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The Machine 

As America’s first truly great thinker, Ben Franklin placed education first and foremost in 

his mind, even as he set about accomplishing a myriad of other tasks that established his place in 

history. Yet Franklin changed the world of education; he attempted to make learning more 

accessible by insisting on English rather than the more formal Latin or Greek teachings and to 

teach students skills that would be applicable in their lives. His plans for a school were 

ultimately realized in the University of Pennsylvania (McConaghy). Ben Franklin once said 

“Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remember. Involve me and I learn.” While this thinking is 

just as applicable today as it was on the day Franklin said it, education as a whole has forgotten 

Franklin’s vision. Today, education is less about students’ potential and more about the facts and 

figures they can spew. This departure from Franklin’s philosophy must be corrected to benefit 

the minds of generations to come.  

In a world of constant standardized tests, students are measured purely on a one-time 

number. They do not have the time, or the desire, to involve themselves. Scrambling for that 

“A”or grasping for a score of “proficient,” test-takers cram as much information into their heads 

the night before the test as possible. They work late into the night, dimming the lights when their 

parents finally give up on persuading them to sleep and go to bed themselves. Then they stagger 

into school or the test room the next morning, regurgitate their late-night study session onto the 

paper, and then forget everything that they were taught, just in time for the whole process to 

begin again. They fulfill the first part of Franklin’s quotation: they are told, but they forget.  



Unlike in Franklin’s time, teachers today are graded on their students’ performances. 

They, too, are not motivated to involve their students. With their yearly evaluations, or in some 

cases, their jobs, hanging over their heads, the teachers are just as desperate as their exhausted 

students. Instead of teaching something memorable, they are forced to dump as many test-taking 

tips into their students’ heads as possible. From how to fill out the test bubbles so answers will 

be scored correctly to how to answer the kind of questions students will see on a specific test 

they may take only one time in their lives, teachers have been reduced to the level of mere 

functionaries, imparting knowledge on how to pass. But this knowledge is not applicable to the 

world outside the test, the world we all live in. Teachers teach for their students “to remember,” 

but only until the Scantron form is submitted.  

The two most enduring lessons I have ever learned in my educational career have also 

been the most unusual. The first had the students choose a region of ancient Greece to represent. 

We spent a month playing games and discussing ancient politics from our region’s perspective. I 

connected almost patriotically with Athens, and I still remember the information we learned, 

even though four years have passed since I learned it. The second lesson was the tyranny of my 

eighth grade social studies teacher as she reigned as queen over her students—the American 

colonists. Through oppressive classroom rules, she taught us the resentment the founders of the 

United States felt towards their mother country. Once again, I remember the legislation she 

taught us because I lived it. Both of these units involved me in a way that I have not forgotten 

and likely never will. Franklin was right. Only by involvement can students truly learn.  

Involvement, the most important part of Franklin’s vision, is lost in today’s learning 

machine. As the ancient Chinese proverb goes, “Give a man a fish and he eats for a day. Teach a 

man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime.” Lessons that students are taught once are not  



enough—they must authentically learn in order for the lessons to be effective and feed them for a 

lifetime in a world where their SAT scores must not define them. Until we can return to 

Franklin’s words and involve students in a meaningful way, education will never fulfill his 

vision and do what it is really meant to do.  
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