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•Education is the true corrective of 
abuses of constitutional power.

• Thomas Jefferson

•Democracy has to be born anew every 
generation, and education is its 
midwife.

• John Dewey

Problems for Democracy
• Constitutional Illiteracy 
• Challenges to the Rule of Law 
• Challenges to the autonomy of the Judiciary
• Incivility in political discourse
• Corruption and self-interest
• “Fake news” and “alternative facts”
• Distrust of Elections
• Distrust of Government, Elected Officials, and Bureaucrats
• ”Enemy of the People”
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A Quick Quiz

•Name the three branches of 
government.

•Name the five freedoms protected 
by the First Amendment.

Only one third of 
Americans can correctly 
name all three branches 
of government.

One third do not know 
any branch. 

Annenberg Public Policy Center
Sept. 13, 2018
https://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/civics-
knowledge-survey-willingness-protect-supreme-court/
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Low knowledge of essential facts
Annenberg Survey 2018
• 27% incorrectly said the Constitution allows the president to ignore a 

Supreme Court ruling if the president believes the ruling is wrong

• 41% incorrectly said that both the House and Senate must approve a 
nominee to the Supreme Court 
• 30% correctly know that the Senate alone confirms

• 55% know that a 5-4 Supreme Court decision is the law and must be 
followed
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Knowledge of The First Amendment
Freedom Forum, 2019
https://www.freedomforuminstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/SOFAreport2019.pdf /

• 67% of Americans are supportive of the First Amendment
• 29% say that First Amendment rights “go too far”
• 4% don’t know

• 21% cannot name a single freedom guaranteed by the First 
Amendment.

• 32% are only able to name one. 

https://www.freedomforuminstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/SOFAreport2019.pdf


8/28/19

6

Freedom Forum on Education

• Education was the most common predictor of recalling 
a First Amendment right – participants with more 
education were more likely to recall freedom of 
speech, religion and assembly.

Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the 
free exercise thereof; or abridging the 
freedom of speech, or of the press; or the 
right of the people peaceably to assemble, 
and to petition the Government for a 
redress of grievances.

The First Amendment
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Trust in Government
Gallup Poll (January 2019)
https://news.gallup.com/poll/5392/trust-government.aspx

41/57

35/63

Trust in Government
Pew Center (April 2019)
https://www.people-press.org/2019/04/11/public-trust-in-government-1958-2019/

•Public Trust in Government: 1958-2019
•Public trust in the government remains near 
historic lows. Only 17% of Americans today 
say they can trust the government in 
Washington to do what is right “just about 
always” (3%) or “most of the time” (14%)

https://news.gallup.com/poll/5392/trust-government.aspx
https://www.people-press.org/2019/04/11/public-trust-in-government-1958-2019/
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Distrust in Election Fairness and Accuracy

• Pew Center Report: “Elections in America” Oct. 28, 2018
• http://www.people-press.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2018/10/10-29-
18-Elections-in-America-for-release.pdf

•Majorities of both Democrats (64%) and Republicans 
(56%) say the opposing party has little or no 
commitment to fair and accurate elections in the U.S. 

http://www.people-press.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2018/10/10-29-18-Elections-in-America-for-release.pdf


8/28/19

9

Distrust in Elections and 
Department of Justice

• Republican
• Accusations of Voter Fraud

• Democrat
• Accusations of Voter Suppression

•Mueller Report
• Russian Interference
• FBI and Deep State 

President Trump on Voter Fraud
October 17, 2016
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President Trump on Voter Fraud
November 27, 2016

Fake News and “Enemy of the People”
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Fox News no longer working for Trump

Distrust in Democracy 
An Ancient Problem

Plato (427-347 BCE) and Aristotle (384-322 BCE) in Raphael, School of Athens (1511)
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Plato’s Problem with Democracy
•Democracy is “rule by the people”
• Stupid, selfish, and short-sighted

•Democracy emphasizes “equality”
• Anyone can rule, vote, and participate

•Democracy emphasizes “liberty”
• Free reign to impulse

•Democracies elect Demagogues and 
Tyrants
•Democracies tend to be unjust

Plato, Republic

Tyranny naturally arises out 
of democracy, and the most 
aggravated form of tyranny 
and slavery out of the most 
extreme form of liberty.
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Plato’s “solution”?
Aristocracy of the “philosopher-king”
Until philosophers are kings, 
or the kings and princes of 
this world have the spirit and 
power of philosophy, and 
political greatness and 
wisdom meet in one cities will 
never have rest from their 
evil.

The Modern Solution

•Written Constitution
•Fundamental Rights
• Inclusive Democracy
•Education for Democracy
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I know no safe depository of the ultimate powers of the 
society, but the people themselves: and if we think them not 
enlightened enough to exercise their control with a 
wholesome discretion, the remedy is, not to take it from them, 
but to inform their discretion by education. This is the true 
corrective of abuses of constitutional power.

--Thomas Jefferson, 1820

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/98-01-02-1540

John Dewey: 1859-1952

• It is no accident that all democracies have put 
a high estimate upon education; that 
schooling has been their first care and 
enduring charge. Only through education can 
equality of opportunity be anything more 
than a phrase….
• Democracy has to be born anew every 

generation, and education is its midwife.
• Dewey: “The Need for an Industrial Education in Industrial 

Democracy” (1916)

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/98-01-02-1540
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Character and Civic Education in Fresno
•Bonner Center for Character and Civic 

Education
• Character Education Award Recognition
• Annual Conference
• http://fresnostate.edu/kremen/about/ce

nters-projects/bonnercenter/index.html

Character and Civic Education in Fresno
•Civic Education Center
• Democracy Schools Project
• Youth Civic Summit
• Fresno County Civic Learning Partnership
• fresnociviclearning.com

http://fresnostate.edu/kremen/about/centers-projects/bonnercenter/index.html
http://fresnociviclearning.com/
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Character and Civic Education in Fresno
• Fresno State Ethics Center
• Civility and Ethics Education Projects
• Constitution Day
• Human Rights Day
• Ethical Leadership Award
• http://www.fresnostate.edu/artshum/ethics

center/

Ethics Center Social Media

http://www.fresnostate.edu/artshum/ethicscenter/

