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As teachers look out upon their new crop of students this fall, some may

have the thought “I may have a future president sitting before me.” One wonders how many past teachers pondered this as they helped to form the minds of those who comprise that exclusive list of America’s presidents.


Those who have known some of these men have been rather surprised to see the heights they achieved.  Acquaintances of rowdy Andrew Jackson had low expectations of his future.  An orphan at age 14, Jackson determinedly fought against any imposed authority or perceived slight. Ironically, within a few years, the young man found himself employed as a rural teacher but soon found it was not his calling.  James Buchanan was initially expelled from Dickinson College for disorderly conduct, but was later reinstated.  At graduation, the college attempted to prevent his speaking at commencement as the valedictorian, but the student body protested -- so Buchanan spoke.


Most future presidents were good students -- not necessarily exemplar -- but still managed to keep their grades above average.  Woodrow Wilson stands alone as one who fought dyslexia as a child and worked hard to learn to read, but he ultimately mastered the skill, overcame his disability and went on to become the only president with a Ph.D.


Early presidents often faced hardships attempting to acquire an education as schooling opportunities were scarce.  Many know of Abraham Lincoln’s scant time in a classroom (less than a year all together), but fewer know that George Washington’s formal schooling ended at age 11 when his father died.  Within a few years, the teenager taught himself how to be a surveyor and was working for some of the wealthiest men in colonial Virginia.  Zachary Taylor’s parents moved their family to the Kentucky frontier and his writings later as an army officer and president revealed his lack of education.  Martin Van Buren left his schooling behind at age 14 when his parents arranged for him to become a law clerk.  


Andrew Johnson, a trained tailor, never had the opportunity of attending school and would probably have spent the rest of his life sewing if not for his wife Eliza who patiently taught her husband the basics that he missed in school.  Lacking money for his family, Millard Fillmore also missed early educational opportunities but managed to learn on his own while working in a textile mill.  He propped open a dictionary (the first book he purchased) and would memorize new words and meanings while tending his machines.  He later received more formal education and married one of his teachers.


Several presidents received private tutoring at home from a parent and/or teachers employed by their parents including Presidents Washington, Jefferson, Polk, Garfield, Arthur, McKinley, and both Roosevelts.  Mothers frequently taught their sons to give them a head start when they entered school.  At the age of two, Lyndon B. Johnson knew the alphabet and was soon spelling words.  His mother enrolled him at school at age four but when she learned her son was not doing well; Mrs. Johnson told the teacher he would respond better if he could sit in the teacher’s lap when she gave the lessons.  Richard Nixon’s mother taught him to read, so he skipped the first grade and started elementary school as a second grader (kindergarten was not common then).  The mothers of Reagan, Truman, and Harding also held education in high esteem and made sure that their sons did likewise.  


Perhaps the most unusual training of any president was that of John Quincy Adams.  Abigail Adams taught her son first then one of his father’s law clerks helped to tutor the boy in the early days of the American Revolution.  Young Adams soon traveled to Europe with his father and was put into schools in both France and the Netherlands.  He, too, left school at age 14 so he could become secretary to the American ambassador to Russia.  John Quincy Adams later returned to America where he attended Harvard -- but only after spending several months in intense study to pass the entrance examination that he originally failed.


 Some presidents looked back upon their schooldays as rather painful--literally.  George W. Bush was paddled in elementary school for drawing sideburns and a beard on his face with a felt pen.  John Tyler complained to his father about the whippings administered by his teacher.  When young Tyler failed to gain any paternal sympathy, he and his fellow students took matters into their own hands.  The boys grabbed the teacher, tied him up and put him into a closet where he had remained for several hours until he was found.  Tyler’s father got the message and withdrew his 11-year-old son from the school (John was not punished.)  Tyler’s experience was bad but not as extreme as that of Rutherford B. Hayes.  His schoolmaster went to unusual lengths to punish his students as Hayes explained:  “He flogged great strapping fellows of twice his size, and talked savagely of throwing them through the walls of the schoolhouse.  He threw a jack-knife, carefully aimed so as just to miss, at the head of a boy who was whispering.”  (Zero tolerance—19th century style!) Ultimately, Hayes succeeded in gaining his mother’s sympathy and winning release from the school.


Some of the future American leaders were not scholars.  Grant admitted, “I was not studious in habit,” and later when he was at West Point, “I rarely ever read over a lesson a second time during my entire cadetship.”  His lack of effort was not due to mastery of the material but rather laziness.  He graduated 21st in a class of 39.  Woodrow Wilson wrote that “I have not employed the day to very much advantage except having spent much of time loafing,” while attending Princeton as an undergraduate.  John F. Kennedy also spent some of his early years getting in trouble for inattention and poor grades in several subjects.  He, like many presidents, though liked history and did well in that subject.  In fact, of all subjects, history seemed to be the one most presidents preferred and their work reflected this.


So as the school year of 2009-2010 dawns, teachers and students alike can wonder who amongst them will one day take the oath of office for the presidency.

Presidential Quotes on Education:

To furnish the means of acquiring knowledge is . . . the greatest benefit that can be conferred upon mankind. It prolongs life itself and enlarges the sphere of existence. 

-- John Quincy Adams
Next in importance to freedom and justice is popular education, without which neither freedom nor justice can be permanently maintained.
-- James A. Garfield
To those of you who received honors, awards, and distinctions, I say, well done. And to the “C” students, I say, you, too, can be president of the United States.

-- George W. Bush


Did You Know?


Look at the list of presidents and figure out what they have in common:  John Adams, John Quincy Adams, Andrew Jackson, Millard Fillmore, Franklin Pierce, James A. Garfield, Chester A. Arthur, Grover Cleveland, William McKinley, Woodrow Wilson, Warren G. Harding, Lyndon B. Johnson, and Bill Clinton.

Answer:  All of them were employed at some time as teachers.
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