Our liberties we prize and our rights we will maintain
The Role of Education and a Free Press in Iowa 
By Michael Bugeja, director 
Greenlee School of Journalism and Communication

Last fall when Iowa educators were informed of a 2.5 percent budget cut, with additional cuts to come, Gov. Tom Vilsack apologized for the economic situation and eloquently reaffirmed the value of education, noting that state government has a “moral responsibility” to provide a better life for children.
The phrase—moral responsibility—was fitting, especially in Iowa, whose state seal and flag proclaim: “Our liberties we prize and our rights we will maintain.”
That motto, passed by the state’s first Legislature in 1847, is the only one in America to uphold the Bill of Rights.
Thomas Jefferson, whose writings inspired the Bill of Rights, observed in 1787: “[W]ere it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.”
Many of us in media forget that Jefferson qualified that remark, associating free speech with education: “But I should mean that every man should receive those papers and be capable of reading them.”
The role of both education and a free press is the same in a republic: to inform citizens so that they can make intelligent choices in the voting booth.

Because we elect our representatives, public information and knowledge are paramount.   
John Jay, first chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, upheld that idea. “I consider knowledge to be the soul of a republic,” Jay wrote. “Education is the way to do this, and nothing should be left undone to afford all ranks of people the means of obtaining a proper degree of it at a cheap and easy rate.” 
Jay’s vision became reality with the passage of the Morrill Acts, which designated land and funds to provide access to higher education.

In keeping with its motto, Iowa was the first state in the nation to accept the terms of the Morrill Act of 1862. Iowa State was the first institution to be designated a land-grant institution in 1864.

Appropriately, journalism at Iowa State College was founded in 1905, making the Greenlee School one of the oldest in the country. When we celebrate our centennial next year, we also will honor the role of public education and the First Amendment. 
Free speech is meaningless without education. And education is meaningless without free speech. You can’t have one without the other.
As Greenlee School alumnus Terry Anderson, former Midwest bureau chief for the Associated Press, notes, “If government is able to limit information then they are taking away from us a major part of freedom of speech. I can say anything I want to say, but if I do not know what I am talking about and lack the information to find out, then what good is talking?”
Anderson, held hostage in Lebanon for seven years, understands the intent of our state motto as well as any other Iowan. Because of his commitment to the First Amendment, Anderson is honorary co-chair, with Walter Cronkite, of the Committee to Protect Journalists, a non-profit organization that advocates global press freedoms.
Those freedoms are essential because Iowa operates in a global economy.  
The Legislature has been struggling with the impact of a sluggish economy and the aftermath of previous tax reductions over the past several years. Thus, the problem concerns revenues rather than expenditures. The state simply must generate more money to balance the budget. 

Many elected officials are doing their best not to raise taxes. They care deeply about the Iowa family and believe that this approach is in everyone’s best interest. So lawmakers have cut funds across the board—including education and the courts—both of which are meant to balance powers rather than budgets.
Cutting funds for education also is not in the state’s best interest.

Gov. Vilsack understands this. In a speech at an ISU conference, he reportedly noted that Iowa has reduced revenues for education for several consecutive years, putting us in league with a handful of states, including Mississippi. 

Mississippi is a great state, too. It has produced some of the world’s finest writers, including Nobel Prize winner William Faulkner and Pulitzer Prize winners Tennessee Williams and Eudora Welty (who also reported for the Commercial Appeal). 
Arguably, Mississippi’s literary history ranks as the best in the nation—a testament to the human spirit.
Mississippi parents, like their Iowa counterparts, value the public school system. However, that state’s Legislature—unlike its Iowa counterpart—is not known for supporting education. As a result Mississippi ranks 50th in the percentage of adults who have high school diplomas, according to the Christian Science Monitor, which also has tracked educational improvements in that state (see “Mississippi improves a poor report card, 3 June 2003). 

The good news is that Mississippi Gov. Ronald Musgrove, like Iowa’s Gov. Vilsack, also has reaffirmed the importance of education. Mississippi is moving up on several education lists. Last year the state reportedly was the first to provide Internet access to K-12 classrooms, with 32,000 of those computers built by Mississippi high school students, again according to the Christian Science Monitor.

Governors Musgrove and Vilsack have intuited a history lesson that their legislatures should reconsider: education improves economy. K-12 education does so in the long-term; higher education does so in the short-term.

Again, the Bill of Rights plays a role.

Economic prosperity ensures neither freedom nor education. Freedom and education ensure prosperity. Some lawmakers have forgotten that correlation.
CEOs of major U.S. corporations have not, especially since they must operate in a global economy.

Case in point: Merrill Lynch has offices in 36 countries with client assets exceeding $1.1 trillion. The Merrill Lynch Foundation donates millions to support education in the tradition of founder Charles E. Merrill, who believed that education fostered “personal growth and prosperity.”
Stan O’Neal, president and CEO of Merrill Lynch, supports education and journalism because both hold governments accountable. That, he says, increases the environment for prosperity.

O’Neal, speaking with Terry Anderson at the awards banquet of the Committee to Protect Journalists, applauded journalists for preserving democracy and a free market.
“Every business leader knows that the fundamental driver of economic growth and, indeed, of democracy, is the free, unrestricted flow of information,” O’Neal told the audience at New York’s Waldorf Astoria hotel in November.

“When business people choose not to enter a troubled market abroad it frequently is because they can’t get a clear fix on what’s going on there. Investors hate uncertainty,” O’Neal said. “They avoid putting capital in places where they can’t monitor how it’s being managed.”  
“You need information to do that,” he added. “You need free access to information—political information, economic information.  
“You need a free press.”
You also need education. 
Newspapers, in particular, must remember that and support education in editorials. It’s good for business. Publishers not only rely on consumers being able to read but also on a robust economy healthy enough to support their enterprises. 
Likewise the Legislature needs to lure new business to the state based on Iowa’s educational culture, which our public universities help nurture.

Otherwise our best and brightest graduates will leave for opportunities elsewhere.

Without support of education, for which Iowa is well known, we become a fly-over state economically as other states pass us by, realizing what we do not, even though our motto reminds us daily on the state seal and flag.
To preserve liberties and maintain rights, we should restore funds to education, our most paramount investment.
