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can show advertising for children—sold to sponsors at premium rates. Whittle, the mergers and
acquisitions mogul of education, is trying to get rich off the poverty of public schools and the fears
of parents. Can he really believe advertising in the schools enhances education? Or is he helping
to corrupt public schools in ways that will make parents even more anxious to use vouchers for
private schools—which might one day be run by Whittle’s latest entrepreneurial venture, the
Edison Project.

According to Lifetime Learning Systems, an educational-software company, “kids spend 40 percent
of each day . . . where traditional advertising can’t reach them.” Not to worry, says Lifetime Learning
in an Advertising Age promo: “Now, you can enter the classroom through custom-made reaming
materials Lreqted with your specific marketing objectives in mind. Communicate with young spenders
d1rect1y and, through them, their teachers and fannhes as well.” If we redefine young learners as

“young spenders,” are the young really to be blamed for acting like mindless consumers? Can they
become young spenders and still become young critical thinkers, let alone informed citizens? If we
are willing to give T'V cartoons the government’s imprimatur as “educational television” (as we did
a few years ago, until the FCC changed its mind), can we blame kids for educating themselves on
television trash?

Everyone can agree that we should educate our children to be something more than young
spenders molded by “lifestyle patterning.” But what should the goals of the classroom be? In recent
years it has been fashionable to define the educational crisis in terms of global competition and
minimal competence, as if schools were no more than vocational institutions. Although it has talked
sensibly about education, the Clinton Administration has leaned toward this approach, under the
tutelage of Secretary of Labor Robert Reich.

The classroom, however, should not be merely a trade school. The fundamental task of education
in a democracy is what Tocqueville once called the apprenticeship of liberty: learning to be free.
I wonder whether Americans still believe liberty has to be reamed and thatits skills are worth learning.
Or have they been deluded by two centuries of rhetoric into thinking that freedom is “natural” and
can be taken for granted?

The claim that all men are born free, upon which America was founded, is at best a promising
fiction. In real life, as every parent knows, children are born fragile, born needy, born ignorant, born
unformed, born weak, born foolish, born dependent—born in chains. We acquire our freedom over
time, if at all. Embedded in families, clans, communities, and nations, we must learn to be free. We
may be natural consumers and born narcissists, but citizens have to be made. Liberal-arts educatios
actually means education in the arts of liberty; the “servile arts” were the trades reamed by unfree
men in the Middle Ages, the vocational education of their day. Perhaps this is why Thomas Te*’~ r
preferred to memorialize his foundmg of the Un1ver51ty of Virginia on his tombstone rather
his two terms as president; it is certainly why he viewed his Bill for the More General Diffusion of
Knowledge in Virginia as a centerpiece of his career (although it failed passage as legislation—=
were perhaps not so different). John Adams, too, boasted regularly about Massachusett’s high Iz
rates and publicly funded education.

Jetterson and Adams both understood that the Bill of Rights offered little protection ix
without informed citizens. Once educated, however, a people was safe from even the subtlest ==
Jefferson’s democratic proclivities rested on his conviction that education could turn a peonie =
safe refuge—indeed “the only safe depository” for the ultimate powers of smcietv "C'* erish therefore
the spirit of our people,” he wrote to Edward Carrington in 1787, “and keep alive their amens
Do not be severe up on their errors, but reclaim them by enllghtenmg them. If once they become
inattentive to public affairs, you and I and Congress and Assemblies, judges and governors
become wolves.”




