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Message from the Chair
“An informed citizenry
is the bulwark of a
democracy.”
—Thomas Jefferson
Jefferson was not referencing the latest tweets or Facebook
postings. What he had in mind
was knowledge about the operations of the government based
Gregory K. Arenson
on an understanding of the way
it was supposed to function. The country and this state
are failing to maintain Jefferson’s bulwark.
At the January 31 House of Delegates meeting, the
State Bar Association resolved to support the inclusion
of civic education in the core K-12 curriculum nationwide. The report of the Law, Youth, and Citizenship
Committee on Civic Education on which that resolution
was based contains some startling statistics:
• Out of 1,001 U.S. adults who recently took a multiple choice test on basic U.S. civics and history,
83% failed.
• Out of 14,000 college students, 71% failed a basic
civics test.
• Forty-five percent of Americans were unable to
correctly identify the three branches of government.
• Forty percent of New Yorkers did not know that
the legislative branch makes laws.
• Seventy-five percent of high-school seniors were
unable to name one power granted to Congress.

• Fifty-eight percent of New Yorkers could not name
either of their Senators.
• Fifty-seven percent of Americans could not name
a single justice of the Supreme Court.
In light of these dismal numbers, it is not surprising
that there has been an increase in partisanship. With no
understanding of how the United States government is
supposed to operate, people cannot rationally evaluate
whether government is the problem or government is
the solution. Slogans and peer pressure can be substituted for thought.
There is a crisis in education in this country. On
worldwide tests of high-school students’ knowledge,
the United States is below average in mathematics and
average at best in science and reading and is well toward
the bottom in all three areas when compared to 34
developed countries. National programs to correct these
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deficiencies, such as No Child Left Behind or Race to the
Top, rightly emphasize mathematics and literature. But
they also emphasize testing, and they subordinate civics
and history to literature. As quoted by the Civic Education report, a recent study by the Brennan Center for Justice found that “[w]hatever resources were once available
for civic education are now being grossly reduced by the
spread of No Child Left Behind and its emphasis on math
and language arts, as is clearly the case in New York.”
As attorneys, we have a special duty to uphold the
rule of law, one of the cornerstones of our society. We
must fight ignorance of the precepts underlying the rule
of law in this country and this state. The State Bar As-

sociation resolution adopted January 31 “urges the legal
profession to seek support of policy makers, educators,
the media, and the general public to ensure that subject
matter to advance the civic mission of schools, including
the study of law, is included in the core K-12 curriculum.”
I urge each member of the Section to do what you can in
your local school to influence the curriculum to correct
the sorry state of knowledge of the basic functioning of
our government. As Thomas Jefferson might have said,
“Our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor” depend
on it.
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