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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Stephen Zack, the current president of the American Bar Association,
and the first Hispanic-American to hold that office, understands perhaps
better than anyone the importance of an educated and fully engaged
citizenry to the preservation of liberty and the rule of law. At the age of
14, he fled with his family from the tyranny of Castro’s Cuba, leaving
virtually everything behind. “The loss of liberty is not theoretical,” he
said recently. “When you have to leave your home, it’s real.”

Upon becoming president of the ABA in October of 2010, he announced
four initiatives for his presidential term, one of which was “the need
for increased civic education in our schools and for all Americans.” To
that end he formed The Commission on Civic Education in the Nation’s
Schools, with retired U.S. Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor acting as a commission
advisor. Their concern about the state of civic education in the United States—a concern shared by
leaders and educators across the nation— is the result of a number of recent studies indicating, in
the words of Justice O’Connor,“ a very disturbing lack of basic knowledge of our system of govern-
ment and how and why citizens must be engaged.”

Nathaniel Beaman IV

In early May of this year, the 2010 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) civics
assessment, a part of what is often referred to as the “Nation’s Report Card,” was released to the
public. The third such assessment in the past twelve years, it is designed to measure how well
fourth, eighth, and twelfth graders are learning the “knowledge and skills of democratic citizenship
and government.” The results of this assessment, like those of its two predecessors, were less than
encouraging. According to the report, 73% of fourth graders, 78% of eighth graders, and 76% of
twelfth graders performed below the Proficient level for their respective grades. Only 2% of fourth
graders, 1% of eighth graders, and 4% of twelfth graders performed at the Advanced level.

Equally disturbing were the results of a study released earlier this year by the Thomas B. Ford-
ham Institute, a Washington, D.C. based educational think tank. This study ranked 49 of the 50
states, along with the District of Columbia, on their standards for the teaching of U.S. history. Nine
states received a grade of A- or B. Twenty-eight states received a grade of D or F. South Carolina
was the only state to receive an A. Virginia received a grade of C, a rather disappointing grade for
the state that is often referred to as the “Mother of Presidents.”
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Thursday, July 28, 2011
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Thursday, September 22, 2011, 1:30 - 4:30 PM

Social Networking: Opportunities and Risks
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Speaker: Norfolk City Manager Marcus Jones
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(PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE CONTINUED)

Other studies and surveys in recent years have shown similar results. For example a 2003
report by the Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, a coalition of organizations that
includes the American Bar Association, found that students are “less interested in public or
political issues than were previous generations, and they exhibit gaps in their knowledge of
fundamental democratic principles and processes.”

If, as these assessments and studies seem to indicate, civic education is not receiving the
attention it deserves and the younger generation is not being adequately prepared for the
responsibilities of citizenship, then I think the question we have to ask is this: What is the
proper role of the Bar in the education of our citizens, and in particular the younger members
of our society, to ensure that they will have the knowledge and skills necessary to fully, and
intelligently, participate in our democratic system of government?

I think there are at least two ways in which we, as members of the Bar, can play a sig-
nificant role:

First, we should encourage our state and local leaders to fully support a rigorous and com-
prehensive program of instruction in civic education for all students, beginning in the earliest
grades and extending through high school. A review of Virginia’s Standards of Learning for
history and social science indicates that the Commonwealth is committed to such a compre-
hensive and rigorous program. There has of course been much debate in recent years about
the Standards of Learning, as to both content and methodology, and whether other approaches
to teaching might be more effective. There are compelling arguments on both sides of this issue
and the debate will no doubt continue. But regardless of the teaching methodology ultimately
chosen, our students must come away from the experience with a thorough understanding of
our system of government and the rights and obligations of citizenship.

Second, we must be willing to volunteer our time and talent and become active participants
in the educational process. By virtue of our training and professional experiences, we are in
a unique position to provide students with real insight into how our system of government
actually works and the important role that the rule of law plays in the preservation of our
liberty. There currently exist a number of excellent programs in which members of the Bar
are making a real difference.

One such program is the Virginia Bar Association’s Rule of Law Project. The goal of this
program is to “inspire middle school students to become active and engaged citizens.” Local
bar associations match volunteer lawyers and judges with teachers to lead classroom discus-
sions about the rule of law. Another program is the Virginia Rules program, established by the
Attorney General’s Office, and implemented in Norfolk with the assistance of the Office of the
Norfolk Commonwealth’s Attorney. The goal of this program is to educate teenagers about the
laws in Virginia through lesson plans on a variety of subjects. Additionally, the Norfolk and
Portsmouth Bar Association sponsors a Mock Trial program in which thirty or so members of
the NPBA teach basic trial skills to students from the Norfolk Public School system. Students
meet weekly with volunteer lawyers, who instruct them in the various aspects of trial practice,
culminating in mock trials pitting the prosecution team from one school against the defense
team from another school.

The Rule of Law Project, the Virginia Rules program, and the NPBA Mock Trial program
are but three examples of the way in which members of the Bar are making significant con-
tributions toward the goal of producing educated and responsible citizens. These and similar
programs deserve our strong support.

To be sure, our democracy is not in danger of imminent demise; we have to be careful
not to overstate the problem. But if Jefferson was right that freedom and liberty require an
educated citizenry, then these recent educational assessments should serve as a warning that
there is serious work to be done. We might do well to remember the words of another lawyer,
Marcus Tullius Cicero, spoken some two thousand years ago: “What greater or better gift can
we offer the republic than to teach and instruct our youth?”
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