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Thomas Jefferson’s Democratic Literacy in Current Society


Thomas Jefferson is known as the great lyrist of American Democracy (Sparagana).  His tombstone notes three significant achievements as it states:   
HERE WAS BURIED THOMAS JEFFERSON AUTHOR OF THE DECLARATION OF AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE OF THE STATUTE OF VIRGINIA FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM AND FATHER OF THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA 
It does not include the other significant accomplishments of this great man, which includes being Governor of Virginia, a member of Congress, Commissioner and Minster to France, first Secretary of State, Vice President, and President (Monticello).  Despite all his great accomplishments, many controversies exist concerning the gaps of his rhetoric and practice (Sparagana).  This paper will address Jefferson’s respect for the importance of literacy in a democratic society within the context of conventional, functional, cultural, and critical literacy while contrasting these types of literacy and the pedagogical implications of critical literacy to American public schools.

“Jefferson cited a direct correlation between literacy, citizenship and successful self-government. With literacy came knowledge and discernment and with these came the means of safeguarding self-government and independence” (Sparagana).  In 1778,  he proposed a Virginian Bill for more General Diffusion of Knowledge.  It was a plan for public education that basically included primary schools as a baseline of education for all, followed by secondary schools for specific skills, and ending in the university for those endowed with genius and virtue (the natural aristocracy)  (Wyeth).   Jefferson went as far as proposing that literacy should be tied to requirements for citizenship.  He felt that if one did not avail themselves to public education, they should not be a citizen, as they would fail to provide the proper checks on governmental power.  However, it was taken out of his proposal for political reasons (Jewell, 3).   After completing his term as President of the United States, Jefferson preached that the future of democracy hung from two hooks:  “first, general education to enable every citizen to judge for himself how to best secure freedom and happiness, and second the establishment of little republics which he called wards” (Wyeth).  The wards were small communities.  He thought it critical to disperse power and to keep a common school curriculum.  He felt that common schooling would allow citizens to identify their own interests with that of the whole.  To that thought, he stated:

Where every man … feels he is a participator in the government of affairs, 


not merely at an election one day in the year, but every day; where there


shall not be a man in the State who will not be a member of some one of


its councils, great or small, he will let the heart be torn out of his body


sooner than his powers be wrested from him by a Caesar or Bonaparte (Wythe)


In light of Jefferson’s vision, it is critical that we compare and contrast the current definitions of literacy in American Society.   Jefferson, Mann and Dewey all defined civic literacy as key to the nation.  Civic literacy is defined as fundamental, morally, socially and politically knowledgeable.(Wythe)  Definitions for literacy can include academic, personal, transactional or emergent (Definitions).  For this paper, we will examine conventional, functional, cultural, and critical literacy.  It is important to note that these definitions are not mutually exclusive.  Some build on the others.

Conventional Literacy is frequently defined as the ability to read and write (Tozer, 272).  However, a more technical definition includes the decoding, reading comprehension, and spelling (National Institute for Literacy).   Obviously, this definition of conventional literacy serves as the baseline for other definitions.  It also assumes that the abilities defined are relevant to the society that one lives in a daily basis.  Currently, there are studies stating that conventional literacy may need to increase the definition bounds.  One must note that there is a difference in the ability to read and the ability read at a level appropriate for life in an information rich society (Rosenberg, 2).


Functional literacy is distinguished not by only learning history, math or science. It is about knowing things that one is required to do everyday (Brindavan).  The definition originated around World War II with the military expecting recruits to become functionally literate enough to operate specific machinery or perform distinct tasks.  In today’s society the definition is morphing to include a variety of other areas like computer skills, computational skills and others.  This is one of the areas where different factions of society can be discriminated against in education systems (Tozer, 275).


Cultural literacy is appreciating the diversity and baseline for different cultures.  E.D. Hirsch is frequently misunderstood in his writings about this subject.  His attempt to still to reach the end-state of a literate society, however, he states that cultural diversities must be understood by teachers prior to developing plans.  He does not mean to teach the separate cultures; instead it is to understand the language, gestures, terminologies and believes (shared information) of different cultures to maximize the capability to progress in the learning experience (Wessling).  Cultural literacy is to ensure that students do not only learn to read and write, but how to understand what they are reading and writing and how to apply it (Tozar, 278).  

Critical literacy has to do with the issue of knowledge and power (Tozar, 280).   Being critically literate is applying what is learned, processing it, and applying it in life.  However, it of course is not that simple.  This is where critical literacy begins, for questioning power relations, discourses, and identities in a world not yet finished, just, or humane (Shor).  But if one takes it beyond the individual to a society, the definition becomes more complex.  Thus, to be for critical literacy is to take a moral stand on the kind of just society and democratic education we want (Shor).

Paulo Freire was one of the lead supporters of Cultural Literacy.  In his biography, he speaks of how he did not understand anything in school because he was hungry and not interested.  It was not that he was dumb.  He then dedicated himself to education.  He stated that literacy was not only reading the word, but being able to read the world.  He believed that teachers must understand the culture of their students.  They need to mingle in the students’ environment to understand words, customs and themes.   They must then create cultural circles in the classroom by making words relevant to the lives of the students (Bentley).  I believe that Jefferson did not have a full appreciation of this aspect of literacy.  He was more devoted to stratification of the capabilities of students and determining who should progress and those who should be the laborers.  

Colin Lankshear believed that the American School system is failed due to an inability to effectively produce literate students.  He believed that even universities have failed because although critical literacy is evidenced in classes, students fail to apply critical thinking outside the instructed topics (Corbet).   To compensate for this failure, Lankshear proposes that literacy must be seen within the three “Ds” or interlocking dimensions.  These dimensions are the operational, cultural, and critical -  which brings together language, meaning and context (Lankshear).  Jefferson supported critical thinking and the learning of languages as an important aspect of the aristocrats attending universities.

Henry Giroux was an advocate of teachers concentrating on the business and moral of political education and not concentrate on curriculum experts.  He scoffs at the politically correct techniques applied in current schools and promotes the concentration on societal warts in the attempt to bring knowledge and power together consequently producing a “good society”  (Rochester).

This paper addressed Thomas Jefferson’s vision for a democratic society which he believed could only be achieved through the separation of power and a literate population.  Throughout time, as America’s public schools developed, different definitions of literacy developed.  I believe they are all consistent with Jefferson’s vision.  The task is to take these different aspects of literacy and see if they can be applied in America’s public school system.  Obviously, the answer is yes, but there are different degrees of application based on student age and understanding.  Society must define conventional literacy based on the expectations of citizens at different age levels.  Cultural literacy must be appreciated by teachers as they need to understand their students.  This does not relieve parents or families from their obligations.  Freire proposed appropriate considerations for teachers.  Functional literacy remains a baseline that schools/society must establish for the different areas of jobs or functions.  Finally, Critical literacy must be integrated within schools.  There must be a balance of acceptance and ethics as teachers can not unduly influence their students.  I believe that Colin Lankshear is correct in his analysis and proposed solutions.  I believe that Henry Giroux had good points, but is a little too radical in implementation.
Appendix A

Citation:  Jewett, Thomas, “Jefferson, Education and the Franchise - The Early America Review,”  Winter 1996-97,  available from <http://www.earlyamerica.com/review/ winter96/jefferson.html>  accessed 18 May 2006  

Article Overview 

This article provided an overview of Thomas Jefferson’s thoughts concerning how a free self governing society requires and educated population or it is doomed to failure.  The author explained how Jefferson could never successfully separate education from government.  He saw education as the balancing factor to ensure proper self governing through elected officials.

The author explained how Thomas Jefferson attempted an amendment to the Constitution that legalized federal support for education in his State of the Union Address.  When he failed at the amendment, he also developed a comprehensive plan of education from elementary school through the university level.  His interest was in ensuring that citizens were provided education within elementary schools.  He view the elementary schools as more important than the University level as it provided for a literate population.
Appendix B
Citation:  Wessling, Joseph H.,   “Cultural Literacy and the Analogical Imagination,”  Summer 2001,  available from < http://www.as.ysu.edu/~english/cea/wessling.htm> accessed 20 May 2006.

Article Overview 

This article provided a review of E.H. Hirsch’s book Cultural Literacy which analyzes America’s failure to achieve a high degree of literacy and recommends solutions to rectify the problem.  The author summarizes Hirsch’s theory by stating that true literacy requires, beyond basic reading and writing skills, the common body of information that is possessed by the general society.  He stated that the schools (particularly elementary) that is responsible to impart this shared information.  He emphasizes that to dismiss this shared information as elitist or indoctrination is to fail to see its empowerment, for only cultural literacy can provide hope for social reform.  He also states that proper education must involve a two part curriculum that includes extensive (shared information) and intensive (in-depth exploration of individual texts or specific knowledge areas).  Finally he states that most literate adults possess only an elementary or incomplete appreciation for shared information.
Appendix C
Citation:  Sparagana, Jeff,   “Educational Theory of Thomas Jefferson”  (2002) available from    < http://www.newfoundations.com/GALLERY/Jefferson.html>  accessed 20 May 2006.

Article Overview

This article identified Thomas Jefferson as a outstanding and distinguished member of government that articulated great vision.  However, the author also identified many gaps between the Jefferson’s rhetoric and practice.  This article concentrated on the educational theory of Thomas Jefferson.  The author explained Jefferson’s education theories in relationship to the theories of value, knowledge, human nature, learning, transmission, society, opportunity and consensus.   Throughout the above theories, he demonstrated how Jefferson firmly believed that there was a direct correlation between literacy, citizenship, and successful government.  He believed that every citizen needs an education proportional to the conditions and his life pursuits.
Appendix D

Citation:  National Institute for Literacy, “National Early Literacy Panel-  Synthesizing the Scientific Research on Development of Early Literacy in Young Children,”  2006,   available from <http://www.nifl.gov/partnershipforreading/family/ncfl/NELP2006Conference.pdf > accessed 21 May 2006.

Article Overview 

This article provided a baseline understanding of conventional literacy in America.  The committee met with a goal to determine the intervention and practices that promote positive outcomes for literacy in preschool children.  The preliminary findings of the committee shows it is apparent that explicit attempts to build alphabetic awareness and oral language, to share books with young children, and to use home, preschool, and kindergarten interventions all can be valuable paths to at least some literacy and language outcomes.

Appendix E

Citation:  Rosenburg, Victor, "Information Literacy and Small Business”  available from <http://www.nclis. gov/libinter/infolitconf&meet/papers/rosenberg-fullpaper.pdf>  accessed 20 May 2006.
Article Overview 
This article provides a new definition (Information Literacy) as a derivation of Conventional Literacy.  He explores the impact of the internet on small businesses and how the internet now provides global reach for an increasing number of businesses.  He believes that for small businesses to thrive, they must start educating their employees on the skills needed to be successful in information technology.  He basically provides a theory that conventional literacy can not be defined in binary terms (either you are literate or not).  He voices a concern that most Americans are extremely informational illiterate.
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