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A.  Benjamin Franklin's Autobiography, first published in 1789, the year the U.S. constitution was ratified, can provide insights into the history of education in the U.S. in at least three important respects.  These are:

1.  Practice.  Franklin's account of his life can be read to gain some understanding of the conditions of education in the 18th century.  What can you glean from his account about where and how education took place in early America? 
2.  Idea.  Franklin himself devoted some thought to the subject of education.  What educational ideas, aims and concepts did he express? What connections did he see between these ideas and the cause of American independence?
3.  Personal quest.  One might say that all great autobiographies are treatises on education.  Augustine's Confessions and Henry Adams Education certainly fit this description.  The writers in these cases explore how certain events and experiences in their lives prompted them to change their ideas and revise their ways of thinking and living.  They describe, in other words, what they learned from experience.  Franklin's autobiography can also be read in this way.  What did his life teach him? What did he believe his life could teach others?  
B.  In 1818 Emma Willard made an unprecedented request to the Legislature of the State of New York for state support of female education.  A year later she published her request as A Plan for Improving Female Education.  The document is now a classic text of American educational history.

Willard herself was a highly experienced and well-regarded "preceptress," or headmistress, of a female academy in Middlebury, Vermont.  Her proposal, then, is based on her analysis of her own experience.  What was her idea?  What was the logic of her argument?  How did she believe female education could be improved?   What was the logic of the connection she made between female education and the survival of the Republic?  What do you make of her argument?  
