-02-02-0072-0002. 
129 Ibid. 
130 Adams, Thoughts on Government. 



 
65 

 

Adams extended this logic to the rule of law, insisting that those entrusted with 

administering justice (particularly judges) must be “men of learning and experience in the 

laws,” possessing exemplary morals, patience, and judgment. 131 This emphasis 

reappeared in his writings, where Adams stressed the necessity of an educated citizenry 

capable of exercising critical judgment in selecting their leaders. Only through “rational 

and regular means,” he argued, could citizens competently “judge and choose who shall 

preside,” evaluate the performance of governors, and assess the fitness of political 

institutions themselves. 132 

Adams affirmed that education functioned as the republic’s most reliable 

safeguard. By cultivating moral discernment, historical understanding, and political 

judgment among the populace, education preserved liberty not through coercion but 

through informed consent. Adams deemed schooling not as a private good or economic 

tool, but as the civic foundation upon which self-government ultimately rested. 

 

Educating Leaders, Preserving Liberty: Thomas Jefferson’s Plan to Educate a Nation 

Thomas Jefferson was among the most influential architects of early American 

educational philosophy, not only for his theoretical writings but for his sustained efforts 

to reform and establish institutions. During the Revolution, he authored the Declaration 

 
131 Adams, Thoughts on Government. 
132 John Adams, A Defense of the Constitution of Government of the United States of America (1786), in 
Teaching American History, accessed October 2, 2023, https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/a-
defense-of-the-constitution-of-government-of-the-united-states-of-america/. 



 
66 

 

of Independence as a member of the Continental Congress, and although absent from the 

Constitutional Convention, he supported its work and pressed for the inclusion of a Bill 

of Rights. A committed defender of states’ rights, Jefferson later emerged as the leading 

figure of the Democratic-Republican opposition. He served as governor of Virginia, 

president of the American Philosophical Society during its 1797 national education 

contest, and ultimately as the third president of the United States. 

More than any of the first four presidents, Jefferson pursued educational reform 

across multiple stages of his public life—before, during, and after his presidency. He 

articulated a comprehensive philosophy of education in his 1779 Bill for the More 

General Diffusion of Knowledge and translated those ideas into institutional reform 

through his work at the College of William and Mary, the Albemarle Academy (later 

Central College), and ultimately the founding of the University of Virginia in 1819. 

While Jefferson admired the intellectual rigor of European universities, he rejected their 

entanglement with theology and monarchy. His ambition was to create an American 

model of education grounded in reason, science, and republican virtue—one designed not 

merely to enlighten individuals, but to secure the moral and political health of the 

republic itself. 

One of the most consequential educational documents of the Revolutionary era 

was Jefferson’s Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge, introduced to the 

Virginia legislature in 1779. Although the bill aimed primarily to establish a system of 

public education within Virginia, it also offered a transferable model for other states; 
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much as the Massachusetts Constitution of 1780 would later enshrine education as a 

public responsibility. 133  Jefferson argued that education’s purpose was to cultivate 

reason, moral judgment, and habits of disciplined reflection, while equipping citizens 

with practical knowledge in science and the arts necessary for civic and economic life. 134 

Like Adams, Jefferson believed that even well-designed governments could 

devolve into tyranny without an educated populace capable of vigilance and judgment. 

Laws, no matter how wisely written, could only be sustained by leaders and citizens 

formed through liberal education, and Jefferson insisted that this instruction should be 

provided “at the common expense of all.” 135 His proposal outlined a curriculum centered 

on reading, writing, arithmetic, modern languages, geography, and history—subjects 

intended to prepare citizens to understand both their rights and the operations of 

government.136 

Although the bill focused on educating Virginia’s white male population, 

Jefferson acknowledged that leadership in the new republic would inevitably be exercised 

by a smaller, educated elite. To prevent that elite from becoming hereditary or regionally 

entrenched, he proposed a system that allowed the most talented and virtuous students to 

advance to higher levels of education regardless of family wealth or geographic origin. 137 
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In this way, Jefferson envisioned education as both a democratic safeguard and a merit-

based mechanism for cultivating future leaders, one that linked public schooling to 

republican governance without surrendering authority to privilege or tradition. 

Like Adams, Jefferson was classically educated in Greek and Roman authors 

concerned with the formation of rulers and civic virtue, including Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, 

Xenophon, Seneca, Plutarch, and Marcus Aurelius. 138 From these writers, Jefferson 

concluded that history revealed recurring patterns of political success and failure that 

could be applied to present governance. 139 He believed that future leaders required 

formal instruction at academies, colleges, and universities, where advanced study would 

prepare them for public responsibility rather than clerical or aristocratic distinction. 

At the higher levels of education, Jefferson envisioned a curriculum that blended 

ancient and modern knowledge. Students, he argued, should study history alongside 

mathematics, physics, chemistry, anatomy, natural history, philosophy, legal ethics, the 

law of nature and nations, political economy, and the principles of government. 140 This 

breadth reflected Jefferson’s conviction that republican leadership demanded both 

scientific understanding and moral judgment, grounded in historical awareness. 

As governor of Virginia, Jefferson translated these ideas into institutional reform 

at the College of William and Mary. Although long regarded as a prestigious colonial 
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institution, Jefferson believed its curriculum no longer suited the educational needs of the 

United States and required modernization to reflect republican principles. He reduced the 

number of traditional schools within the college and established new professorships 

emphasizing modern languages, political science, and the emerging sciences of the 

Enlightenment. 141  He also created a chair in moral philosophy that incorporated the law 

of nature and nations, aligning ethical inquiry with civic responsibility.142 

To further secularize and modernize the curriculum, Jefferson eliminated 

professorships tied closely to religious instruction, such as divinity and oriental 

languages, and removed ancient languages as a requirement for admission. 143 144  

Jefferson maintained that the purpose of these changes was to ensure that those who 

would become the future guardians of the nation’s rights and liberties were educated not 

merely in tradition, but in science, reason, and virtue suited to republican self-

government. 145 

Jefferson was deeply concerned with higher education as the means by which a 

republic could cultivate an educated leadership class. Early on, he supported 

Washington’s call for a National University and viewed such an institution as a potential 

site for training future statesmen. In this spirit, Jefferson proposed that several professors 
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from Geneva be invited to serve as the institution’s first faculty.146 Washington ultimately 

rejected the idea, fearing that reliance on European professors would undermine the 

development of an authentically American educational culture.147 

During his presidency, Jefferson did not immediately abandon the National 

University concept. He considered proposals from reformers such as Pierre Samuel du 

Pont de Nemours and Joel Barlow, both of whom envisioned a federally supported 

institution in the nation’s capital. Yet congressional enthusiasm for such a project 

remained weak, and Jefferson declined to expend political capital to advance it.148 By the 

early 1800s, the National University movement had effectively stalled. 

Jefferson’s retreat from national educational leadership reflected more than 

political circumstance. His commitment to states’ rights placed clear limits on how far he 

was willing to go in promoting federally directed education. Sustaining a national 

institution, he concluded, would require compromises inconsistent with his constitutional 

principles. 149 Rather than abandon higher education altogether, Jefferson redirected his 

energies toward the creation of the University of Virginia: an institution that could 

embody republican ideals while remaining firmly rooted in state authority. Jefferson 

regarded such an institution as essential to preserving Virginia’s intellectual and civic 

independence within the union. 150 
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Jefferson also hoped that higher education could serve as a reforming force within 

Southern society. He believed that enlightened instruction might correct what he regarded 

as Virginia’s entrenched social and moral shortcomings, including slavery, which he 

recognized as unsuited with republican principles. 151 While the University of Virginia 

was designed to cultivate reason, science, and civic virtue, it also became an institution 

that educated generations of Southern elites who would later defend slavery and, in some 

cases, serve the Confederacy. 152  This irony underscores the limits of education as an 

instrument of reform when constrained by broader political and social structures. 

In an 1800 letter to Joseph Priestley, Jefferson described his intention to establish 

a state institution “on a plan so broad and liberal and modern, as to be worth patronizing 

with the public support,” one that might also attract students from other states and 

encourage intellectual exchange. 153  He later outlined an expansive curriculum for this 

institution, emphasizing the natural sciences, medicine, mathematics, agriculture, history, 

politics, ethics, law, and the arts. 154 By 1814, Jefferson had further refined these plans to 

include modern languages, rhetoric, government, and political economy. 155  He also 

identified specific texts—such as the Declaration of Independence, the Federalist Papers, 
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the Virginia Resolutions, and Sidney’s Discourse on Government; as essential readings 

for shaping republican judgment. 156 

Like Franklin and Adams, Jefferson regarded the study of history as essential to 

understanding the successes and failures of governments and to equipping citizens to 

resist tyranny. As early as 1779, Jefferson emphasized historical study in his Bill for the 

More General Diffusion of Knowledge, proposing instruction in the histories of ancient 

Greece, Rome, and Britain. 157 For Jefferson, history trained citizens to recognize patterns 

of oppression and to participate as informed moral agents within a republican system. 

Jefferson also supported the regular reading of newspapers and primary sources, 

believing that political judgment required direct engagement with evidence rather than 

reliance on mediated or partisan accounts. 158 He urged students to consult original 

documents (particularly those grounded in republican principles) to avoid distortion or 

manipulation. 159  In addition to ancient history, Jefferson strongly advocated the study 

and writing of American history. With independence severing cultural ties to Britain, he 

believed Americans required a new shared historical narrative capable of binding the 

states together through common memory and civic understanding. 160 

At the same time, Jefferson remained acutely aware of the dangers of historical 

bias. He closely scrutinized early national histories and criticized works that, in his view, 
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distorted the revolutionary record. His objections to John Marhsall’s Life of Washington 

led him to encourage Joel Barlow to compose a republican counter-narrative. 161  This 

vigilance reflected Jefferson’s conviction that history, like law or government, could 

either sustain liberty or undermine it depending on how it was taught. 

Jefferson’s emphasis on history was inseparable from his commitment to secular 

education. He believed that the combined study of ancient and modern history could 

illuminate the mechanisms of tyranny and liberty more effectively than doctrinal 

instruction. 162  While Jefferson did not oppose private religious belief, he argued that 

public education should remain free from ecclesiastical authority in order to reduce 

theological conflict and preserve political independence. 163 This position was reinforced 

by his companion to the education bill, the Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom 

(1779), which proposed a formal separation of church and state. Although it failed 

initially, the measure was enacted in 1786 with the leadership of James Madison as the 

Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom. 

For Jefferson and Madison, public education was a prerequisite for both religious 

liberty and political wisdom. Citizens, they argued, could only arrive at truth through 

reasoned inquiry unencumbered by state-sponsored doctrine. 164 Jefferson’s insistence on 

removing religion from public education thus represents a defining feature of his 

curricular philosophy and marks a clear contrast with contemporaries such as Rush, who 
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viewed religious instruction as foundational at lower levels of schooling. This divergence 

illustrates a central tension within early American educational thought (between secular 

civic formation and religious moral instruction) that would persist throughout the 

republic’s development. 

From his service as a Virginian legislator through his presidency and into 

retirement, Jefferson consistently pursued education as the primary means of cultivating 

reasoned judgment and civic virtue. He championed public education, reformed higher 

learning, and ultimately founded the University of Virginia; an institution designed to 

prepare future leaders through a secular, modern, and republican curriculum. 

Jefferson’s educational vision blended ancient and modern learning, with 

particular emphasis on history as a tool for identifying patterns of liberty and tyranny. He 

believed that disciplined historical study could equip citizens (and especially leaders) 

with the intellectual independence necessary to resist oppression and govern responsibly. 

The University of Virginia embodied this philosophy, serving as a practical model for 

advanced civic education even as it diverged from earlier proposals for a federally 

sponsored National University. 

Although Jefferson initially supported Washington’s national university project, 

his later commitment to a state-based institution reflected the enduring tension between 

federal coordination and local authority that shaped early American educational debates. 

His decision to prioritize a Virginian university over a national one did not merely reflect 

personal preference, but a constitutional and ideological commitment to state sovereignty. 
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In this sense, Jefferson’s educational legacy reveals both the promise and the limits of 

early efforts to establish a unified American curriculum. 

Yet Jefferson’s influence on American education is difficult to overstate. Through 

sustained advocacy, institutional innovation, and curricular design, he helped define the 

intellectual foundations of republican self-government. His work ensured that education 

would remain central to debates over liberty, authority, and civic responsibility—long 

after the National University dream had faded, and well into the nation’s future. 

 

Beyond Theology: James Madison’s Mission for a Secular American Education  

James Madison’s career traced the evolution of republican education from the 

defense of religious liberty to the advocacy of national civic learning. His most enduring 

historical legacy lies in the drafting and ratification of the United States Constitution, yet 

his educational commitments were closely tied to that constitutional project. At the 

Constitutional Convention, Madison seconded the motion to include a National 

University in the Constitution, signaling that his concern for education extended beyond 

individual enlightenment to the long-term stability of the republic itself. 

Educated under John Witherspoon at the College of New Jersey, Madison 

absorbed Enlightenment principles of reason, public service, and moral independence that 

would shape his views on education and governance. Early in his career, he participated 

in the founding of Hampden-Sydney College, reflecting his early commitment to liberal 

education in the South. Throughout his life, Madison maintained that civic education 
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must be public, secular, and independent of ecclesiastical control—a position that stood 

in deliberate contrast to Europe’s long intermingling of church and university. 

Madison’s engagement with American education was rooted in his commitment to 

the secularization of public life, most clearly articulated in his 1785 Memorial and 

Remonstrance against Religious Assessments. From this foundation, he extended his 

concern beyond religious liberty toward the broader task of cultivating civic knowledge 

through public institutions. Central to that effort was his support for a National University 

designed to prepare future leaders for republican governance. 

As president, Madison revisited this vision repeatedly, urging Congress in 1815 

and again in 1816 to establish a National University within the District of Columbia. He 

argued that such an institution could unite learning with patriotism by drawing students 

from across the states into a shared civic culture. Although the idea had been most 

vigorously promoted by George Washington, and intermittently supported by Thomas 

Jefferson, Madison emerged as its most sustained presidential advocate after 

Washington’s death.  

Madison’s Memorial and Remonstrance was written in direct response to Patrick 

Henry’s 1784 Bill Establishing a Provision for Teachers of the Christian Religion, which 

proposed a property tax to support Christian instruction in Virginia. Henry defended the 

measure as necessary to preserve social order by correcting morals and restraining 
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vice.165  Madison rejected this reasoning, arguing that the bill violated religious liberty by 

granting preferential treatment to Christianity and allowing the state to shape belief 

through taxation. 

His opposition was not merely theological but constitutional and civic. Madison 

warned that state-sponsored religion undermined republican legitimacy by substituting 

coercion for consent; especially in matters of conscience. 166 To that end, he moved to 

delay the vote so the proposal could be printed and circulated publicly, confident that 

informed citizens would reject it. Drawing on Revolutionary experience, he reminded 

legislators that taxation imposed against public conviction had been a central grievance 

against British authority and that similar abuses threatened trust in republican 

government. 

Madison grounded his argument in the principle that religious belief must arise 

from reason and conviction rather than force. Matters of conscience, he insisted, lay 

beyond the proper jurisdiction of civil authority. History, he argued, demonstrated that 

when governments allied theology with law, religious establishments became instruments 

of oppression rather than moral improvement, often serving rulers who sought to 

undermine public liberty. 167 Political legitimacy instead rested on the equal protection of 
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natural rights—of conscience as much as of property and person. Any attempt by civil 

authority to regulate belief exceeded both constitutional limits and the moral principles of 

the American Revolution. 168 

These arguments carried direct implications for public education. Madison’s 

defense of religious liberty implied that publicly supported institutions (including 

schools) must remain neutral with respect to theology. Education, in his view, should 

cultivate reason, judgment, and civic understanding rather than reinforce sectarian 

doctrine. Religious instruction imposed through state authority threatened Enlightenment 

ideals of liberty and equality by privileging inherited belief over critical inquiry. 169 

This educational logic aligned with Madison’s broader political theory. In 

Federalist No. 10, he argued that republican institutions should refine and enlarge public 

views rather than entrench faction or prejudice. 170 He later reaffirmed this conviction in 

his 1822 letter to William Barry, warning that popular government without popular 

education was a prelude to failure. 171 Civic education, therefore, was essential to the 

republic’s survival—but only insofar as it remained independent of religious control. 

Madison wrote at a time when many American colleges retained strong 

denominational identities, shaping curricula around sectarian commitments rather than 
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civic neutrality. 172  He viewed this entanglement as incompatible with public education, 

which required impartial instruction capable of serving citizens of diverse beliefs. 

Therefore, if religion depended on state power for survival, Madison argued, it 

contradicted its own moral foundations. 173 

Memorial and Remonstrance, consequently, stands not only as a landmark 

defense of religious liberty, but as a foundational statement for secular civic education in 

the early republic: one that sought to cultivate moral and political virtue without recourse 

to theological authority. Madison then turned toward constructing an educational system 

capable of sustaining republican government. His commitment to secular schooling did 

not end with opposition to religious assessments; it matured into a national vision 

centered on civic education. By the early nineteenth century, Madison regarded 

institutions of learning as essential instruments of republican preservation, emphasizing 

that educated citizens were indispensable to free government. 174 

Madison’s insistence that education remain civic rather than theological was not a 

late development. As early as 1774, he warned that religious coercion weakened 

intellectual independence, a concern that would later shape both his defense of religious 

liberty and his educational priorities. 175  For Madison, citizens could not meaningfully 

exercise liberty unless they understood the distinction between civil authority and 
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religious belief. Education had to cultivate reason, judgment, and constitutional 

understanding rather than doctrinal conformity. 176 

This logic culminated in Madison’s support for a National University—an 

institution designed to provide neutral, public instruction in republican principles. 177  

Such a university would represent a decisive departure from colonial colleges, whose 

curricula and governance were often tied to religious denominations. Madison envisioned 

higher education as a civic enterprise, oriented toward constitutional knowledge, national 

identity, and public service rather than clerical training. In this respect, the National 

University was the institutional counterpart to his earlier arguments for religious liberty: 

both sought to protect individual conscience while strengthening the legitimacy of 

republican government. 178 

Madison’s thinking may also have been shaped by existing models of 

secularization within American higher education. The Massachusetts Constitution of 

1780, which safeguarded educational institutions from sectarian control, demonstrated 

how public authority could protect learning while limiting theological intrusion. 

Harvard’s gradual transition from clerical training to a broader liberal curriculum offered 

a practical example of how higher education could evolve from religious origins into a 

neutral civic institution.  
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The constitutional protections afforded to higher education by the Massachusetts 

Constitution of 1780 likely influenced several delegates at the Constitutional Convention, 

including Madison, who viewed education as a legitimate concern of republican 

governance. On September 14, 1787, Madison formally entered the national education 

debate by seconding a motion introduced by Charles Pinckney of South Carolina and 

James Wilson of Pennsylvania to authorize the establishment of a National University. 

Although the proposal failed, the debate revealed an early fault line between national 

educational ambition and state sovereignty. Most delegates argued that education fell 

within the purview of the states and maintained that, should a national institution be 

desired, the states themselves could cooperate to establish one without federal 

involvement. 179 

Despite its defeat, this proposal marked Madison’s first formal endorsement of a 

National University and initiated a sustained effort that would span nearly three decades. 

Unlike Jefferson, whose enthusiasm waned, Madison continued to press the issue well 

into his presidency. In his 1815 annual message to Congress, he urged legislators to 

consider the value of establishing a “National Seminary of Learning” within the District 

of Columbia, arguing that such an institution could unite advanced learning with patriotic 

purpose while benefiting from proximity to the federal government. 180 He asserted that 
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national support for learning would stand as a visible commitment to the advancement of 

knowledge upon which republican government depended. 181 

Madison reiterated this position in his 1816 address to Congress, again calling 

attention to Congress’s constitutional authority to support a national institution of 

learning. 182 For Madison, the university was not a luxury but a safeguard; an institution 

capable of preparing future leaders to preserve constitutional order and resist 

factionalism. Although these appeals failed to generate sufficient legislative momentum, 

they underscore Madison’s consistent belief that republican government required a 

cultivated and informed leadership, supported (at least in part) by national institutions. 

Although his sustained advocacy did not result in the university’s creation during 

his presidency, it underscores his conviction that education was indispensable to the 

republic’s survival. Madison himself later acknowledged that educational innovation 

might emerge more effectively through local initiative and institutional diversity. 183  

Even so, his decades-long support for a National University reveals a consistent belief 

that the federal government had a legitimate, if limited role in fostering an informed and 

civic-minded citizenry essential to republican self-government. 

Madison’s educational philosophy was grounded in Enlightenment commitments 

to free inquiry, civic responsibility, and the deliberate separation of theology from public 
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instruction. He believed education should be broadly accessible and oriented toward civic 

knowledge rather than religious doctrine, forming an informed citizenry capable of 

sustaining republican government. Madison played a decisive role in the secularization of 

American education, viewing it as a constitutional necessity rather than a cultural 

preference. His Memorial and Remonstrance articulated a powerful defense of religious 

liberty that extended beyond theology into the realm of public education, reinforcing the 

principle that civil authority must remain neutral in matters of belief. The publication 

helped revive momentum behind Jefferson’s earlier Bill for Establishing Religious 

Freedom, which was enacted in 1786 and became a foundational statement of American 

educational secularism. 

Over a span of three decades, Madison also emerged as one of the most persistent 

recognized advocates of the National University, second only to Washington in the 

consistency of his support. He shared with other educational reformers the opinion that 

such an institution could preserve constitutional order by cultivating nonpartisan 

leadership grounded in republican virtue and national cohesion. Across his writings, from 

his early defenses of religious liberty to his presidential addresses, Madison consistently 

treated education as a safeguard of the Constitution itself: a public investment in the 

preservation of liberty. Although the National University was never realized, Madison’s 

vision reveals his belief that the republic’s endurance depended upon leaders who were 

intellectually independent, civically disciplined, and deeply committed to constitutional 

self-government. 
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The first four presidents shared a foundational conviction: education was essential 

to preserving republican government and guarding against tyranny. Across their writings, 

speeches, and institutional efforts—Washington’s presidential addresses, Adams’s 

Thoughts on Government, Jefferson’s educational reforms in Virginia, and Madison’s 

Memorial and Remonstrance—each articulated a vision of civic learning aimed at 

cultivating an informed and virtuous citizenry. To educate future leaders capable of 

transcending regional loyalty, the idea of a National University emerged as a central, if 

unrealized, solution. While all four presidents endorsed the concept in principle, only 

Washington and Madison consistently pressed for its establishment. Adams and Jefferson 

remained sympathetic but largely passive, allowing the proposal to rise or fall without 

sustained executive support. The National University thus became a revealing measure of 

early American educational ambition: widely admired, unevenly pursued, and ultimately 

constrained by constitutional caution and sectional resistance.  

Jefferson’s turn away from a national institution toward the creation of the 

University of Virginia illustrates this tension most clearly. His state university embodied 

many of the curricular ideals shared by early educational reformers, yet its emphasis on 

states’ rights reinforced sectional frameworks rather than national unity. At the same time, 

Jefferson’s educational influence proved decisive in another respect. Their successful 

efforts to secularize public education through the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom 

and the Memorial and Remonstrance established a durable principle separating church 

and state, ensuring that civic education would be grounded in Enlightenment reason 

rather than theological authority. 
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Taken together, Washington, Adams, Jefferson, and Madison translated 

educational philosophy into public vision. Their efforts echoed that virtue must be 

cultivated, knowledge broadly distributed, and leadership prepared through disciplined 

study. Yet their disagreements—over federal authority, religious influence, and the 

structure of higher education—revealed the enduring difficulty of defining a truly 

American system of learning. The following chapter turns from presidents to the broader 

civic culture of the early republic, tracing how these educational ideals moved beyond 

policy and institutions and into the public imagination itself. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CIVIC UNDERCURRENTS 

Amid the writings of prominent educational philosophers and the policies of the 

early presidents, a quieter current flowed just beneath the surface. It was carried forward 

by lesser-known figures who recognized that self-government could survive only if 

citizens were deliberately formed to sustain it. Their visions of civic education, though 

often overlooked, reveal a persistent effort to cultivate virtue, knowledge, and conscience 

as the true foundations of liberty in America. 

Beneath the larger debates over state systems of schooling and a federal seminary 

of learning, journalists, lawyers, clergymen, and state officials translated Enlightenment 

ideals into local advocacy, pragmatic policy, and institutional strategy. This chapter 

uncovers that civic undercurrent through the writings of Robert Coram, James Sullivan, 

Nathaniel Chipman, Samuel Knox, Samuel Harrison Smith, and Joel Barlow. These men 

varied in influence and visibility, yet they shared the conviction that the American 

experiment in self-government rested not only on constitutions but also on classrooms; 

and on those willing to imagine and build them. 

The discussion unfolds in two parts. The first section examines Coram, Sullivan, 

and Chipman, who responded to the turbulence of the post-Revolutionary period with 

appeals for local, legal, and state-based educational reform. The second half turns to 

Knox, Harrison Smith, and Barlow, whose proposals extended toward a national scale, 

envisioning education as a federal project of unity and moral cultivation. Though they 
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differed in profession, scope, and political alignment, all advanced a common belief: 

American republicanism could not endure without a deliberate and sustained effort to 

educate its citizens in the principles of liberty, justice, and public virtue. 

Most of these figures were veterans of the Revolution or early public officials 

who had witnessed the instability of the 1780s firsthand and sought to channel civic 

disorder into constructive reform. These particular figures offer a revealing cross-section 

of the republic’s civic undercurrents—illustrating how diverse local and state actors, 

beyond the better-known philosophers and presidents, participated in shaping the nation’s 

moral and intellectual foundations. Taken together, their efforts illuminate how deeply 

education was woven into the political imagination of the early republic, and how civic 

formation became an unseen but essential foundation for the new nation’s democratic 

experiment. 

 

Reform in Motion: Civic Education from Press to Practice 

The civic undercurrent first took form at the local and state level. Robert Coram, 

James Sullivan, and Nathaniel Chipman addressed education not as a national project but 

as a practical tool of republican stability, working through pamphlets, law, and state 

governance. Each approached civic education differently; Coram through popular 

perseverance, Sullivan through administrative design, and Chipman through legal 

discipline, but all sought to translate revolutionary ideals into durable civic habits during 

the republic’s most unstable years. 
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Robert Coram: A Ripple of Alarm and Civic Spirit 

Robert Coram underscores how lesser-known individuals, such as journalists, 

shaped the discussion around education reform in state and local politics. A Delaware 

editor and veteran of the American Revolution, Coram published Political Inquiries: To 

Which is Added, a Plan for the General Establishment of Schools Throughout the United 

States in 1791. With urgency that states should begin reform immediately (rather than 

wait for federal legislation) he sought to rally voters and politicians in Delaware to follow 

the models of larger states such as Massachusetts and Pennsylvania. Coram, later a 

Democratic-Republican leader in Delaware, translated the ideas of Franklin, Jefferson, 

and Webster into an accessible, civic-minded call for local reform. His opening 

dedication to Jefferson conveyed both admiration for national leaders and urgency that 

education receives their sustained attention. For Coram, protecting democracy required 

states to act at once, rather than wait for federal initiatives, for fear that inequalities 

deepen. 

Under the Articles of Confederation, Coram had experienced the anarchy 

spawned by weakened currencies, regional prejudices, and class inequalities which 

necessitated the development of securities and guarantees that could preserve the 

principles of the American Revolution.184 In his pamphlet, he concluded that Webster’s 
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calls for universal education and the cultivation of republican virtue were essential to 

producing independent citizens capable of self-government. Coram claimed that all 

citizens are “legislators and politicians,” and that in America, “every class of people 

should know and love the laws.”185 Furthermore, in accord with Franklin’s view on 

methods for disseminating knowledge, Coram asserted that “knowledge should be 

diffused by means of schools and newspapers.”186  

Even though Coram largely reiterated existing educational ideas, he was among the 

few to frame education as a universal right. Linking it to both property and civic duty, he 

emphasized the dual purpose of public education: economic independence and political 

participation.187 His goal was to level the playing field, empowering everyday Americans 

to challenge elite dominance. As he asserted, “an equal representation is absolutely 

necessary to the preservation of liberty…but there can never be an equal mode of 

education for all citizens.”188 Coram envisioned schools as tools to equip citizens, 

especially farmers, with the knowledge to govern and resist entrenched elites.189 Viewing 

colonial academies as symbols of inequality, he argued for transforming private schools 

into public institutions open to all.190 Most legislators, he noted, were “lawyers and 
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merchants,” while farmers couldn’t afford higher education for their sons; hence his call 

for schooling to be “brought home to every man’s door.”191 

To achieve his vision, Coram argued that state governments had a duty to secure 

education as a right. He declared, “Education then ought to be secured by government to 

every class of citizen, to every child in the state… not left to the caprice, or negligence of 

parents… or confined to the children of wealthy parents.”192 Drawing on Franklin, Rush, 

Adams, and Jefferson, he insisted public education must be constitutionally guaranteed. 

He praised Webster as “the only American author... who has taken up the subject of 

education upon that liberal and equitable scale which it justly deserves,” embracing his 

tax-funded model.193 Public schools, he argued, were “easiest maintained, as the burden 

falls upon all citizens,” and should be established “in every county of the United States,” 

with “every district support[ing] one school by a tax on the acre on all lands.”194 

Addressing both citizens and legislators, Coram called for immediate action in Delaware, 

warning, “Else what is the bond of society but a rope of sand, incapable of supporting its 

own weight?”195 

Coram rejected European models of schooling and urged Americans not to replicate 

the manners or institutions of monarchies. 196 Aligning with Franklin and Webster, Coram 

promoted a practical curriculum over religious instruction or dead languages. He insisted 
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education should focus “in arts as well as sciences,” excluding “modes of faith, systems 

of manners, [and] foreign or dead languages.”197 To serve a democratic society, he 

advocated instruction in “English language, writing, bookkeeping, mathematics, natural 

history, mechanics, and husbandry.”198 

Though Coram’s pamphlet had limited circulation, it offers valuable insight into the 

grassroots layers of early American education reform. His rhetorical letter to Jefferson 

and familiarity with leading thinkers suggest he was well-read and sought to elevate his 

ideas by claiming independent development. Yet given his explicit references to Jefferson 

and Webster, his work is best seen as a reiteration of their philosophies. What sets Coram 

apart is his urgent, civic-minded call for local action—distilling elite educational theory 

into plainspoken advocacy aimed at Delaware citizens and legislators. His writing reflects 

how regional actors shaped educational discourse from the ground up. As he concluded, 

“Let us begin by perfecting the system of education as the proper foundation whereon to 

erect a temple to liberty.”199 

 

James Sullivan: Midstream Reformer of State Education 

Unlike relatively unknown pamphleteers such as Robert Coram, James Sullivan 

was part of the Founding generation’s elite class. He co-founded the American Academy 

of Arts and Sciences in 1780 alongside John Adams, John Hancock, and others. A veteran 
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of the Revolutionary War, he later became a Democratic-Republican, served as Attorney 

General of Massachusetts, and briefly served as governor before his death in 1808. His 

writings, particularly Observations upon the Government of the United States of America 

(1791), offer a window into how education was viewed not simply as a local necessity, 

but as essential to shaping national character and sustaining American democracy. 

Although Sullivan carried considerable political and intellectual authority, he did not 

operate at the same national level as figures like Thomas Jefferson or John Adams. 

Nevertheless, he remains an important figure to study because he actively participated in 

the critical founding moments of the United States and articulated a vision of civic 

education that reflected both elite political concerns and broader republican ideals. 

For Sullivan, citizens had to be trained to reject blind obedience and embrace 

individual responsibility for social progress. As he insisted, "American education must be 

as comprehensive as life and must provide an insight into all of the forces that make for 

or against human happiness."200 Moreover, Sullivan argued that the government was 

obligated to establish a national system of education to produce virtuous citizens and 

secure loyalty to American democratic ideals, writing that "it was the duty of the United 

States to set up such objects [such as social well-being] and achieve them through 

education."201 He viewed ordinary citizens as the backbone of the republic: their virtue, 

wisdom, economic contributions, and public engagement were essential to operating the 

machinery of democratic self-government. Yet Sullivan also recognized the need for a 
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talented leadership class, advocating for specialized education to prepare individuals for 

roles in government and economic management. "Through governmental control of 

higher national education, a superior political economy might be developed through 

careful historical and statistical study of certain trends," he proposed, emphasizing what 

he called "political arithmetic."202 Sullivan borrowed the term “political arithmetic,” from 

the seventeenth-century English reformer Sir William Petty, who pioneered the use of 

quantitative analysis (of population, trade, and finance) as instruments of governance.203  

For Sullivan, this early form of political economy provided the analytical 

foundation for republican administration: a means of uniting moral philosophy with 

empirical statecraft. Like Jefferson, he envisioned a multi-tiered approach to education; 

broad civic and moral instruction for all, paired with advanced training for those destined 

to serve in national leadership. His vision anticipated what would later become the study 

of political science, much as Washington had urged the systematic education of future 

civic leaders.  As Sullivan concluded, "the stability and prosperity of American 

institutions rested not upon ignorance and its accompaniment, blind adherence, but upon 

the ideal of individual responsibility for social progress."204 

Sullivan shared with educational figures like Webster a deep concern for 

cultivating a uniquely American character, which required a deliberate departure from 
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European intellectual traditions. He warned that continued cultural and academic 

influence from Europe would weaken the new republic, insisting that "the first thing, if 

we were to have a character of our own, was to free ourselves from slavish adherence to 

European ways of thinking."205 Sullivan’s emphasis on cultural and academic 

independence subtly diverged from the Federalist admiration for European models, as 

seen in figures like Adams, who continued to look to Europe for legal and institutional 

guidance. This divergence would later align Sullivan more closely with Democratic-

Republican ideology. Like Adams, Sullivan believed that history revealed the 

vulnerability of republican government and the potential for collapse if education and 

civic virtue were neglected. He warned that laws and written constitutions alone could 

not preserve a republic; without a knowledgeable citizenry embodying a living 

constitution, the paper framework would be meaningless. As Sullivan cautioned, "unless 

the enlightened people of United America can support the dignity of freemen, there is no 

hope left for the human race."206 

Sullivan stands out, however, for his call to train political economists and civic 

experts—recognizing that education must not only cultivate virtuous citizens but also 

develop specialized leaders capable of sustaining and advancing the machinery of 

republican government. Drawing on Enlightenment ideas of public economy and civic 

science, Sullivan envisioned schools that would produce not merely moral citizens but 
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competent stewards of the republic’s practical affairs. His contributions reveal how the 

civic undercurrent of early American education operated on multiple levels: linking elite 

institution-building, practical governance, and republican moral philosophy into a unified 

vision for national survival through education. 

 

Nathaniel Chipman: A Deep Current of Law, Reason, and Republican Learning 

Nathaniel Chipman stood at the intersection of law, politics, and civic reform in 

the early republic, both reiterating and advancing the ideals of national education. A 

veteran of the Continental Army and the first federal judge in Vermont, Chipman played a 

central role in securing the state’s admission to the Union and later served as a U.S. 

senator and chief justice of Vermont’s Supreme Court. As a leading Federalist and 

professor of law at Middlebury College for nearly three decades, he transformed legal 

theory into a broader national philosophy of education. Chipman’s 1793 publication 

Principles of Government articulated not only a defense of constitutional order but also a 

call for a national system of education. In doing so, he translated Revolutionary 

principles into the postwar language of institutional progress, arguing that a republic 

could endure only if its citizens were trained in both virtue and law. 

Principles of Government emerged from the political and economic turmoil that 

followed the Articles of Confederation, particularly in newly independent Vermont. The 

depreciation of currency, civil unrest, and the vulnerability of institutions revealed the 

limits of decentralized governance. In response, Chipman warned that the country was in 
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a state of “civil and political retrogradation” and insisted that republican government 

must possess a “capacity of growing better”—a power to improve itself through reason 

and institutional development.207 Only a system of widespread instruction, he reasoned, 

could produce a people capable of advancing progressive government—institutions that 

could “keep pace with the general improvements of the people.”208 Education, for 

Chipman, was not merely about individual enlightenment but a safeguard for the republic 

itself: it could foster a rational public opinion that would become “a more powerful check 

upon every department of government.”209 He closed Principles with a forceful appeal: 

“To an ardent wish for its perpetual duration, let us add the only means of securing it. Let 

us endeavor to diffuse, extensively, the principles of useful knowledge, and to impress, 

indelibly, on the minds of the rising generation the sentiments of liberal virtue, and 

genuine patriotism.”210  

Drawing on Montesquieu, Chipman warned that education systems forged under 

monarchy were fundamentally unsuited for a republic. Such systems, he argued, were 

tools of despotic governments and religious hierarchies; designed to condition obedience, 

not cultivate virtue. “No system of education that had been created during a monarchial 

regime,” he wrote, “could function constructively in a democracy.”211 Like Webster, 

Chipman saw foreign influence as a corrosive force. He argued that Americans “ought to 
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know [the] principles [of republican government], to study well their tendency, and to be 

able both in theory and practice to exclude all foreign principles”—a task rooted in the 

study of law and civic institutions.212 But Chipman advanced the argument further, 

blending civic and legal education into a single framework. For Chipman, lawmakers in a 

republic needed more than technical expertise, they had to understand the moral 

foundations of society and the principles that guided social progress. Only by aligning 

legislation with “the present state of men and manners” and the “tendency to social 

improvement” could republican government fulfill its purpose.213 In a republic, Chipman 

argued, obedience to law must be grounded in “an attachment to the general good of the 

community, as constituted under government and laws;” a civic principle that, when 

properly cultivated, unites public sentiment with public duty.214 Through this union of 

virtue and law, Chipman helped define a distinctly American model of civic formation. 

Chipman insisted that American students must be led through “a system of laws 

applicable to our governments, and a train of reasoning congenial to their principles” and 

without this, republican institutions risked decay—or worse, regression into authoritarian 

forms. “Man is formed for a state of society and civil government,” he wrote, “and the 

more perfect this state is, the more it harmonizes with the whole state of man.”215 The 

foundation of democratic progress was not just law, but law taught in harmony with 

 
212 Chipman, Principles of Government, 237. 
213 Ibid, 236. 
214 Ibid, 21-22. 
215 Ibid, 16. 



 
98 

 

human nature and civic virtue. In this sense, Chipman’s vision of education was rooted in 

the belief that liberty could only be sustained by training the citizen’s mind in justice. 

Although Chipman shared the civic vision of other early reformers, his distinctive 

contribution lay in the claim that democratic governance depended on legal literacy, an 

understanding of both institutional structure and moral principles. He was both a 

reiterator and an innovator: echoing Revolutionary ideals of virtue and public spirit, yet 

formalizing them into a curriculum suited to a maturing republic. During his long tenure 

at Middlebury College, Chipman had the opportunity to implement and advance these 

curricular ideals, training generations of future civic participants. He helped build the 

intellectual bridge between Enlightenment moral theory and American legal 

institutionalism. “He who shall only prepare the rudiments,” Chipman once wrote, “will 

deserve highly of his country.”216 His Principles may have offered just that: a first draft 

of civic order, rendered in the language of law and virtue. 

 

Though their approaches differed in scale and style, Coram, Sullivan, and 

Chipman each contributed to the evolving vision of civic education in the early republic. 

Coram distilled elite educational ideals into a populist, plainspoken appeal for immediate 

local action. Sullivan worked within state frameworks to institutionalize virtue and 

prepare a leadership class, bridging moral philosophy with political economy. Chipman, 

operating from the judiciary and the academy, merged Enlightenment legal theory with 
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republican education—arguing that justice, law, and virtue must be taught in tandem. 

These three reformers charted different courses within the same current: a civic tide 

flowing from the Revolution toward the institutionalization of public education as the 

foundation of American democracy. 

 

Architects of National Design: Blueprints for a Republic of Learning 

As the early republic stabilized in the 1790s and early 1800s, some thinkers 

looked beyond local schools and state institutions to imagine a truly national approach to 

education. For these reformers, the survival of American democracy depended on 

creating a unifying civic culture: one that could cultivate virtue, reason, and republican 

loyalty at scale. Samuel Knox, Samuel Harrison Smith, and Joel Barlow each offered 

blueprints for what this national vision might look like. Drawing from Enlightenment 

ideals, classical republicanism, and emerging concepts of institutional design, they 

proposed systems (ranging from public schooling to a national university) that would 

educate future citizens, leaders, and legislators alike. If Coram, Sullivan, and Chipman 

represented the civic undercurrent from the ground up, these thinkers represent its 

architectural turn: civic education as a federal responsibility, and the republic itself as a 

classroom for liberty. 
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Samuel Knox: A Guided Stream of National Instruction 

Among early national education reformers, Samuel Knox offered one of the most 

detailed blueprints for a national system in his Essay on the Best System of Liberal 

Education, as Proposed in the Constitution of Maryland, and in the Laws of the Several 

States, submitted in 1797 to the American Philosophical Society’s essay contest. A 

Presbyterian minister and educator from Maryland, Knox brought firsthand experience in 

theology, pedagogy, and civic ideology to his proposals. As political parties began to 

form, Knox aligned himself with the Democratic-Republicans, whose vision of 

republican virtue emphasized civic participation, moral education, and local self-

government; contrasting with the Federalist view that virtue was best preserved through 

order, hierarchy, and national institutions. He believed that a system of education must be 

civic, secular, and standardized to serve the needs of a republic. In his essay, Knox 

proposed “a liberal system of education… generally adapted to the various natural 

endowments and genius” of youth, so they might “lead in the development of the nation’s 

possibilities.”217 He was a unique figure in early American educational thought, 

embodying a dual identity as both clergyman and secular planner. He envisioned a four-

tiered, state-run, non-sectarian educational system, one designed not to promote religious 

doctrine, but to cultivate civic virtue, intellectual development, and national cohesion. 

Knox had seen firsthand how private schooling served the elite and reinforced 

social divisions. In his Essay on the Best System of Liberal Education, he asserted that 
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“private schools had the tendency to divide rather than to unite,” whereas public schools 

could stimulate civic emulation and elevate merit to public leadership.”218 As he wrote, 

“Public schools would stimulate emulation… pointing out to public view such talents as 

are best fitted to fill the various stations and offices which the different exigencies of the 

state, and the many departments of society require.”219 Public schools, by contrast, 

created settings where students could learn from one another and where merit could be 

more fairly recognized and rewarded.220 

To put these values into practice, Knox proposed a four-tiered public education 

structure: beginning with parish schools at the elementary level, advancing to county 

schools or academies for intermediate and secondary instruction, followed by state 

colleges, and culminating in a National University. Parish schools were to provide a 

foundation in literacy and numeracy, with a curriculum that emphasized reading and 

comprehension over rote memorization. Knox believed that children progressed more 

effectively when they engaged with meaningful passages and then practiced spelling 

using words drawn from those texts, rather than memorizing disconnected word lists.221 

At the county school or academy level, the curriculum expanded students’ civic 

and intellectual training, emphasizing languages (English, Latin, Greek, and French), 

history (ancient and modern), geography, rhetoric, and moral philosophy. Yet Knox 

remained realistic about the diversity of student abilities. He argued that the system 
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should be “adapted to those whose parts may be more properly assigned to mediocrity,” 

recognizing that not all would advance to the upper tiers.222  

The purpose of the state colleges was to deepen the intellectual training of future 

civic leaders: producing advanced thinkers and public contributors, not merely technical 

professionals. Knox outlined a rigorous three-year curriculum: the first year focused on 

classical criticism and lectures on literature and the customs of Greece and Rome; the 

second year emphasized rhetoric, logic, geography, astronomy, and natural philosophy, 

including the works of Enlightenment thinkers. As he wrote, “Attention should be given 

to the philosophy of Locke and Bacon, especially to Locke’s Essay on the Human 

Understanding and Bacon’s Novum Organum.”223 In the third year, students concentrated 

on natural philosophy and its practical applications to national development, while also 

studying economics, jurisprudence, and public ethics.  

To culminate this educational system, Knox envisioned a National University that 

would serve as the intellectual and civic apex of the republic. Perhaps most strikingly, 

despite being a clergyman himself, Knox emphasized the exclusion of theology from the 

curriculum and barred clergy from serving on the faculty, underscoring his belief that the 

university’s mission was civic, not sectarian. As the intellectual center of the republic, he 

saw the university as a generator of both scientific advancement and civic leadership, a 

place to prepare statesmen, scientists, and thought leaders who could guide the nation 
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into the future. He called it “the foundation head of science,” intended to “diffuse the rays 

of knowledge and science to the remotest situations of the united government.”224 

Knox also strongly supported the standardization of schoolbooks and the 

establishment of uniform knowledge across the United States. Knox sought to ensure that 

all students encountered “that refined and sublime knowledge” necessary for cultivating 

civic sensibility and national unity.225 He proposed that a “uniform system of the most 

approved school-books” be adopted “throughout the U.S.,” regulated by boards of 

education and printed by each state’s printers.226 Although Knox did not name specific 

titles, he envisioned a collection of texts emphasizing moral philosophy, American 

history, classical examples of republican virtue, and the study of English grammar and 

rhetoric; subjects that would provide a shared civic foundation for all students.  

While Knox advocated for a nationwide system of education extending from 

childhood through college, he envisioned a selective process in which only a small 

number of students would ultimately advance to state colleges and the National 

University.227 His model reflected a more hierarchical view of education, aligning with 

Enlightenment principles and the belief that a well-trained elite was necessary for 

national leadership—an idea shared by thinkers like Jefferson. His essay reveals a clear 

understanding of how educational efforts could move from scattered local initiatives to a 

unified national structure. As he wrote, “Universal support for universal education was 
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inherent in democracy…if left to the precarious uncertainty of local 

encouragement…democracy would be sacrificed.”228 Despite his national vision, Knox 

remained cautious about the political prospects for realizing a fully federal system, 

instead preferring more conventional proposals.229  

Knox’s essay combined Enlightenment ideals with institutional realism, aiming to 

cultivate a leadership class while grounding that development in public, non-sectarian 

schools accessible to all. Knox’s emphasis on merit, standardized knowledge, and civic 

virtue reflected his belief that the health of the republic depended not merely on 

education, but on a system designed to unify a diverse population under shared 

intellectual and moral foundations. His essay was ultimately named one of two winners 

of the American Philosophical Society’s 1797 contest, sharing the prize with Samuel 

Harrison Smith. While Knox focused on the architecture of a formal national education 

system, Smith offered a more rhetorical and journalistic defense of public instruction. 

Together, their essays reflect two complementary strands in early republican thought: 

Knox as the institutional planner, and Smith as the civic persuader. 

 

Samuel Harrison Smith: The Moral Current of Enlightened Education 

Sharing the winning prize of the 1797 American Philosophical Society’s contest 

on education was Samuel Harrison Smith, a Philadelphia journalist and Jeffersonian 
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intellectual. A dedicated Democratic-Republican and member of the APS, Smith was best 

known for founding and publishing a Philadelphia newspaper that championed 

Jeffersonian ideals. His winning essay, Remarks on Education, offered a compelling 

blend of philosophical optimism and institutional planning, aimed at securing the 

republic’s moral and civic foundation. As he declared in the essay, “The two great objects 

of a correct education are to make men virtuous and wise.”230  

Grounded in the Scottish Enlightenment tradition, Smith’s curricular philosophy 

engaged ongoing debates about “the moral natures of man,” reflecting a conviction that 

education must evolve in tandem with time and circumstance.231 Furthermore, Smith 

envisioned a pragmatic civic philosophy: “Here was to be developed a people who 

would… deal with conditions as they were, and see in them the instruments for possible 

richer living.”232  Smith defines virtue as “that active exertion of our faculties which, in 

the highest degree, promotes our own happiness and that of our fellow-men,” and 

wisdom as “that intelligent principle, which improves our faculties… and determines the 

objects on which they are exercised.”233 He concluded that if universally diffused, 

wisdom “would produce the greatest portion of general happiness.”234 Smith asserted that 

“immutable in his character, inflexible in his honesty… [who] will feel the dignity of his 

nature and cheerfully obey the claims of duty.”235 
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While Smith acknowledged the importance of foundational skills, he minimized 

basic literacy and mathematics, emphasizing instead a curriculum built around 

geography, natural philosophy, and history. Geography, for Smith, was not merely about 

maps and places, it was a tool for national unity and a lens through which students could 

understand their place in a broader global context. Natural philosophy, or science, was 

both intellectually liberating and economically vital, offering “new and rapid wealth” and 

the potential for personal advancement.236 Most central, however, was the study of 

history, which Smith viewed as the key to moral development and civic judgment. “We 

shall see,” he wrote, “that ambition has generally risen on a destruction of every 

sentiment of virtue.”237  

Smith proposed a three-tiered system of education composed of free elementary 

schools, state-level colleges, and a culminating National University. Admission to the 

university would be determined either by merit or by the ability to pay tuition and 

proposed the creation of a national board to oversee implementation and governance.238 

“Society must establish the right to educate, and acknowledge the duty of having 

educated, all children,” he asserted, emphasizing both the public stake and responsibility 

in universal education.239 To regulate curriculum and promote knowledge production, 
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Smith envisioned a national Board of Literature and Science tasked with approving 

educational materials and rewarding the publication of useful books.240 

For Smith, the purpose of education extended beyond preparing a productive 

workforce. He believed education should shape citizens into principled, independent 

individuals; freemen in the deepest moral and civic sense. Smith argued that true freedom 

was rooted not simply in political liberty, but in moral strength and intellectual 

development: “Virtue is only secure when allied with knowledge.”241 He envisioned an 

education that would foster both moral discipline and an enthusiasm for science and self-

improvement.242 Rejecting elitism, he emphasized that knowledge should be widely 

accessible, insisting that “knowledge itself cannot possibly be too extensively 

diffused.”243  

In the end, Smith cast his educational vision onto a broader global stage. He saw 

the United States not simply as a young republic in need of civic infrastructure, but as a 

moral and intellectual exemplar to the world. “Love of country,” he wrote, “would impel 

us to transfuse into our own system of economy every improvement offered by other 

countries,” signaling his belief in both national pride and cosmopolitan openness.244 

Education, rightly structured, would ensure “the triumph of peace and the prevalence of 

virtue,” and give “perpetuity to those political principles so closely connected with our 
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present happiness”245 His essay remains one of the clearest articulations of the idea that 

the fate of the American experiment rested not only on free institutions but on the 

formation of wise, virtuous, and globally conscious citizens. 

 

Joel Barlow: The Final Surge Toward a National University 

In the wake of Samuel Knox’s and Samuel Harrison Smith’s 1797 prize-winning 

essays, the push for a national system of education persisted into the early nineteenth 

century, gaining new momentum under Jefferson’s presidency. One of the most ambitious 

late proposals came from Joel Barlow, a poet, diplomat, and radical Enlightenment 

thinker. In 1806, Barlow published and submitted to Congress what would become one of 

the final major efforts to establish a National University. His Prospectus of a National 

Institution was printed in Washington City by none other than Samuel Harrison Smith—

the same Jeffersonian journalist and education reformer who had shared the APS prize a 

decade earlier. In essence, Barlow’s project aimed to republicanize American learning: 

the effort to transform inherited European models into a civic system suited to a free 

republic.  

By 1806, the Democratic-Republicans controlled the national government, and 

Barlow’s proposal reflected the optimism of that political moment. Drawing on 

Jeffersonian ideals of enlightenment and civic progress, he envisioned a federally 
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supported institution that would unite knowledge with national purpose while remaining 

free from ecclesiastical influence. Yet the political realities of the era made such a vision 

difficult to realize: the Democratic-Republicans were wary of expanding federal 

authority, particularly in education, which they viewed as a domain better left to the 

states. As a result, Barlow’s plan occupied an ambiguous space; national in scope, yet 

articulated within a political culture increasingly skeptical of centralized power. For 

Barlow, this meant that his vision of a federally funded university (designed to unify the 

nation through shared civic and moral instruction) was admired in principle but 

abandoned in practice.  

As early as 1800, in a letter to Jefferson, Barlow proposed “an institution of much 

more extensive and various utility than anything of the kind has hitherto existed.”246 With 

the support of figures like Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe, Barlow secured Pennsylvania 

Senator George Logan to introduce the plan, A Bill to Incorporate a National Academy, to 

Congress on March 4, 1806. Barlow’s proposal departed from the earlier educational 

writings that focused primarily on republican ideals and national unity. He saw education 

as the primary tool for preserving republican liberty, writing, “Surely the task of 

preserving liberty, if not as bold, is at least as difficult, as that of acquiring it… to 

preserve it is the sober and watchful business of all.”247  For Barlow, liberty was not a 
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one-time achievement secured by revolution, but an ongoing civic responsibility; one that 

required a standardized national education system. 

His bill proposed a modest launch, beginning in Washington, D.C., and expanding 

outward through national contributions. “The Institution… will begin upon a small 

scale… It will immediately open a few schools at Washington, where they are much 

wanted.”248 Barlow advocated for voluntary support and gradual development that would 

evolve into a malleable national curriculum, responsive to the changing needs of the 

country.249 “It may soon begin to receive donations… and by its correspondence, it will 

be learning the wants of the different districts… and directing its enquiries how to supply 

them.”250 For Barlow, the National University did not need to be a fixed, immovable 

institution—it was to be an organic, feedback-driven civic engine, guided by public need 

and national purpose. 

Barlow’s vision for a National University hinged on national cohesion forged 

through intellectual and civic exchange. He imagined a central institution that would 

draw students from across the republic, fostering mutual understanding and shared 

republican values. “They will bring from home the feelings and interests of their own 

districts; and they will mingle them here with those of the nation.”251 Through this 

convergence, Barlow hoped to cultivate “intellectual unity” among citizens of different 

states and regions: an educational alternative meant to displace American dependency on 
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European institutions and customs.252 Beyond pedagogy, Barlow saw the university as a 

means of elevating Washington, D.C., into a true cultural and intellectual capital. “That it 

may no longer be said of the capital of the United States, that it offers no attractions as a 

winter residence.”253  

Departing from the European model of education, Barlow believed it was 

essential to republicanize American learning into a system rooted in domestic values and 

national purpose. “It ought not to be forgotten,” he wrote, “that a central Institution… 

would not only remove the numerous disadvantages… of obtaining a European 

education; but it would federalise, as well as republicanise their education at home.”254 

To “federalise” education meant more than simply placing a university under national 

jurisdiction—it implied creating a shared civic culture capable of binding citizens across 

sectional and ideological lines. By linking the two, Barlow suggested that true national 

unity required both political structure and moral formation: an education that would train 

leaders to think beyond regional loyalties and act for the common good. For him, the 

National University would cultivate a leadership class bound not by aristocratic privilege 

but by shared civic principle; a moral elite educated to sustain the ideals of the new 

nation. “Their moral characters would be cast in a kindred mould; they would form 

friendships, which their subsequent pursuits in life would never destroy.”255 His proposal 

blended Enlightenment idealism with civic republican realism, aiming to develop a self-
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perpetuating republic fueled by national education.256 At its core, Barlow’s plan 

embodied a long-range vision for generational renewal through leadership cultivation and 

institutional learning. “From such men,” he declared, “the Institution may perceive the 

good it may have done; and from them it will learn what new openings may be found… 

for the extension of its benefits.”257 

Although Barlow’s proposal made little headway in Congress, it remains one of 

the most comprehensive expressions of the National University ideal. Its failure 

underscored the political limits of federal ambition in an era increasingly defined by 

Jeffersonian restraint, yet its vision of uniting knowledge, virtue, and national purpose 

continued to inspire reformers well beyond the early republic. Drawing on the 

educational principles of Franklin, Rush, Washington, and Jefferson, Barlow fused the 

themes of civic virtue, scientific progress, and republican leadership into a coherent 

framework for national education. Yet Barlow’s inability to secure congressional 

support—and Jefferson’s silence despite earlier encouragement—highlighted the 

persistent tension between federal aspiration and political caution. Jefferson’s 

administration, though sympathetic to national education in principle, was constrained by 

fiscal conservatism and wary of Federalist accusations of overreach. Barlow’s plan 

required congressional funding and centralized oversight; ideas that clashed with the 

prevailing suspicion of national authority. The episode reveals how even the most 

enlightened visions of civic education were constrained by the partisan realities of the 
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early republic, a tension that would continue to shape the nation’s educational debates. In 

the end, Barlow’s Prospectus stands not only as the high-water mark of early national 

educational ambition but also as a symbolic endpoint to the civic undercurrent of 

reformers who sought to anchor the republic in reason, virtue, and institutional learning. 

 

The writings of Samuel Knox, Samuel Harrison Smith, and Joel Barlow reflect a 

moment when national education was seen not merely as desirable but as essential to 

American identity. Though their proposals rarely moved beyond the page, they provided 

the conceptual scaffolding for future federal debates over schooling and shaped the long 

arc of civic education in American life. They were not administrators or legislators so 

much as architects: drafting what a republic of learning might require. Their vision lifted 

educational discourse from local and state deliberations into the realm of national policy 

and philosophical design. 

 

Coram, Sullivan, and Chipman worked within existing political structures—local, 

state, and legal—to root civic learning in the everyday experiences of citizens. Knox, 

Smith, and Barlow, by contrast, looked beyond local institutions and imagined what 

national civic formation might look like, elevating education into a tool of federal unity. 

Each occupied a different channel within the broader civic undercurrent, yet all sought to 

translate the ideals of the Revolution into the everyday habits and institutional life of a 

sustainable republic. 
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Their writings echoed themes already articulated by Franklin, Jefferson, Rush, 

and other leading figures: the diffusion of knowledge, the cultivation of virtue, and the 

necessity of schooling as the guardian of liberty. Yet each also brought a distinct 

emphasis—whether in Coram’s democratic perseverance, Sullivan’s jurisprudential 

approach, Chipman’s republican legal framework, Knox’s structured educational system, 

or Smith’s philosophical optimism. Barlow, meanwhile, offered a culminating vision for a 

National University, gathering the threads woven by Washington and others into a final 

attempt to persuade Congress that the republic’s longevity required a central institution of 

civic learning. Their blend of repetition and originality demonstrates that the call for civic 

education was not confined to elites but resonated widely across the post-Revolutionary 

landscape. 

Whether expressed through pamphlets, legislative reports, philosophical essays, 

or proposals for federal institutions, these thinkers imagined schools as engines of virtue, 

knowledge, and public responsibility. Though many of their proposals remained 

unrealized, they laid critical intellectual foundations for the American public school 

tradition and embedded civic education in the nation’s political imagination. These civic 

undercurrents carried the Revolution forward—not in battles or constitutions alone, but in 

the civic learning that sustained the republic. 

At the center of these debates stood two themes that lie at the heart of this thesis: 

the creation of a truly American curriculum and the enduring call for a National 

University. The National University, even in its failure, reveals their ambition to unify the 
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states through a shared civic education, while their curricular proposals suggest what they 

believed every American statesman and citizen must learn to sustain the republic. 

The following chapter steps back from individual reformers to analyze the 

founding generation as a whole. It examines how their shared commitments and 

fundamental disagreements—between national and state authority, between European 

inheritance and American innovation, between elite cultivation and broad access—shaped 

their collective vision of education, citizenship, and the ongoing American experiment in 

self-government. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

EDUCATION AS REPUBLICAN INFRASTRUCTURE 

This chapter constitutes the analytical culmination of the thesis. Drawing on the 

educational writings, proposals, and institutional experiments examined in the preceding 

chapters, it advances the central argument of this study: that the American founding 

generation articulated a coherent, though never formally adopted, provisional civic 

curriculum designed to prepare citizens for republican self-government. While these 

reformers did not agree on a single institutional model, or succeed in establishing a 

national system of education, their writings reveal a striking degree of conceptual 

alignment regarding the knowledge, habits, and forms of instruction required to sustain 

the republic. Reconstructing this curriculum is not merely a synthetic exercise, but an 

interpretive intervention that shifts attention from the failure of educational institutions to 

the coherence of the curricular vision that animated them. By placing prominent founders 

alongside lesser-known reformers and reading their proposals as part of a shared 

republican and Americanizing project, this chapter treats curricular coherence as a 

national intellectual phenomenon rather than the product of elite consensus or centralized 

planning. 

The educational figures examined in this thesis, ranging from prominent founders 

to lesser-known reformers, shared a fundamental belief: that the perpetuation of the 

American republic depended upon education deliberately designed for civic leadership 

and republican self-government. Education was not marginal to constitutional design but 
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constituted the primary means by which civic virtue, judgment, and political 

responsibility would be sustained beyond the founding moment. For these thinkers, the 

end of the Revolutionary War marked the beginning of a new challenge. In the absence of 

wartime unity, education emerged as the principal mechanism through which 

revolutionary principles could be transmitted and disciplined in peacetime.258 

Although these figures disagreed over institutional authority, most notably in 

debates concerning state versus federal control and the feasibility of a National 

University, they consistently returned, across decades of proposals and writings, to a 

shared cluster of civic disciplines: history, law, the science of government, moral and 

natural philosophy, and the English language. These recurring disciplines formed a 

provisional American curriculum—not a formal program, but an integrated civic 

framework designed to cultivate citizens capable of sustaining republican government in 

practice. The conceptual coherence of this curriculum persisted even in the absence of 

institutional consensus, revealing a shared educational imagination that supported early 

American political thought. 

This chapter proceeds in three stages. It first examines how shared revolutionary 

experience and divergent political commitments shaped both consensus and division 

within founding-era educational thought. It then analyzes the tension between European 

intellectual inheritance and American innovation, culminating in debates over a National 

University. Finally, it reconstructs the provisional civic curriculum these figures together 
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imagined, demonstrating how education functioned as the republic’s most enduring 

constitutional safeguard. 

 

Republican Experience and the Educational Preservation of Liberty 

The educational figures examined in this thesis emerged from a wide range of 

lived experience (war, public office, law, commerce, printing, teaching, and institution-

building) and their educational thought was shaped decisively by those experiences. For 

the founding generation, education was not an abstract or speculative project but a 

response to the practical demands of republican life and to the vulnerabilities they 

confronted firsthand in creating and sustaining a new political order. 

Many of these figures were directly formed by the Revolutionary era. 

Washington, Franklin, Rush, Chipman, and others witnessed firsthand the instability of 

wartime governance and the fragility of republican authority under pressure. The 

Revolution revealed both the power and the limits of popular passion: while it could 

mobilize resistance, it could not by itself sustain liberty over time. From this experience 

emerged a shared conviction that republican government required citizens capable of 

judgment, moderation, and restraint: qualities that could only be cultivated deliberately 

through education. Others arrived at similar conclusions through institution-building and 

civic engagement rather than military experience. Franklin, William Smith, Rush, and 

Jefferson translated educational ideas into practice by founding and reforming academies 

and colleges, while Webster, Coram, Sullivan, Samuel Harrison Smith, Knox, and Barlow 
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encountered education through public discourse itself. Across these varied contexts, 

education came to be understood as the primary mechanism by which liberty could be 

preserved beyond the founding moment. 

This convergence of experience produced not scattered opinion, but substantial 

agreement about the civic purpose of education in a republic. Despite differences of 

region, profession, and political affiliation, these figures shared a foundational belief: that 

liberty could not endure without virtue, and virtue could not be sustained without 

education.259 That agreement was most visible at the level of curriculum. Across decades 

of proposals and writings, they consistently returned to a shared cluster of civic 

disciplines (history, law and government, moral and natural philosophy, and the English 

language and rhetoric) valued not as abstract learning but as tools for forming republican 

judgment and civic responsibility. The practical experiences of war, governance, and 

institution-building did not produce uniform institutional solutions, but they did generate 

remarkable consistency regarding the knowledge required for republican survival. 

 

Divided Visions: Federal Authority and Religious Influence in Education 

While the founding generation shared broad agreement on the civic purpose of 

education, divisions emerged when questions of authority and influence arose. The most 

persistent disagreements concerned who should control educational institutions and 
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curricula, and how moral formation should relate to religion within a constitutional 

system designed to limit centralized power. These disagreements did not fall neatly along 

partisan lines. Federalists and Democratic-Republicans alike expressed support for 

national educational coordination in principle, yet both harbored concerns about 

centralized authority when framed through constitutional and sectional interests. Regional 

anxieties—particularly between New England and the mid-Atlantic and southern states—

further complicated efforts to institutionalize a federal system. 

As a result, state and local systems often emerged as more acceptable alternatives. 

Reformers such as Rush, Jefferson, Adams, and Coram frequently treated state-based 

educational initiatives as constitutionally safer arenas for experimentation, even when 

their long-term ambitions extended beyond state boundaries. These efforts functioned as 

practical workshops for national ideas that proved difficult to institutionalize at the 

federal level. 

Religious influence introduced an equally significant fault line within educational 

reform. Some figures, such as Rush, viewed Christian moral instruction as indispensable 

to cultivating virtue and social order, particularly in early education. Others, including 

Jefferson and Madison, insisted that moral formation must remain civic and non-sectarian 

in order to safeguard liberty of conscience within a pluralistic republic.260 This 

disagreement did not fall neatly along partisan or regional lines. Federalists and 
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Democratic-Republicans alike could be found on both sides of the question, and concerns 

about religious establishment were shaped as much by constitutional principle and local 

religious culture as by party affiliation. The dispute did not concern whether virtue was 

essential to republican survival (on that point there was broad agreement) but whether 

moral formation should be grounded explicitly in Christian doctrine or secured through 

civic and rational instruction compatible with a constitutional order committed to 

religious liberty. 

These divisions reveal the central paradox of early American educational reform: 

the same constitutional structure designed to safeguard liberty limited the possibility of 

centralized civic formation. Founders who agreed that education must sustain the republic 

nevertheless hesitated to entrust that task to a consolidated national authority. The 

aspiration for national educational unity endured, but its implementation remained 

constrained by the federal architecture they had created. Yet these structural and religious 

disagreements did not dissolve the underlying agreement about the knowledge required 

for republican citizenship; they limited institutional realization without erasing curricular 

coherence. 

 

European Inheritance and the Americanization of Knowledge 

In the shadow of Europe’s intellectual inheritance, these educational figures 

pursued a distinctly American system of education—one that sought to break from Old 

World models while continuing to rely upon them. Their educational designs drew deeply 
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from Enlightenment philosophy, the classics, world history, English law, Scottish moral 

sense philosophy, and centuries of European debates about civic virtue and political 

authority. Nevertheless, they believed that the United States demanded something 

different from the aristocratic and specialized education systems that had shaped Europe’s 

universities.261 

At the heart of this project lay a dual ambition shared by many members of the 

founding generation: to Americanize education and to republicanize it. Americanizing 

education meant loosening the young nation’s dependence on British cultural authority by 

elevating American history, law, geography, and language over inherited European texts 

and models. As Americans sought to shed the habits of British subjecthood while 

adapting inherited intellectual traditions to republican ends, education became a central 

arena for redefining civic identity and loyalty.262 Republicanizing education extended this 

transformation further by rejecting the Old World assumption that advanced learning 

existed primarily to prepare elites for fixed professional or clerical roles. American 

reformers instead envisioned a broadly educated citizenry capable of judgment, 

participation, and leadership within a system of self-government. These aims emerged not 

in opposition to European learning, but in response to it—shaped by Enlightenment 
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traditions even as they were refashioned to meet the civic demands of a republican 

society. 

American reformers insisted that these traditions required reinterpretation within a 

republican context. Classical republicanism provided the language of virtue and 

corruption; Enlightenment thinkers such as Locke, Montesquieu, and Rousseau shaped 

theories of political authority; and the Scottish Enlightenment supplied the moral sense 

philosophy foundational to American civic education. Where European systems 

preserved hierarchy and specialization, Americans increasingly imagined education as a 

means of preparing citizens for a wide range of roles in commerce, agriculture, law, and 

public service.263 Their proposals—whether Franklin’s utilitarian academy, Rush’s 

republican colleges, Webster’s linguistic reforms, or Jefferson’s tiered plan for statewide 

education—sought to blend inherited knowledge with the demands of a new political 

order. 

In adapting European intellectual traditions to a republic without hereditary ranks, 

the founders transformed inherited learning into preparation for self-government. The 

goal was no longer to form subjects or clerical specialists, but citizens capable of 

exercising judgment within a constitutional order. If the Enlightenment supplied the 

intellectual framework, American reformers applied it within the conditions of republican 

self-government. In reshaping European learning for a democratic republic, they shifted 

education away from aristocratic specialization toward civic formation, public utility, and 
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national identity. This process of Americanization did not discard inherited disciplines but 

reordered them, elevating history, law, political science, moral and natural philosophy, 

and the English language as the core instruments of civic formation. 

One of the clearest expressions of this transformation was Noah Webster’s 

linguistic nationalism, which framed language itself as a tool of independence. Webster 

argued that Americans must “stand alone,” not only politically but intellectually, and that 

a reformed American English—freed from British spellings, idioms, and textbooks—

could cultivate a shared national identity. His spelling reforms, grammar manuals, and 

civic readers were designed to ensure that children learned from American examples and 

histories rather than inherited British models. For Webster, political independence would 

remain fragile without a deliberate effort to cultivate distinctly American customs and 

habits. Education—especially through standardized textbooks—thus became his primary 

instrument for shaping a common national consciousness and consolidating cultural 

independence.264 

Other reformers advanced Americanization through curricular design. Figures 

such as Franklin, William Smith, and Rush championed a civic curriculum centered on 

practical knowledge—history, ethics, political science, commerce, and natural 

philosophy—rather than classical languages and scholastic exercises. In this framework, 

schooling was no longer meant to reproduce social rank but to prepare citizens for 

participation in public authority. As education increasingly became the gateway to 
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leadership and influence, debates over curriculum reflected both the erosion of inherited 

educational privilege and reformers’ efforts to democratize access to civic power while 

preventing the emergence of a new American aristocracy.265 

Lesser-known figures, including Robert Coram and James Sullivan, sharpened 

this critique of British influence. Their writings urged Americans to break decisively from 

inherited educational habits—especially those that trained students to admire monarchs, 

European statesmen, and imperial models of authority. For these writers, American 

education had to cultivate republican character, national pride, and moral independence. 

Innovation also took institutional form. Jefferson’s overhaul of William & Mary, and later 

his design for the University of Virginia, aimed to secularize and modernize American 

higher education. He eliminated professorships in divinity, elevated modern languages 

and sciences, and emphasized history, law, and political philosophy as core fields for 

preparing future statesmen.266 His commitment to useful knowledge sought to 

democratize access to learning while aligning educational pathways with republican, 

rather than aristocratic, social structures. 

This shift away from classical languages and formal education toward scientific, 

historical, and civic subjects reflected a broader reorientation in American thinking: 

education should equip citizens for the practical demands of republican self-government, 

not prepare a small elite for clerical or professional roles. Washington and other reformers 
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urged young Americans to pursue their studies at home, warning that European 

universities—steeped in aristocratic culture and monarchical politics—could distort 

republican values and alienate students from American interests.267 

What emerged from these reforms was a distinctly American educational 

philosophy: rooted in Enlightenment reasoning yet oriented toward public utility; 

respectful of classical learning but committed to modern sciences; grounded in inherited 

texts yet determined to produce new ones suitable for a free people. Early American 

leaders believed that building educational institutions reflective of American civic ideals 

was essential for legitimizing the republic intellectually. Republican theory placed heavy 

demands on leadership as well as citizenship. Because the people were expected to 

choose their governors, founders argued that higher education had to move away from 

inherited privilege and toward merit, cultivating leaders whose wisdom and virtue 

reflected American political principles rather than aristocratic inheritance.268  This 

emerging philosophy laid the intellectual and cultural foundation for the next question 

reformers confronted: what kind of national structure—or national institution—could 

unify and advance these aims? 

These innovations, considered together, reveal a striking consensus. If the United 

States hoped to cultivate a distinctly American and republican citizenry, it required 

institutions capable of sustaining that project at a national scale. For many reformers, the 
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logical culmination of these efforts was the establishment of a National University—a 

federal institution intended to unify regional differences, elevate civic learning, and 

replace Europe as the training ground of American statesmen. Yet when reformers 

attempted to translate this intellectual consensus into political reality, they encountered 

the limits of the early republic’s federal structure. 

 

The National University — Capstone of Americanized Learning 

Nowhere did the tension between Americanizing education and the constraints of 

the early republic appear more clearly than in the recurring dream of a National 

University. From the 1780s through the early nineteenth century, educational reformers 

across the political spectrum envisioned a federal institution that would cultivate civic 

leadership, unify the states, and foster an intellectual culture distinct from European 

models. Few educational proposals enjoyed such broad theoretical support, yet none 

advanced beyond preliminary consideration; first during the Constitutional Convention 

debates, and later in Congress through the early 1800s.  

Federalists—including Washington, Rush, Webster, and William Smith—

embraced the idea as consistent with a strong national framework. Democratic-

Republicans such as Samuel Knox, Samuel Harrison Smith, and Joel Barlow likewise 

imagined a national university as the capstone of a coordinated educational system. Even 

Jefferson, though committed to state-centered educational authority, expressed early 

admiration for a national school and, along with Adams, briefly explored recruiting 
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professors from Geneva who were seeking to emigrate to the United States. 269 

Washington, however, rejected the proposal, fearing that even republican-minded 

Genevan professors would anchor the institution in European intellectual traditions rather 

than American experience.270 If the United States was to cultivate a distinct civic identity, 

its highest educational institution had to be rooted in American experience and led by 

Americans themselves.271 As president, Jefferson ultimately allowed the national project 

to fade, recognizing the absence of sufficient congressional and state support, and instead 

pursued the University of Virginia.  

Across their writings, these reformers shared several core assumptions. They 

believed the republic required an institution capable of cultivating civic leadership trained 

in history, philosophy, law, and government as interpreted through republican lenses, not 

aristocratic or monarchical. A national institution promised to prepare leaders loyal to 

American principles and invested in the civic life of the republic, while also serving as a 

unifying force in a geographically dispersed nation. Drawing on his experience as 

commander in chief and later as president of a fragile union, Washington argued that, 

absent the unifying pressures of war, the states required new civic bonds to sustain 

national harmony.272 He envisioned students from every state gathering in one place, 
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forming friendships and loyalties that transcended regional boundaries and reinforced 

national cohesion.273 Under these conditions, the National University represented the 

imagined capstone of the emergent American Curriculum. 

Despite this shared enthusiasm, repeated legislative efforts (from debates at the 

1787 Constitutional Convention to Joel Barlow’s 1806 congressional proposal) failed to 

secure political enactment. The collapse of the national university reflected not a waning 

of educational ambition, but the structural and constitutional realities of the early 

republic. Across successive debates, legislators confronted recurring questions: whether 

education properly belonged to state or federal authority; whether Congress possessed 

constitutional power to establish and fund such an institution; who would finance and 

govern it; where it would be located; and whether existing colleges would tolerate the 

creation of a federally chartered rival. Together, these concerns reveal that the 

university’s failure stemmed less from disagreement over its civic purpose than from 

unresolved tensions over sovereignty, money, institutional control, and sectional balance. 

At the Constitutional Convention, early opposition to the proposed federal 

seminary of learning centered less on hostility to education than on constitutional 

prudence. Several framers questioned the necessity of enumerating such a power, arguing 

that Congress already possessed authority to establish institutions if it deemed them 

appropriate at a later time. To include a specific provision for a national university, they 
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suggested, was either redundant or premature. Following its omission, Roger Sherman of 

Connecticut summarized the prevailing sentiment by noting that education properly 

belonged to the states rather than the federal government.274 For many delegates, the 

issue was not whether higher education was desirable, but whether its establishment fell 

within the appropriate scope of federal power. The university proposal thus became 

entangled in broader debates over enumerated powers, federalism, and the balance of 

sovereignty between national and state authority. 

Regional rivalry compounded these constitutional concerns. Before the selection 

of Washington, D.C. as the permanent federal capital, any proposed site risked upsetting 

the fragile sectional equilibrium. Even after the capital’s establishment, geographic 

sensitivities persisted. Washington’s preference for a university in the Potomac region 

generated apprehension in New England, where critics feared it would privilege southern 

and mid-Atlantic interests.275 Jefferson himself acknowledged that geography 

complicated claims of national neutrality. Writing to Washington in 1795, he conceded 

that states contributing revenue would expect proportional influence, an admission that 

regional interests could shape the institution’s character as much as its civic purpose.276 

A second significant legislative episode unfolded in December 1796. After 

Washington bequeathed shares of the Potomac Company to support a future university, 

the three-man Commissioners of the Federal District submitted a resolution to Congress 
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seeking guidance on how to secure the shares as a donation and how additional 

contributions might be managed. What began as a procedural matter soon opened a 

broader debate over financial responsibility and federal obligation. Members questioned 

whether accepting the donation would implicitly commit the federal government to 

sustaining the institution as it expanded. Although Washington’s shares provided an 

important symbolic foundation, they were insufficient to ensure the university’s long-

term viability.277 By January 1797, the House voted to postpone consideration of the 

matter, and the proposal was never revived. During the debate, Madison reminded 

representatives that they were not voting to establish a national university, but merely to 

endorse its placement within the District of Columbia. Even this limited step proved 

politically sensitive. Ultimately, the discussion revealed persistent anxiety over federal 

financial commitments and the precedent such an endorsement might establish.278 

The debate also exposed another structural barrier: the entrenched authority of 

existing state-based institutions. Members argued that a federally supported university 

would be “detrimental to the interests of other seminaries of learning” and that even the 

term “national university” itself was “repugnant.”279 Such language reflected more than 

institutional defensiveness. Because colleges were closely connected to state legislatures 

and regional political cultures, a federally chartered university appeared to threaten 

established systems of patronage, influence, and local autonomy. Opposition therefore 
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rested not simply on rivalry, but on deeper concerns about centralized authority and the 

concentration of cultural power. 280 These dynamics reveal a broader American preference 

for decentralized educational control—even among reformers who otherwise shared 

common civic and curricular aspirations. 

An even more persistent obstacle was anxiety over federal authority and partisan 

control. Although both Federalists and Democratic-Republicans endorsed the idea of 

national educational leadership in principle, many doubted that the federal government 

could administer such an institution without political distortion. In an increasingly 

polarized climate, critics feared that a national university would become a vehicle for 

patronage and ideological consolidation, subject to capture by whichever faction held 

power. Jefferson, while not abandoning the broader educational vision, cautioned that 

centralized authority risked constricting intellectual independence. He favored systems 

rooted in state and local institutions, where inquiry might remain plural and insulated 

from national political pressures. Others similarly warned that federal oversight would 

inevitably entangle curriculum and appointments in partisan struggle. In such an 

environment, confidence in the possibility of a stable and impartial national institution 

eroded. 281 In the southern states, additional apprehensions intensified resistance. Some 

observers feared that sending young men to northern institutions might expose them to 

antislavery sentiment or cultural influences perceived as hostile to slaveholding 
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society.282 Sectional suspicion thus compounded constitutional and partisan concerns, 

reinforcing doubts about whether a truly neutral national institution was achievable. 

Despite these repeated legislative failures, the idea of a national university 

retained significant conceptual influence. It preserved the founders’ shared curricular 

aspirations even as it clarified the limits of federal educational authority. In doing so, it 

helped establish a durable pattern in American education: national civic ideals pursued 

through decentralized institutions, with primary authority resting in the states and local 

communities. Although proposals resurfaced periodically throughout the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, each renewed effort encountered structural barriers first revealed in 

the early republic. 

Madison’s career captures this trajectory. He supported the university at the 

Constitutional Convention and again during his presidency, yet ultimately witnessed its 

collapse amid regional rivalry, constitutional hesitation, and partisan division. Jefferson’s 

turn toward the state-based University of Virginia further confirmed that national 

educational schemes were politically untenable. In their place emerged a growing 

recognition, one Madison articulated most clearly, that American education would derive 

its strength from local initiative, institutional diversity, and competitive pluralism rather 

than centralized administration. 283 
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In the absence of a federally chartered university, the underlying ideas diffused 

outward through state colleges, academies, voluntary associations, newspapers, and the 

expanding print culture of civic life. What developed was not a national system imposed 

from above, but a nationalized educational culture sustained from below: shared 

curricular commitments advanced without federal control. In this decentralized form, the 

provisional American curriculum endured not as statute but as expectation, not as 

mandate but as a shared civic habit embedded across the early republic. 

 

The Provisional American Curriculum 

Although the founding generation never convened a constitutional-style assembly 

to draft a national plan of education, their writings, institutional experiments, and public 

proposals reveal a remarkably consistent vision of what such a curriculum might have 

entailed.284 When examined mutually, their educational ideas allow us to reconstruct a 

provisional American curriculum: not a fixed program, but an intellectual framework 

shaped by the practical demands of self-government and the perceived vulnerabilities of 

the new republic. This framework does not represent a document that the founders ever 

produced, nor does it suggest a uniform or uncontested plan. Rather, it emerges from 

patterns of agreement visible across decades of proposals, essays, correspondence, and 
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institutional reforms. Therefore, the curriculum functioned less as a syllabus than as a 

civic design—an educational foundation intended to sustain the Constitution by shaping 

the character and capacities of those who lived under it. 

Throughout the writings and proposals examined in this study, history 

consistently emerged as the most established and widely respected discipline within 

founding-era educational thought.285 History was understood by the founding generation 

as a guiding discipline capable of revealing the successes and failures of past 

governments. It offered students a panoramic view of political development over time, 

enabling them to recognize patterns of liberty and corruption and to apply those lessons 

to the challenges facing the United States. For the founders, history was not an 

antiquarian pursuit, but a practical and moral discipline central to cultivating political 

wisdom and civic virtue.286 

This understanding was not uniquely American. British political thinkers likewise 

treated history as a repository of constitutional lessons and moral instruction. Yet 

American reformers reoriented historical study toward the experience of republican 

revolution and constitutional self-government. In place of imperial narratives centered on 

monarchy and parliamentary evolution, they elevated the American Revolution, state 

constitutions, and the federal union as primary objects of civic reflection. Historical 
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memory thus became not merely instructive but constitutive of national identity. In the 

early republic, the Revolution functioned as a living civic reference point: a shared origin 

story through which Americans debated liberty, authority, equality, and union.287 

Franklin emphasized history’s capacity to illustrate the rise and fall of nations and 

to instill admiration for public spirit and virtue. Adams viewed the study of ancient 

republics as essential for understanding how popular governments deteriorated and how 

similar outcomes might be avoided. Webster insisted that American history occupy a 

central place in education to foster national attachment and civic identity. Jefferson 

believed historical study armed citizens against tyranny by revealing recurring patterns of 

oppression, while Samuel Harrison Smith identified history as the chief moral discipline 

shaping civic judgment. Knox likewise integrated both ancient and modern history 

throughout every tier of his educational system. These perspectives converge in 

establishing history as the ethical spine of this curriculum. Through history, the founders 

believed citizens could acquire the judgment necessary to govern themselves, preserve 

liberty, and sustain the republic across generations. 

At the center of this framework stood the science of government. For the founding 

generation, this subject was not an abstract exercise in political theory, but a practical 

study of how a republican system functioned, endured, and adapted over time. It 

encompassed written constitutions, the balance of powers, public duty, and the mechanics 

of legislation and administration. Support for instruction in government cut across 
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regional, political, and professional lines. Washington identified it as the foremost 

objective of national education, emphasizing its necessity for preparing future defenders 

of republican liberty.288 Sullivan approached governance as a systematic discipline, 

arguing that citizens should be trained in democratic principles and administrative 

reasoning, including what he described as political arithmetic.289 Chipman similarly 

maintained that republican government could survive only if citizens understood 

constitutional structure and legal reasoning rather than relying on moral sentiment 

alone.290 Rush emphasized that governing competence required prolonged study rather 

than temporary service, while Jefferson viewed civic knowledge as the republic’s primary 

defense against tyranny, insisting that laws could be administered only by an educated 

populace.291 The founders assumed that any citizen might one day serve as a legislator or 

public official; consequently, government itself had to be taught as a shared civic science 

rather than reserved for a political elite.  

For the founding generation, the preservation of liberty depended upon law. Law 

was not understood merely as professional training reserved for attorneys or judges, but 

as the civic foundation through which freedom was secured, exercised, and restrained. 

Through such understanding, reformers believed citizens would develop a rational 
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attachment to the law—one that encouraged respect, compliance, and, when necessary, 

thoughtful reform. Educational thinkers across the founding generation therefore treated 

the study of law as an essential component of civic education. Adams emphasized 

instruction in justice, equity, and moral reasoning as prerequisites for sound republican 

judgment.292 Chipman linked obedience to law with rational understanding rather than 

sentiment alone.293 Rush advocated experiential exposure to legal institutions, while 

Jefferson included the law of nature and nations as a necessary component of higher 

education for future leaders.294 Across founding-era educational thought, law appears as 

the discipline that unified abstract principles with practical governance. Its study trained 

citizens to distinguish liberty from license, to respect constitutional order, and to identify 

threats of tyranny within legal systems themselves. 

Philosophy—both natural and moral—occupied a central, though contested, place 

in founding-era educational thought. Trained within Enlightenment and Scottish moral 

philosophy traditions, these figures understood philosophical study as essential to 

cultivating independent judgment, disciplined reasoning, and virtuous conduct in a 

republican society. Natural philosophy fostered habits of rational inquiry through subjects 

such as astronomy, physics, chemistry, and natural history. Franklin and Jefferson 

emphasized its role in training flexible, independent minds; Jefferson placed it at the 
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center of higher education to counter superstition and promote reason, while Rush argued 

that natural history formed the foundation of useful knowledge.295 Knox drew on 

Lockean epistemology, advocating inquiry grounded in observation and experience, and 

Samuel Harrison Smith linked scientific knowledge to economic progress and moral 

improvement.296 

Moral philosophy, however, exposed deeper tensions. Though all agreed that 

republican survival required virtuous citizens, they diverged over how virtue should be 

cultivated within a constitutional order. Some, such as Rush and Adams, favored explicit 

Christian reinforcement, particularly in early education. Others, including Jefferson and 

Madison, insisted that moral formation must remain civic and rational in order to 

safeguard liberty of conscience in a pluralistic republic. Franklin emphasized moral 

improvement through historical example, William Smith sought a mediating position 

between religious and civic instruction, and Chipman aligned virtue closely with legal 

understanding. Despite these disagreements, moral philosophy remained integral to the 

curriculum, supplying the ethical framework necessary for republican self-government. 

Although not a central focus of this study, John Witherspoon’s influence warrants 

acknowledgment. As president of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton), he 

transmitted Scottish moral philosophy to a generation of American statesmen, including 
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James Madison, demonstrating how philosophical education operated not only through 

published texts but through institutional mentorship and classroom formation.297 Natural 

and moral philosophy thus supplied the intellectual habits and ethical orientation that 

undergirded the broader project of republican self-government. 

Instruction in language and rhetoric made this curriculum operative by equipping 

citizens with the tools necessary for deliberation, persuasion, and accountability in a 

republic. Mastery of English—through reading, writing, and oratory—was essential to 

self-government, which depended upon the ability to argue, persuade, criticize, and 

defend ideas in public forums. Franklin’s preference for English over classical languages 

reflected a desire to make civic learning accessible.298 Webster’s efforts to Americanize 

language itself aimed to cultivate a shared national identity.299 William Smith emphasized 

rhetoric as preparation for public leadership, and Rush insisted that grammar and oratory 

were indispensable to civic usefulness.300 By Americanizing English, reformers 

transformed language into the medium through which republican knowledge entered 

public action. 

With language and rhetoric completing the framework, this curriculum comes 

fully into view. History provided moral judgment and political memory; the science of 
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government supplied structural understanding; law anchored liberty within constitutional 

order; philosophy cultivated reason and virtue; and language enabled citizens to 

communicate and apply these forms of knowledge in civic life. Together, these subjects 

formed an integrated system of republican education—one designed not simply to 

inform, but to shape citizens capable of sustaining liberty through participation, 

accountability, and self-rule. Although never formalized into a national program, this 

integrated framework reveals the founders’ shared conviction that constitutional design 

alone was insufficient. The endurance of the republic depended upon deliberate civic 

formation: education as the human infrastructure of self-government. 

 

Education as the Republic’s Enduring Monument 

In practice, education in the early United States functioned less as a single, 

centralized system than as a distributed civic infrastructure—a network of schools, 

academies, colleges, print culture, and voluntary associations through which republican 

habits were formed and sustained. If the Constitution established the architecture of 

American government, education was expected to supply the human capacity required to 

sustain it. Debates over educational governance therefore mirrored the broader tensions 

of the early republic—between national cohesion and state autonomy, unity and 

pluralism, inherited tradition and American innovation—yet beneath these disputes lay a 

shared belief that self-government could survive only if citizens were deliberately formed 

for it. 
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This study advances three main conclusions. First, the founding generation 

collectively articulated a coherent—if provisional—American Curriculum for civic 

leadership. Across region, party, and profession, these figures repeatedly returned to a 

common cluster of civic disciplines: history, law, the science of government, moral and 

natural philosophy, and disciplined use of language. Read together, these recurring 

emphases reveal not scattered opinion but a durable curricular imagination: an 

educational blueprint oriented toward the formation of republican character and civic 

competence. 

Second, educational reform in the early republic was simultaneously 

republicanizing and Americanizing. Reformers sought to prepare citizens for self-

government while loosening the nation’s dependence on British cultural authority by 

elevating American history, geography, law, and language. These impulses were widely 

shared even as disagreements persisted over institutional authority, access, and the proper 

place of religion. The recurring but unrealized ideal of a National University crystallized 

this tension—admired as a capstone in principle, yet constrained by the federal structure 

the founders had created and by the political risks of centralized cultural control. 

Third, the failure to establish a National University did not extinguish the ideals 

that animated it. Those ideals diffused through state universities, academies, common 

schools, and the expanding print culture of the early republic. The American curriculum 

never became a federally administered program, yet it endured as a powerful set of 

normative expectations about what republican citizens ought to know. The educational 
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debates reconstructed here therefore mark an early chapter in the enduring American 

struggle to reconcile national civic ideals with decentralized governance. In the absence 

of a national university, education nevertheless functioned as the republic’s enduring 

monument—less visible than constitutional text, yet no less essential to its survival. 

 

Perpetuating the Republic Through Education 

These aspirations did not disappear after the 1800s.301 Throughout the nineteenth 

century, reformers continued to invoke civic virtue, national cohesion, and historical 

understanding as foundations of public schooling, even as educational authority remained 

largely state-based. State universities and academies carried forward curricular patterns 

first articulated in the founding era, while advocates of common schools drew upon the 

same republican language of citizenship and moral formation. Periodic efforts to revive 

national coordination (including recurring proposals for a national university) testified to 

the persistence of a founding intuition: that a republic requires more than institutions and 

elections; it requires citizens capable of sustaining constitutional life through informed 

judgment and disciplined participation. 

The founders’ most durable educational achievement was therefore not the 

creation of a single national institution, but the embedding of civic learning as a cultural 

expectation. Their curricular vision outlived their parties, their institutional experiments, 
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and many of the political settlements of the early republic. If the Constitution provided 

structural form to the republic, education supplied its animating force. The American 

classroom became the space in which each generation encountered the principles, 

restraints, and responsibilities of self-government. 

This study has argued that founding-era educational thought was more coherent 

than its institutional outcomes suggest. By reconstructing a provisional American 

curriculum recurring across diverse figures, regions, and political affiliations, it 

demonstrates that a shared framework for preparing citizens for republican leadership 

existed even without centralized implementation. The failure of a national university did 

not mark the absence of civic design; it clarified the constitutional boundaries within 

which that design would operate. National ideals would be sustained through 

decentralized institutions, local initiative, and institutional diversity rather than federal 

administration. 

In contemporary education, civic instruction often appears narrowed to procedural 

knowledge—focused on electoral mechanics and institutional structure without sustained 

attention to historical judgment, legal reasoning, and moral formation. The founding 

generation envisioned something more comprehensive: an education that integrated 

history, law, philosophy, language, and the science of government into a coherent civic 

formation. They assumed that constitutional architecture alone could not secure liberty. 

The endurance of the republic depended upon citizens trained to understand not only how 

government functions, but why it must be preserved within constitutional limits. 
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The history of American civic education remains unfinished; not because its 

foundations were uncertain, but because its preservation depends upon each generation’s 

willingness to renew them. The founders recognized that self-government is not self-

sustaining. Their legacy was not a fixed system, but a durable expectation: that education 

is the republic’s most reliable safeguard and its most demanding responsibility. 
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