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"PARTS OF ONE WHOLE": The University and the Public Schools
By COLGATE W. DARDEN, JR.
Former President) University of Virginia
Any discussion of the relationship between the University of Virginia and
our Public School System requires a review of the development of our public
schools and some knowledge of the reasons which caused the long delay in
getting them started. Many years elapsed
between the founding of the University
and the establishment of. our primary
and secondary schools. This fact has contributed measurably to the difficulties
confronted by those seeking to bring them
closer together. An examination of the
reasons for this time interval will make
this paper longer than it should be, but
such an examination is necessary if we
are to understand the subject.

] efferson's Design
We should begin with Mr. Jefferson,
as it was he who designed the plan for
general education, or public education,
with which a start was made in Virginia.
It was in 1779, during his term as Governor, and while war was going on with
Great Britain, that his first proposals were
presented, although they had been prepared some time before.
Unfortunately he was never able to
secure legislative approval for his complete program. That part of his plan having to do with primary and secondary
schools failed. It was probably the most
vital part insofar as the people of Virginia were concerned. Happily for us
all, he fared better with the University.
Unhappily for us all, many years were
to elapse before our public schools were
to get started. In fact, so recent has been
the development of the system that I
have seen it grow from the scantiest of
beginnings to the vast and remarkable
organization that it is today. I entered
primary or grade school 55 years ago,
and when I entered there was no high
3chool in my community; there are good
ones there now.

The case for public education has been
made many times, but nowhere better,
I think, than in the forepart of the "Bill
For the More General Diffusion of Knowledge" containing the proposals to which
I have referred, which Mr. Jefferson drafted while a member of the Committee
chosen to revise the laws of Virginia after
the break with the mother country in
1776. It was a distinguished committee.
Pendelton, Wythe, Mason, and Thomas
Ludwell Lee served with him. The young
draftsman, who but a short time before
had composed the Declaration of Independence, enters upon the subject with
a warning against tyranny, about which
he knew something from experience.
Then he says, "... and it is believed that
the most effectual means of preventing
this would be, to illuminate, as far as
practicable, the minds of the people at
large." To this end he urges that "those
persons, whom nature hath endowed
with genius and virtue, should be rendered by liberal education worthy to
receive, and able to guard, the sacred
deposit of the rights and liberties of their
fellow citizens, and that they should be
called to that charge without regard to
wealth, birth or other accidental circumstance." It is important to remember
these last few words for they underlie our
whole system of public schools. Those
whom nature has endowed with genius
and virtue must be prepared for the
responsibilities of leadership without regard to "wealth, birth or other accidental
circumstance."
As you may remember, the effectiveness of the legislation proposed by him
was destroyed by amendment, a device
not uncommon in legislative bodies. The
Virginia Assembly entrusted the execution of the plan to the county court of
each county. Since one of the provisions
of the Bill was that certain expenses of
the schools should be met from tax rev-

enues, "it served," to use Mr. Jefferson's
words, to throw on wealth the education of the poor." The result was no
school system, for, as he so penetratingly
observes, "The justices, being generally
of the more wealthy class, were unwilling to incur that burden, and I believe
it was not suffered to commence in a
single county."
It is worth noting that, while he places
emphasis upon opportunity for all who
were competent and virtuous, he does
not go so far as to advocate education for
all at pub~ic expense. His plan assumes
that those who can afford to do so will
educate their own children beyond the
first three years to be provided at public
expense.
Also, his plan for those educated at
public expense was highly selective. He
advocates the elimination of the "foundationers" or free scholars in the grammar
or secondary schools on a basis that seems
too severe, and his plan for choosing
them at the outset seems too restrictive.
There was, I believe, more talent to be
found among the needy than he made
allowance for. His plan appears too restrictive to me, not because it tends to
eliminate the stragglers, but because it
seems to narrow too much the gateway
through which the able are permitted
to pass.
Be that as it may, he understood well
an important fact which we overlook.
He saw clearly that there would be great
differences in competence and ambition
among those attending the public schools,
hence his insistence upon a drastic weeding-out process. The failure to recognize
this fact, or the failure to deal with it,
has tended to impair the effectiveness of
our efforts toward mass education, worthy
though these efforts be. Educational opportunity for all, or mass education as
we call it, that lacks selectivity-rigorous
selectivity-is likely to produce distressU
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ing mediocrity. We have only to look
around us to see that this has happened
in many instances. The danger of mediocrity attends any system of mass education, and constant vigilance is required
to overcome it. It is understandable, given
the rapid growth of our schools, that
we have encountered such difficulty, but
this is no excuse for permitting it to
continue.
Another situation contributes substantially to the trials of those who see the
necessity of high academic standards in
our public schools. It also is understandable, but it is damaging nevertheless.
It is the desire of parents to have school
work made easy and enjoyable for their
children. School work can and should be
made interesting for those who want to
learn, but it cannot be made easy. And
often it is not, and cannot be made enjoyable. Certainly this is true 'if the school
work is as stiff as it should be.
There is anotber aspect of Mr. J efferson's plan which deserves much more than
passing attention. It is his insistence upon
his young scholars being "endowed with
genius and virtue." He knew it was sheer
folly to think of entrusting the leadership of a people to those who do not
possess both intellectual capacity and excellence of character or "virtue," as he
expressed it. The world has learned at
bitter cost during recent years of the
danger of intellectual competence bereft
of moral principle.
The importance of moral training is
being brought home to us today by the
frightening activities of reckless and irresponsible groups of young people who,
in first one part of the country and then

another, are found engaged in conduct
ranging from theft to armed robbery
and from simple assault to murder.
Forethoughts on the University
But to return to the early efforts towards a school system; many years elapsed
between the ill-fated attempt at public
school legislation and the organization of
the University of Virginia. It was not
until the first week in August 1818, 39
years after the report of the Committee
revising the laws of Virginia, that the
Commissioners for the University, meeting in Rockfish Gap, a few miles west of
Charlottesville, formulated its report. Mr.
Jefferson drafted the Report, and here are
some of its salient points. The University
was to direct its attention, among other
things, to courses of study best calculated:
"To form the statesmen, legislators and
judges, on whom public prosperity and
individual happiness are so much to
depend; . . . . "
"To develop the reasoning faculties
of our youth, enlarge their minds, cultivate their morals, and instill into them
the precepts of virtue and order; . . . . "
Encouraging progress is being made in
all save "order." The University continues
to suffer from the lack of student discipline - or occasional lack of it - that so
oppressed Mr. Jefferson in the closing
years of his life.
The Commissioners had no easy assignment. Not only were they to suggest the
courses best suited for their institution
of higher learning, but first they must
convince a number of their friends of
the need of any institution at all. Having
prevented the organization of primary
and secondary schools, you can imagine
the strength of those opposing the organization of a university. The Commissioners note this at the outset:
"Some good men, and even of respectable information, consider the learned
sciences as useless acquirements; some
think that they do not better the condition of man; and others that education,
like private and individual concerns,
should be left to private individual effort; .... "
The unhappy truth is that many Virginians of that day were quite able and
quite content, having provided for the
early training of their own children, to
send them out of the State for higher
education. Unfortunately, others - the
great majority - lacking the opportunity
to secure even a primary school education, were doomed to illiteracy. They were
unable to comprehend the vast advantages
of a decent school system and, as a con-

sequence, they were ill eqUipped or not
equipped at all to give the support needed by those attempting to establish ;
system of instruction.
The report goes on in language that
is so profound and so wise that it is not
difficult to imagine the impact upon the
State.
"And it cannot be but that each generation succeeding to the knowledge acquired by all those who preceded it,
adding to it their own acquisitions and
discoveries, and handing the mass down
for successive and constant accumulation,
must advance the knowledge and wellbeing of mankind, not infinitely} as some
have said, but indefinitely} and to a term
which not one can fix and foresee."
"What, but education, has advanced us
beyond the onditio-n of our ifldigeneus
neighbors? And what chains them to their
present state of barbarism and wretchedness, but a bigoted veneration for the
supposed superlative wisdom of their
fathers, and the preposterous idea that
they are to look backward for better
things, and not forward .... "
Mr. Jefferson calls attention in the
Report to the developments of the preceding half century as evidences of the
usefulness of an education. He could make
a stronger case for his statement were he
with 'us today, for the half century immediately behind us has been crowded
with changes and advances so startling
as to numb the imagination. We owe
these advances to persons possessed of
that unusual and valuable asset, intellectual curiosity, which is, of course, the
mainspring of all human progress, and
we owe also a very substantial debt to
those who had the foresight to provide
for their education.
Implementing the Designs
Shortly after the University opened its
doors Mr. Jefferson died, and many years
were to elapse before there was another
start on public schools. It was not until
1870 that the start was made and then
under circumstances that were bleak and
discouraging beyond belief. Until then
the Act of 1810 was to serve the needs of
the Commonwealth. Under this the public
schools were to be "pauper schools" provided for those unable to provide for
themselves. Although additional legislation in 1845-46 made provision for local
option in organizing public schools, it was
so devised that few areas could or would
take advantage of it.
However, much as Virginia might have
admired Mr. Jefferson and his contribution to the political thinking of the early

-11days of our Nation, it had no idea of
adhering to his views on education. It
jd not believe in free schools, and it
appeared to have had no deep concern
for the education of a substantial number
of its citizens. If it did, it failed to show
it in one of the most telling and productive ways it could have been shown.
The movement which began in 1870
developed haltingly and slowly, and there
was little or no co-ordination with the
University. Because of this the University
remained a public institution, resting upon a private school foundation. Although
this foundation was quite solid, it lacked
breadth in that the private schools were
able to accomodate only a few of those
needing instruction.
The private school foundation meant,
quite naturally, a student body at the
University made up, in large part, of
those prepared by private schools. The
modest contribution made by the public
schools, once they were started, was not
sufficient to set any pattern of public
education in so far as the University was
concerned. The social life of the U niversity was quite like that found in other
private universities. The lack of understanding of or the lack of sympathy for
the development of a comprehensive system of public education - one extending
rom the graded school through the University - which obtained both in the
Commonwealth and at the University,
created an environment not calculated
to encourage high school graduates to
enter the University. The fraternities,
clubs, and other societies were almost entirely made up of private school graduates.
Since these organizations dominated completely the social life of the University,
the high school graduates did not find
life there as congenial as it should have
been.
To this situation the Commonwealth
made a substantial contribution by failing to provide the financial support which
was required to establish the University
as the capstone of public education in
the State. Since the University had to rely
in large part upon private funds, there
is no reason to be surprised at the feeling
in the student body, in the faculty, and
among the alumni that it was a private
institution belonging to those who, to a
considerable extent, supported it. The
term "State U," used in derision by some
even now, stems from this situation. State
support has increased very much during
the past 20 years so that private support
does not make up anything like so subtantial a part of the total as it did for

many years - approximately a century after the University opened. And there
is following, slowly but surely, a corresponding change in the relationship of
the University to the public schools.
It is likely, had William Henry Ruffner,
our first Superintendent of Public Instruction, not fallen victim to a political upheaval, that things might have gone quite
differently for certainly he subscribed to
the views expressed by the Founder of
the University.
I say this notwithstanding Mr. Ruffner's curious reference to Mr. Jefferson's
"only educational mistake:' We find it
in his second report, which was submitted
November 1, 1872. According to Mr. Ruffner, this consisted of Mr. Jefferson's supposing he could construct an institution
that "could maintain a life of religious
indifference in the midst of a Christian
people:' Mr. Ruffner, who goes on to
say that had the University not been
"converted to Christ it would inevitably
have perished," appears not to have understood what Mr. Jefferson was attempting to do. Mr. Jefferson sought, and wisely so, I believe, to have the University
remain free of denominational jealousies
and rivalries. To this end he wished it
open to all alike without any limitations
as to creed.
Mr. Ruffner in discussing the University
in this Report, excepting the above, expresses complete approval of Mr. J efferson's educational plan.
"The great man," says Mr. Ruffner,
"in whose conception the peculiar and
unique structure of the U niversity originated, and whose persistent efforts for almost half a century at length brought it
into being, always connected University
and common-school education as necessary
parts of one whole."
After noting Mr. Jefferson's observation that constant attention should be
given "the whole system" of education,
Mr. Ruffner goes on to say: "And so, it
is obvious, it must ever be. Neglected
primary education saps the foundations
of the University. A university neglected
lowers the standards and blights and
dwarfs the efficiency of all grades below
it. They are parts of one whole:J and cannot flourish to the fullest extent, save in
conjunction."
Many circumstances that cannot be related here contributed to this separate
development of the public schools and
the University. The financial distress, the
widespread disorder, the poverty and the
fearful disorganization of the commercial
and social life of Virginia that followed

.the War Between the States, all had a
part in what happened. Then, too, there
lingered on the sentiment that had defeated the public school plan at the outset.
To many of us this separation has
appeared to be an impoverishing thing,
and we have directed our efforts toward
effecting a change. We have sought to
bring about a much closer and a more
harmonious relationship between this
great center of learning and the statewide system of public education which is
now a possession of incalculable worth to
the people of Virginia. We have made
modest but most encouraging progress progress which, I hope, will continue.
Our endeavors have rested on an assumption for which, as you can see, we
can claim no originality. We borrow directly from Mr. Jefferson in urging that
the intellectually and morally promising,
who desire an education, be given the
opportunity to better themselves. In this,
as he so often observed, the public as
well as the individual has a stake. We
believe, as did he, that a really good
public school system is most likely when
leadership for it is provided by a great
university.
Some Results
For many years those who have doubted the wisdom of encouraging high school
graduates to attend the University, especially those from the rural areas, have
expressed uneasiness because of the fear
that these students lack sufficient preparation. They will be surprised and, I believe, pleased by what recent experience
has shown. Over the last few years the
requirements for admission have been
stiffened, and the faculty has not made
any easier the work required for graduation. During this period there has been
a steady increase in the ~umber of Virginia high school graduates entering the
University in relation to the total number
admitted. And these students have been
drawn from public schools scattered at
random over the State and not largely
from big city high schools.
Their academic competence can be
measured, to a degree, by admissions to
Phi Eta Sigma, the Raven Society, and
the Phi Beta Kappa. The first is a society
to which first year students showing
marked academic promise are elected. The
last two are, as you know, learned societies
to which older students are elected. Virginia high school graduates made up 66.6
per cent of those initiated by Raven and
66.6 per cent of those initiated by Phi

-12Beta Kappa in the spring of 1959. Of
those elected to membership a larger percentage came from the small town or
country high schools than from the urban
ones. Obviously it would not be wise to
read too much into these figures but they
are not without meaning. Certainly they
are modestly reassuring to all of us who
have been concerned with relating the
University more closely to the public
school system. They show that the system
as a whole-urban and rural areas alikecan furnish first-rate academic material.
It is my belief that, given help, our
schools can improve substantially the
good work they are presently doing and
that many more good scholars can be
found and developed.

Town of Fairfax, a very substantial number of students will be accommodated
there.
There has been also a very great increase in the use of University facilities
by State groups in recent years. Newcomb
Hall, the faculty student center, adds
measurably to the comfort and convenience of these groups. During the summer
of 1959 there were some 12 conferences
held in addition to the regular summer
school program. These brought approximately 2,000 persons to the University,
almost all of them Virginians. Among
them were school superintendents, local
government officials, bankers, lawyers,
business executives, real estate and insurance people, and labor officials.

Developments of the System
At the outset of this paper I remarked
that I had seen our public school system
develop. At the same time, the increased
support of the University by the State
has been accompanied by an enlargement
of its usefulness to the people of Virginia.
In addition to the growth at Charlottesville, there is the Extension Division with
branches throughout Virginia which
reaches almost double the number enrolled at the University itself. Clinch Valley College, the two-year liberal arts college in Wise County; Mary Washington
College, the four-year liberal arts college
for women at Fredericksburg; and the
two-year College of Northern Virginia,
located presently in rented quarters on
the outskirts of Alexandria, are giving
good accounts of themselves. The Northern Virginia College is quite small, but
wi th the construction of buildings on the
site recently acquired adjacent to the

The Task Ahead
The great age of Virginia, to which
we look back with such pride-justifiable
pride-was produced by a unique group
of speculative thinkers and vigorous executives. They left their marks upon government and society in Virginia and in the
United States because of their great ideas
"':"'ideas that caught the attention and fired
the imagination of those with whom they
lived and worked.
Great ages are produced by great thinkers and there is no reason why Virginia
in the future cannot equal or surpass
what has been done in bygone years if
we are intelligent enough to lay the proper foundation and courageous enough to
venture. But we cannot do this without
a first-rate school system reaching from
the primary grades through the University. We shall never be able to lift substantially the intellectual level of our people
with a system of education that tolerates
dreary mediocrity by avoiding stiffness

and selectivity in order to placate those
who insist that the constitutional guarantees of equality before the law must t
taken to mean that all men are of equal
capacity and equal ability. And we must
be careful not to fall victim to the mistaken idea that poorly paid teachers and
the poor instruction that usually results
are not too costly.
As we go along with our efforts to
unify the U niversity and the public
schools in one great system of education,
it is important that we bear in mind
Mr. Jefferson's insistance upon good
character or "virtue." I have made mention of this, but I wish to call attention
to it again. It is dangerous nonsense to
omit the development of character from
the primary purposes of an education.
'1 he world in which we have lived and
are living should teach us this, had we
not been told it by Mr. Jefferson and
countless others who have given thought
to the subject.
There are many evidences that progress
is being made in giving form and substance to the educational theories which
the young Governor of Virginia espoused
180 years ago. I hope we are moving-and
not slowly-toward the day when a great
university, national in scope and cosmopolitan in interests, will stand at the head
of a public school system which is VigOI
ous and alert. And that throughout this
system there will be found an unshakable
determination that everywhere in Virginia, in rich and poor communities, in
rural and in urban areas alike, the quality
of instruction shall be as good as can be
found in the United States. We shall be
repaid many times over for the expense
and the substantial effort required to
bring this about.
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