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What James Madison Might Say Every American Should Know By Doug Smith, Guest Blogger
James Madison was the intellectual force behind the creation of the United States through the US Constitution. He spent his entire life exploring government and models of citizen empowerment in the hopes that people could shape their own destiny. What would he say every American should know? The Aspen Institute Citizenship and American Identity Program’s "What Every American Should Know" initiative crowdsources ideas from a wide range of Americans into top 10 lists about what all Americans should know in order to be aware, effective, and engaged citizens. The goal of this project is to spark creative conversation about who we are as a nation today — and how we want to tell that story. Below, Doug Smith, vice president of The Montpelier Foundation and director of the Robert H. Smith Center for the Constitution, shares what he thinks Madison might recommend every American should know.
1. The US Constitution: There’s a reason they called James Madison “Father of the Constitution.” No other individual did more to shape its creation, explain its viability, and defend its implementation. The Constitution is like the rulebook for political rights, but it’s the people’s to write and at times change. Madison said, “My idea of the sovereignty of the people is, that the people can change the constitution if they please, but while the constitution exists, they must conform themselves to its dictates.”

2. The Bill of Rights: Madison originally argued that a bill of rights was “unnecessary and dangerous” for a constitution such as ours, but he changed his tune when he realized citizens needed the assurances it provided. The Bill of Rights is a kind of American creed, in the most secular sense, ensuring our central values are front and center.
3. The Power of Your Vote: There’s good news: the power of voting means we are our own rulers. The bad news: if the government is lousy, then it’s our fault. In order for self-government to work, the people must be informed and engaged
4. Access to Education: Madison, a rich, white, 18th-century male, had as great an education as any entitled gentleman of his day. Uniquely, he thought everyone else needed one, too. He once said: “Knowledge will forever govern ignorance: And a people who mean to be their own Governors, must arm themselves with the power which knowledge gives."
5. The Concept of Federalism: The federal and state governments have their own political territory — their own sphere of influence — that each one protects. Madison envisioned this complicated arrangement for dividing power as the best possible way to protect the people’s liberties.
6. How Checks and Balances Work: We all know the separation of powers and different branches of government, but Madison knew that in order to maintain that separation, each branch needed to be given the power to check the other branches when they encroached on its territory.
7. Factions in Government Are by Design: Congress may seem dysfunctional because American politics is designed to be adversarial, but the alternatives are even worse. Tension means that political liberty and free thinking are thriving. As he put it: “Liberty is to faction what air is to fire, an aliment without which it instantly expires. But it could not be less folly to abolish liberty, which is essential to political life, because it nourishes faction, than it would be to wish the annihilation of air, which is essential to animal life, because it imparts to fire its destructive agency.”
8. Justice Is the Purpose of Government: The ultimate purpose of government is justice, and that’s not the same as, “Just Us.” The Constitution lists “Establish justice” as one of its goals in the Preamble. And in "Federalist No. 51," Madison wrote: “Justice is the end of government. It is the end of civil society. It ever has been and ever will be pursued until it be obtained, or until liberty be lost in the pursuit.”
9. Freedom of Conscience: Political philosophers prognosticated about religious “toleration.” In other words, the people’s right to practice their own religion would be tolerated by inquisitioners. Madison’s view was far more radical. He flipped the idea of toleration on its head. He believed that the people’s right to worship in their own unique way (or even their right not to worship at all) was first and foremost a "gift of nature.” Therefore, government should keep out of it.

10. Freedom of the Press: Madison believed the press were important guardians of truth and liberty. Yes, he knew that the newspapers were full of partisanship, slanders, and lies. But in spite of the press’ “abuses,” he believed that "the world is indebted [to them] for all the triumphs which have been gained by reason and humanity, over error and oppression.”
Doug Smith is vice president of The Montpelier Foundation, leading its Robert H. Smith Center for the Constitution outside of Washington, DC, in Orange, VA.


DIRECTIONS: Read through each category and its criteria. Complete either or both columns to give yourself an accurate grade.  

In the LEFT column: Place a check plus next to those you completed in an exceptional manner, a check plus/check mark if it was only completed well, a check mark next to the criteria in which you completed okay, a check mark/check minus if it was completed okay but not great, a and a check minus that you completed but not very well, and place an X next to the criteria not completed at all. 

In the RIGHT column: Place the appropriate grade in the space to the immediate left of EACH criteria required by determining those areas you performed or were lacking and based upon the point value listed. Place a N/A or “not applicable next to any criterion not required for your specific role. Average the points together in place that score in the “your estimate” blank. 

***Remember, a perfect grade should reflect perfect work and only be used when the work done had no deficiencies & could not have been performed any better**

Preparation: Time invested During/ Outside of class (1-20): 						__________
[bookmark: _Hlk21509777]_____	_____Spent time researching topic and formulating action plan, script, and/or other prep
_____   _____Gathered necessary information to be knowledgeable about elements in action plan and essay/video
_____	_____Properly used class time- did not pack up early at the end of class and jabber instead of working bell to bell
_____	_____Spent time outside of class-completed multiple hours outside of class-the weekend or after school 
_____	_____If in group, an attribute and not a parasite; put in an equal amount of work as partners and did not inhibit work
_____	_____Put the necessary time in to make the project a success.   						        ______/20

Essay/Video Project: Material Covered (1-10):________________________________________________________                                                                                     
_____	_____Used info from Constitutional underpinning in “foundations” text(pgs. 18-22) and/or “applied text (ch. 4)
_____	_____Essay/Video Project answered the question posed regarding the task you/your group assumed
_____	_____Essay/Video is of required and adequate length to explain application of the topic and was easy to read and understand
_____	_____Use of language, word choice, and sentence structure in the essay/video was appropriate and enhanced project                          
_____	_____Essay/Video project met all the requirements outlined and has been submitted		                     ______/10

Essay/Video Project: Project Effectiveness (1-15):______________________________________________________                                                                                     
_____	_____Clarity: Theme of essay/video was outlined clearly, orderly, and was understood by peers based on peer evaluations 
_____	_____Creativity: Was dynamic and had interesting elements to draw attention and wasn’t boring, dull, or blah
_____	_____Essay/Video project demonstrated originality of composition, style, and otherwise
_____	_____ Essay/Video project did not look thrown together and project rates well in relation to those of peers
_____	_____Performed to the best of your ability and submitted Essay/Video with a belief you will win the contest          ______/15								
Self and Peer Evaluation (1-5): 	____________________________________________________________
_____	_____Read and followed direction when completing rubric: Placed the appropriate mark next to EACH category
_____	_____Did not just use whole numbers and only gave yourself a 10 if your performance was perfect: a model for future classes
_____	_____Went to Mr. F’s Applied Government Link and watched each classmate’s/Class Group’s Project 
_____	_____Completed an evaluation for each project that included:
			a. Summarization of what you found to be the theme or thesis of the Essay/Video
			b. Positives and critiques of peers based upon the criteria listed above 			         ______/5
										
											                  TOTAL___________/50
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Comments/Reflection: Does your rubric grade accurately reflect the grade do you deserve?  Explain your reasoning    

