
G o a l s  for P u b l i c  E d u c a t i o n

Primary education:
To give to every citizen the information he needs for the transaction  

of his own business;
To enable him to calculate for himself, and to express and preserve  

his ideas, his contracts and accounts, in writing;
To improve by reading, his morals and faculties;
To understand his duties to his neighbors and country, and  

to discharge with competence the functions confided to him by either;
To know his rights; to exercise with order and justice those he retains;  

to choose with discretion the fiduciary of those he delegates; and  
to notice their conduct with diligence, with candor, and judgment;

And, in general, to observe with intelligence and faithfulness  
all the social relations under which he shall be placed.

Higher education:
To form the statesmen, legislators and judges, on whom public prosperity  

and individual happiness are so much to depend;
To expound the principles and structure of government,  

the laws which regulate the intercourse of nations,  
those formed municipally for our own government, and a sound spirit of legislation, which, banishing all 
arbitrary and unnecessary restraint on individual action,  
shall leave us free to do whatever does not violate the equal rights of another;

To harmonize and promote the interests of agriculture, manufactures and commerce,  
and by well informed views of political economy to give a free scope to the public industry;

To develop the reasoning faculties of our youth, enlarge their minds, cultivate their morals,  
and instill into them the precepts of virtue and order;

To enlighten them with mathematical and physical sciences, which advance the arts,  
and administer to the health, subsistence, and comforts of human life;

And, generally, to form them to habits of reflection and correct action,  
rendering them examples of virtue to others, and of happiness within themselves. 
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GOALS for PUBLIC EDUCATION are from Thomas Jefferson’s Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Fix 
the Site of the University of Virginia [commonly referred to as the Rockfish Gap Report, 1818].  The report 
has been called the “most pregnant and suggestive document of its kind that has been issued in the history 
of American education.”

The following essay is from a letter written by Merrill D. Peterson to “All American Educators”.  In his role 
as chairman on behalf of the Thomas Jefferson commemoration commission, 1993-1994.

Thomas Jefferson was the prophet of American faith in the powers of education to secure freedom and the 
happiness of the people.  In his Virginia Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge (1778), Jefferson 
set forth a comprehensive plan of public education broadly based in primary schools, rising as in a pyramid 
through secondary schools, with a state university at the apex.  The dual mission was, first, “to illuminate 
as far as practicable, the minds of the people at large,” and second, to ensure that “those persons whom 
nature hath endowed with genius and virtue”—Jefferson’s “natural aristocracy”—should be educated to 
the limits of their abilities in order to better serve the mass of citizens.

Quite beyond its practical benefits to the individual, education at all levels had distinctly moral, social, and 
civic purposes.  It should cultivate virtue, teach the obligations of individuals to each other, and, above all, 
raise up the informed and responsible citizens a democratic government required.  Regrettably, this plan 
has yet to be implemented.

After his retirement as President, Jefferson preached that the future of democracy hung from two hooks: 
first, general education to enable every citizen to judge for himself how best to secure freedom and 
happiness, and second, the establishment everywhere of “little republics,” which he called “wards,” and 
compared to New England town meetings, to encourage due participation in public affairs.  The wards 
should be responsible for the public schools.

Jefferson distrusted concentrated power.  “What,” he asked, “has destroyed liberty and the rights of man 
in every government under the sun?  The generalizing and concentrating of all cares in one body.”  Where 
power is dispersed, and common schooling is the rule, every citizen may come to identify his own interest 
with the interests of the whole.  

Jefferson’s faith in democracy was, at bottom, a faith in education.  Believing, as he said, “that the people 
are the only safe depositories of their own liberty,” it was essential that they should be educated to a 
certain degree and prepared to take part in public affairs; moreover, government should be structured 
in ways that invited widespread citizen participation. Empowerment of the people depended upon 
education.  It was, therefore, a paramount responsibility of democratic government.  Tax-supported public 
education assumed common schools shaping a common understanding of the rights and responsibilities 
of free society and citizenship. 

If Jefferson was right, the health, indeed the salvation, of American democracy depends upon the making 
of informed, responsible, and participating citizens.

Education

“All Honor to Jefferson”—Abraham Lincoln 1858
Abraham Lincoln’s constant and repeated references to the Declaration of Independence were  
calculated to confront America’s moral degeneration since 1776.  “But soberly” Lincoln asserted in 
1858, “It is now no child ’s play to save the Principles [in the Declaration] from total overthrow in 
this nation.” Calling those Principles the “def initions and axioms of free society” Lincoln warned 
that they were being “denied and evaded, with no small show of success.  One dashingly calls 
them ‘glittering generalities;’ another calls them ‘self-evident lies;’ and stil l others insidiously 
argue that they apply only to ‘superior races.’”
Five years later in the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln pointed to the “unf inished work ” of the  
American Revolution. We are “a new nation,” he stressed, “conceived in Liberty and dedicated to 
a proposition that al l men are created equal.”
Today, while religious terrorism threatens the world, Americans seem no more prepared for the  
unf inished work of the American Revolution than they were in 1863.  There is stil l great ignorance  
and misunderstanding concerning the moral idealism of the Enlightenment which permeates  
the al l-inclusive “ancient faith” of the Declaration of Independence. Indeed, our  
founding document, the Declaration of Independence, by the “ laws of nature and  
of Nature’s God,” proclaims a universal morality that extends equally to individuals  
of both sexes, al l races, and  al l religious (theistic), irreligious (agnostic), or non-religious  
(atheistic) beliefs. Thomas Jefferson and the other 55 Founders chose to base America’s political 
and moral authority not on the revelation-based Judeo-Christian God, but  instead on the “ laws 
of nature and of Nature’s [reason-based,] God.” 
See Allen Jayne, “Lincoln and the American Manifesto,” Prometheus Books, 2007, 392 pp.  
[Deistic tolerance and the universal moral idealism of the Declaration of Independence enforced  
by the Constitution and the Bil l of Rights, put religion under man-made law, thereby taming  
the religious strife and coercion that has plagued western civilization for over a thousand years.] 

Broadside Declaration
During the debates of July 3rd and 4th, 1776, at the insistence of Northern traders and Southern  
slave-owners, Congress removed from the Declaration of Independence what John Adams called 
Thomas Jefferson’s “vehement philippic against Negro slavery.” Without this tragic reality America 
would not have been created. Consequently, the American experiment in Liberty began as a found-
ing contradiction. Civil war erupted eighty-f ive years later. 
If, however, Congress had included in the Declaration Jefferson’s denunciation of slavery, could the 
Civil War have been avoided? While doubtful, it is fitting and timely to believe that much bitterness and  
misunderstanding could have been avoided if our founding document had been clearer about race. 
To that end, this Broadside printing of the Declaration of Independence—a likeness of the original— 
inserts Jefferson’s censure of slavery into the Declaration where he put it, as a powerful conclusion 
to the list of “facts” which impelled them to separation.
The inclusion of Jefferson’s anti-slavery statement into the founding document of America is offered 
as a salutary exercise in contrast to the debate on reparations. 

Thomas Jefferson’s Legacy reflects a faith in People’s ability to discover and implement the principles 
of freedom—laws of nature—and is exemplified by his tombstone epitaph which outlines the main  
currents of his thoughts and actions: Author of the Declaration of American Independence, of the Statute of 
Virginia for Relgious Freedom, and Father of the University of Virginia.
Self-government, Religious Freedom, and Education. These ideas embody a “triple faith” in People and 
in the ideas that make free society work. They represent a Founding Vision of rights and responsibilities 
never before attempted in the founding of a country. 
The mission of the Jefferson Legacy Foundation ( JLF) is to promote the understanding and relevance  
of America’s Founding Vision.
In the words of Merrill D. Peterson—renowned author and Jefferson scholar, and founding JLF  
boardmember (1993)—the Foundation is dedicated to the “conscious knowledge of Jefferson’s faith and a  
responsible commitment to its survival.”  To that end, we publish reproductions of three of America’s most 
important documents. 


