Public education makes democracy vibrant
Brendan Lee 23. History instructor at Utah State University. His research focuses on the history of American education, politics and social movements in the 19th and 20th centuries, 2-14-23. "Public educations passes civilization down to future generations.," https://www.sltrib.com/opinion/commentary/2023/02/14/brendan-lee-long-troubled-history/.
The history of education in the United States can best be described as a story of social progress in the face of cultural, political and generational opposition. Progressive educator John Dewey described education in 1906 as a tool of “social renewal” in which the older generation, having lived their lives and gained experience, passes on knowledge to the rising youth.
This has been a pattern familiar to our collective history. After all, this is how humans learned not to eat poisonous plants, the process of hunting or gathering food effectively or how civilizations are built by people working together. Over time, the youth take these lessons, gather their own experience and continue the pattern forward with better and improved knowledge.
But while improved knowledge is certainly responsible for the advancement of American society today, social renewal from generation to generation is not immune to the inescapable flaws of mankind. Austrian Philosopher Karl Popper, after narrowly escaping Nazism in 1937, described human civilization as one that “has not fully recovered from the shock of its birth — the transition from the tribal or ‘closed society’ to the ‘open society’ which sets free the critical powers of man.”
To Popper, tribalism — or the mentality that excludes, discriminates or segregates individual groups based on race, religion, culture, class, etc. — is the ultimate opponent of progress towards an open and democratic society. Within this framework, education and social renewal can be either products of tribalism, or products that help society advance beyond tribalism. This is the story of American education and the context with which we find ourselves discussing education today.
As a generational story, we can see how access to publicly funded education mirrored the social progress of the United States, moving beyond tribalism and towards the open society. Like every nation of imperfect people in history, the basic structures of our society appeared very tribalistic in the beginning — we built our houses of government and education using enslaved labor, our school curriculum gave way to religious sectarianism and the doors of the classroom often appeared out of reach to the poor and marginalized of society.
Indeed, from the moment Thomas Jefferson penned the famous words, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,” the struggle to jettison our tribalism and build a country that gave access and opportunity to all people became our mountain to climb. With every successive generation, access and opportunity improved in the face of strong cultural, political and religious opposition.
Private education has a complicated history in its relationship to social progress. In the beginning, the ability to obtain a quality education (like the right to vote) was largely restricted to white wealthy families who could afford to send their children to private academies. The doors of learning were mostly shut to the poor and marginalized of society.
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