
	
 One of my favorite holidays is here!  Thanksgiving is a great time to reflect on our blessings and share 
time and food with family and friends.  In Lancer Letters from past Thanksgivings, I’ve noted the many people 
and things within our district for which I am grateful.  I remain grateful for the wonderful people with whom I 
work, for the great young people we serve and for all of you in the community that support our work.   But, this 
year, I wanted to reflect on the thankfulness we as a nation should have for public education.
	
 After deciding this would be my topic for this week, I was interested to see the Op-Ed by local attorney, 
William Sesler, in the November 24 Sunday Erie Times.  Attorney Sesler likened the reaction to the inception of 
free public education in Pennsylvania in 1834 to what is currently happening with the new health care law.  I 
would encourage you to read his piece as the information on the birth of public education in Pennsylvania is 
quite interesting.  
	
 The United State Constitution places the responsibility for education in the hands of the states.  In 
Pennsylvania, prior to 1834, not everyone was educated and those who were, attended private schools for which 
their parents paid tuition.  But the Pennsylvania law to provide free public education for ALL in 1834 drew 
great resistance and a nearly successful attempt in 1835 to repeal the law.  It is generally agreed that the great 
oration of Thaddeus Stevens, then in the Pennsylvania House of Representatives, defeated the repeal of the 
1834 law which had been approved by the Senate.
	
 A quote from the PA Historical and Museum Commission website, explains the opposition to the law:
	
 “Who were the opponents of free public education? The aristocrats felt that education should be only for 
the "better" people, the "well-born" or the wealthy. The conservatives or "standpatters" opposed it just because 
it was new. Some taxpayers, rich and poor, thought it meant too great an increase in taxation. Non-English-
speaking groups feared that the free schools would cause the loss of their languages and distinctive cultures. 
There was also an element who had no use for "book-learning," and had great contempt for teachers and 
schools.”
 Well, some things never change.  I have to say that some of my conclusions on the true reasoning behind 
the current push for private school vouchers and charter schools go back to the aristocrats objections cited 
above.  Some local districts collectively conducted market research on why parents send their children to cyber 
school and the number one reason was to get their children away from “those kids.”  While I can understand 
that sentiment, I cannot understand our politicians who endorse this movement in direct contrast to our nation’s 
founding principles.  But, I digress.
	
 Public education has provided for opportunity for millions of children who would have had none.  The 
British caste system, which was one reason that prompted English colonists to settle here, kept a person in the 
social class to which he was born.  If you were born to a laborer, that was your future.  If you were born an 
aristocrat, you were golden.   There was no crossing over.  Without the American public education system, this 
liberation from our birth situation would have not been possible.  How many of us are in a profession different 
from our parents?  How many of us have an improved financial status from our parents?  
	
 In this nation, if you are born poor, you have the opportunity to improve your life with an education 
provided to you free of charge.   Those who want to seize the opportunity can do so.  We all know many “rags 
to riches” stories that would not have been possible without public education.
	
 The United States is the only country in the world that gives major effort to educating ALL children.  
Mentally challenged, physically challenged and emotionally challenged children are all given equal opportunity 
at great financial and human expense.  Many times, this fact is ignored by those calling the public system 
“failing” as it is one of this nation’s crowning achievements.
	
 It makes me very proud to hear about the great things our graduates have achieved.  Our students have 
found success in all walks of life; and, they often are good enough to contact us to tell us that they credit their 
success to the education and care they received at General McLane. 
	
 It is not education alone that this public system has given its students.  Because we are a public system 
that serves ALL, we “meet students where they are and empower them to be all they are capable of being.”  This 
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means being patient with kids who are depressed, angry, hurting, felling abandoned, rebellious, hungry, sad and 
just not interested in education (or anything for that matter).  
	
 When we conducted the nearly 60 focus group meetings the year we discerned our core values, we heard 
many stories of “redemption.”  Stories of how our faculty and staff had the patience and courage to work with 
students who would be abandoned if it were not for free public education for all.  It’s not just academics, but a 
deep commitment of care and compassion for all children.  As proud as I am when I hear a graduate express 
thanks for a GM education, I’m deeply moved when I hear a graduate relay, “you believed in me when no one 
else did.”
	
 This year, let’s give thanks we live in a nation that recognizes the importance of education for all.
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