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With the invention of the printing press and the start
of the Protestant Reformation a paradigm shift took
place in education. The Bible, for the first time in
history, could be purchased and read by the average
family, and reformers like Martin Luther and William
Tyndale made certain it was available in the common
language of the people. For the purpose of scholarly
study of the Bible, schools and universities were
founded throughout Europe. For the very first time
books by Shakespeare and Milton, and books on
science and civil government, could be found in
thousands of homes, being read by candlelight.
Colonial America enjoyed a very high degree of academic scholarship.
In Colonial days, to be admitted to William and Mary College, prospective
students had to be able to read, write, converse and debate in Greek.

If we work upon marble, it will perish; if we work upon brass,
time will efface it; if we rear temples, they will crumble into
dust; but if we work upon immortal minds, if we imbue them
with principles, with the just fear of God and love of our fellow
men, we engrave on those tablets something which will
brighten to all eternity. - Daniel Webster

Throughout history, biblical faith has been the driving

force for the growth of excellence in education. With
the exception of the Hebrews, the ancient world had
no conception of education for the common man.
Scholarship was the sole property of the class-conscience
elite of Egypt, Greece, and Rome. Our Lord tore open
the veil of educational elitism when He said, “Let the
little children come to Me, and do not forbid them;
for of such is the kingdom of heaven.” He taught that
everyone, including children, must know Him through
His written Word (John 8:31). Christians spearheaded
the cause of literacy from the time of the early Church
through the Middle Ages. Monasteries and schools
were established, and eventually the first universities
were started for the purpose of Christian and classical
training at Cambridge, Paris, and Bologna.

For twelve years, a small, banished congregation of
English believers studied together in Holland next to
the leading university in Europe, the University of
Leiden. In the fall of 1620, these Pilgrims braved a
sixty-six day voyage to settle the untamed wilderness
of New England. According to their own diary, they
came for three main purposes. They desired to be free
to pursue family-directed education apart from the
corruption and tyranny of Europe. They hoped to be
prosperous through biblical free enterprise in order
that others would be drawn to join their colony and
their faith. And they wanted to help advance the
Christian faith “to the remotest parts of the world.”
These three ideals were the underlying foundations of
America’s success for more than two hundred years.
From this precious seed unprecedented prosperity and
liberty flourished, and the missionary movement grew
worldwide. But perhaps the most amazing result of
the intelligent biblical faith of our forefathers was the
quality of education that it produced.
Harvard historian Perry Miller said of the colonists,
“In contrast to all other pioneers, they made no
concession to the forest, but in the midst of frontier
conditions, in the very throes of clearing the land and
erecting shelters, they maintained schools and a college.”
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Only four people out of one thousand in New England
were illiterate in the early 1800s, according to John
Quincy Adams.
Moses Coit Tyler, historian of American Literature,
indicated the colonists’ “familiarity with history…
extensive legal learning…lucid exposition of constitutional principles, showing, indeed, that somehow, out
into the American wilderness had been carried the very
accent of cosmopolitan thought and speech.” From this
fertile intellectual soil came the world’s foremost
political documents and cultural prosperity.
Millions of Americans still share this common vision
of our ancestors. But in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries many Christians were persuaded to withdraw
from the secular world, including two hundred years
of educational leadership. This left a vacuum that was
quickly filled by a new breed of secular intellectuals.
Historian Paul Johnson explains: “With the decline of
clerical power in the eighteenth century, a new kind of
mentor emerged to fill the vacuum and capture the ear
of society. The secular intellectual might be deist,
skeptic or atheist. But he was just as ready as any
pontiff or presbyter to tell mankind how to conduct its
affairs.” As a result of this secularization, the original
American dream is withering, choked by overwhelming
media presence, government regulations and educational misinformation.
Today, the pressures on American students to reject
the Christian faith are greater than ever. What has
been the result of the removal of Christian faith and
values from education? Recent studies reveal that
for the first time in history Americans think it is
unlikely that today’s youth will have a better life
than their parents. America’s public education system
is in deep distress. Most recent studies reveal that
about three-fourths of high school students cannot
read or write proficiently, and most will never catch
up. The achievement gap between American students
and their peers worldwide is stark – the US currently
ranks 25th in math and 17th in science among 27
industrialized nations. One study found that, among
other things, “nearly one-third of American
seventeen-year olds do not know that Abraham
Lincoln wrote the Emancipation proclamation,
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...nearly half do not know who Joseph Stalin was,
and…about thirty percent could not locate Britain on
a map of Europe.” As the fruit of education without
God and the Bible has become evident, the American
illusion of happier days has slowly died.
But from the ashes of these misguided dreams has
come a new passion burning in the hearts of godly
parents all across our nation. Their realistic dream is
to give their children the moral, biblically-based
education they need and deserve. Many of the present
generation of Christian parents are beginning to
prepare children not only to survive, but also to
succeed in the twenty-first century. They are realizing
that the unbelieving world has little interest in presenting the central, positive impact of Christianity to our
children. They are simply reasserting their Godordained role as the primary teacher to their children.
In fact, a new report shows that the homeschooling
movement is growing exponentially – the number of
parents choosing to forgo traditional education is
growing seven times faster than the number of students
enrolling in K-12 every year! Homeschoolers consistently show higher achievement levels and SAT
scores, and are actively recruited by Harvard, MIT
and other prestigious universities across the nation.
Already, young people who are being taught the truth
of God in history, science, free enterprise economics,
law, government, and the arts are stepping back into
leadership. They are assuming these roles in a culture
that was built through the blood, sweat, and tears of
their Christian forebears.
As Christian families forge a new millennium, the study
of the history of education in America is essential.
No nation on earth has the legacy of godly education
that we enjoy in America. But we must confess that
entire generations of our youth have suffered from
the failure of a dream of education without God’s
Word as its foundation. We must be able to offer the
biblical alternative to secular indoctrination. The
good news is that millions of adult believers are
renewing their own self-education and are training
their children in home schools and Christian schools.
Here is the lasting hope of restoring true liberty and
prosperity under God!
-Marshall Foster
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