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PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS

Philosophy is .an 1mp0rtant foundatlon of
curriculum because the philosophy advo-
cated or reflected by a partlcular school and
its officials influences its goals or aims and
content, as well as t orgamzatlon of its
curriculum. Studying] philosophy helps us
deal with our own personal systems of be-
liefs and values: The way we perceive the
world around us, ‘and how we define what is
important to us. It helps us understand who
we are, why we are, and, to some extent,
there we are going. |
V({Phxlosophy deals with the larger. aspects
life, the problems and prospects of living,
and the way we organize our thoughts and
facts./It is. an effort to see life and its prob-
lems in' full perspective. It requires looking
beyond the immediate to causes and rela-
tionships and to future developments Itin-
volves questioning one’s own point of view
as well as the views of others; it involves
- searching for defined and defensible values,
clarifying one’s beliefs and attitudes, and
formulating a framework for making deci-
sions and acting on these decisions.

OF CURRICULUM

Philosophical issues have always and still
do impact on schools and society. Contem-
porary society and the schools in it are
changing fundamentally and rapidly, much
more so than in the past. The special ur-
gency that dictates continuous appraisal and
reappraisal calls for a philosophy of educa-
tion. As William Van Til puts it, “Our
source of direction is found in our guiding
philosophy. ... . Without philosophy, [we
make] mindless vaults.into the saddle like
Stephén Leacock’s character who ‘flung
himself from the room, flung himself upon
his horse, and rode madly off in all direc-
tions.” " In short, our philosophy of educa-
tion influences, and to a large extent deter-
mines, our educational dec1510ns choices,
and alternatives.: :

PHlLOSOPHY AND CURRICULUM

Philosophy 'provides educators, espec1ally
curriculum workers with a framework or
base for organizing schools‘and classrooms.
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It helps them answer what schools_are for,
what_subjects are of value, how_students
learn, and what methods and materials to
use. It provides them with a framework for
broad issues and tasks, such as determining
the goals of education, the content and its
organization, the process of teaching and
learning, and in general what experiences
and activities they wish to stress in schools
and classrooms. It also provides them with a
basis for dealing with precise tasks and for
making such decisions as what workbooks,
textbooks, or other cognitive and non-
cognitive activities to utilize and how to util-
ize them, what homework to assign and how

much of it, how to test students and how to .

use the test results, and what courses or sub-
ject matter to emphasize.

The importance of philosophy in deter-
mining curriculum decisions is expressed
well by L. Thomas Hopkins:

Philosophy has entered into every important de-
cision that has ever been made about curriculum
and teaching in the past and will continue to be
the basis of every important decision in the fu-
ture.

When a state office of education suggests a
pupil-teacher time schedule, this is based upon
philosophy, either hidden or consciously formu-
lated. When a course of study is prepared in ad-
vance in a school system by a selected group of
teachers, this represents philosophy because a
course of action was selected from many choices
involving different values. When high school
teachers assign to pupils more homework for an
evening than any one of them could possibly do
satisfactorily in six hours, they are acting on phi-
losophy although they are certainly not aware of
its effects. When a teacher in an elementary
school tells a child to put away his geography and
study his arithmetic she is acting on philosophy
for she has made a choice of values. If she had
allowed the child to make the choice she would
have been operating under a different set of be-
liefs. Many persons believe that children can best
be educated to live in a democracy by rigid au-
thoritarian control through the adolescent pe-
riod. Others believe that democratic interaction
should be practiced as soon as the child is capable
of distinguishing among subjects, situations, ac-
tivities, which is a number of years before he usu-
ally enters school. When teachers shift ‘subject

matter from one grade to another, they act on
philosophy. When measurement experts inter-
pret their test results to a group of teachers, they
act upon philosophy, for the facts have meaning
only within some basic assumptions. There is
rarely a moment in a school day when a teacher is
not confronted with occasions where philosophy
is a vital part of action. An inventory of situations
where philosophy was not used in curriculum
and teaching would lead to a pile of chaff thrown
out of educative experiences.’

Hopkins’s statement reminds us how im-
portant philosophy is to all aspects of curric-
ulum decisions, whether it operates overtly
or covertly, whether we know that it is oper-
ating or not. Indeed almost all elements of
curriculum are based on philosophy. As
John Goodlad points out, philosophy is the
beginning point in curriculum decision
making and’is the basis for all subsequent
decisions regarding curriculum.® Philoso-
phy becomes the criterion for determining
the almsz means, and ends of curriculum.

€ aims are statements of value, based on
philosophical beliefs; the means represent
processes and methods, which reflect philo-
sophical choices; and the ends connote the
facts, concepts, and principles of the knowl-
edge or behavior learned, or what we feel is
important to learning, which is also philo-
sophical in nature.

Smith, Stanley, and Shores also put great
emphasis on the role of philosophy in devel-
oping curriculum; it is essential, they posit,
when (1) formulatmg and justifying educa-
tional purposes; (2) selecting and organizing
knowledge; (3) formulating basic proce-
dures and activities; and (4) dealing with
verbal traps (what we see versus what is

-real).” Curriculum theorists, they point out,

often fail to recognize both how important
philosophy is and how it influences other as-
pects of curriculum.

Philosophy and the Curriculum Worker.

The philosophy of the. curriculum
worker reflects his or her life experiences,
common sense, social and economic back-
ground, education, and g_eneral beliefs



about him- or herself and people. An indi-
vidual’s philosophy evolves and continues to
evolve as long as he or she continues to grow
and develop, and as long as he or she learns
from experience. One’s philosophy is a de-
scription, explanation, and evaluation of the
world as seen from one’s own perspective,
or through what some social scientists call
“social lenses.”

Curriculum workers can turn to many
sources,”but no matter how many sources
they may draw upon or how many authori-
ties they may read or listen to, the decision is
theirs to accept or reject so-called explana-
tions and truths presented. The decision is
shaped by past and contemporary events
and experiences that have affected them

and the social groups with which they iden-

tify; it is based on values (attitudes and be-
liefs) that they have developed, and their
knowledge and interpretation of causes,
events, and their consequences. Philosophy
becomes principles for guiding action.

No one can be totally objective in a cul-
tural or social setting, but curriculum work-
ers can broaden their base of knowledge

and experiences, try to understand other .

people’s sense of values, and analyze prob-

~lems from various perspectives. They can

also try to modify their own critical analyses
and points of view by learning from their
experiences and others. Curriculum work-
ers who are unw1llmg to modify their points
of view, or compromise philosophical posi-
tions, when school officials or the majority
of their colleagues lean toward another phi-
losophy, are at risk of causing conflict and
disrupting the school. Ronald Doll puts it
this way: “Conflict among curriculum plan-
ners occurs when persons . . . hold positions
along a contlnuum of [dlfferent] beliefs and

. persuasions.” The conflict may become
so intense that “curriculum study grinds to a
halt.” Most of the time, the differences can
be reconciled “temporarily in deference to
the demands of a temporary, immediate

task. However, teachers and administrators.

who are clearly divided in philosophy can
seldom work together in close proximity for
long periods of time.” -
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The more mature and understanding
one is, and the less personally threatened
and ego involved one is, the more capable
one is of reexamining or modifying his or
her philosophy, or at least of being willing to
appreciate other points of view. It is impor-
tant for curriculum workers to consider
their attitudes and beliefs as tentative—as
subject to reexamination whenever facts or
trends challenge them.

Equally dangerous for curriculum work-
ers is the opposite: Indecision or lack of any
philosophy, which can be reflected in at-
tempts to avoid commitment to sets of
values. A measure of positive conviction is
essential to prudent action, even though to-
tal objectivity is not humanly possible. Hav-
ing a personal philosophy that is tentative or
subject to modification does not lead to lack
of conviction or disorganized behavior. Cur-
riculum workers can arrive at their conclu-
sions on the best evidence available, and
they can change when better evidence sur-
faces.

Philosophy as a Curriculum Source.

The function of philosophy can be con-
ceived as either (1) the base or starting point
in curriculum development or (2) an inter-
dependent function with other functions in
curriculum development. John Dewey.rep-

resents the first school of thought. He con-

tended that “philosophy may . . . be defined

as the general theory of education,” and -

that “the business of philosophy is to pro-
vide” the framework for the “aims and
methods” of schools. For Dewey, philosophy
provides a generalized meaning to our lives
and a way of thinking; it is “an explicit for-
mulation of the . . . mental and moral habi-
tudes in respect to the difficulties of contem-
porary social life.”® Philosophy is not only a
starting point for schools, it is also crucial
for all curriculum activities. For Dewey, “ed-

'ucation is the laboratory in which philo-

sophic distinctions become concrete and are
tested.” :

In Ralph Tyler’s framework of curricu-
lum, phllosopfiy is co

mmonly one of five cri-
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achieve this goal, according to some observ-
ers, because school achievement and eco-
nomic outcomes are highly related to social
class and family background.* Had the
schools not existed, however, social mobility
would have been further. reduced. The fail-
ure of the common school to achieve social
mobility raises the question of the role of
school in achieving equality—and the ques-
tion of just what the school can and cannot
do to affect cognitive and economic out-
comes.

The modern view of educational equal-
ity, which emerged in the 1950s through the

19705 goes much further than the old v1ew>

In light of this, James Coleman has outlined
five views of inequality of educational op-
portunity, the latter four of which parallel
reconstructionist philosophy: (1) inequality
defined by the same curriculum for all chil-
dren, with the intent that school facilities be
equal; (2) inequality defined in terms of the
racial composition of the schools; (3) ine-
quality defined in terms of such intangible
characteristic as teacher morale and teacher
expectations of students; (4) inequality
based on school consequences or outcomes
for students with equal backgrounds and
abilities; and (5) inequality based on school
consequences for students with unequal
backgrounds and abilities.*

The first two definitions deal with race
and social class; the next definition deals
with concepts that are hard. to define in
terms of relevancy and starting and stop-
ping points; the fourth definition deals with
school expenditures and school finances.
The fifth definition is an extreme interpre-
tation: Equality is reached only when the
outcomes of schooling are similar for all
students—those in minority as well as domi-
hant student groups.

When inequality is defined, in terms of

equal outcomes (both cognitive and eco-
flomic), we start comparing racial, ethnic,
and religious groups.jIn a heterogeneous
society like ours, this/results in some hot
issues—including how much to invest in hu-
man capital, how to determine the cost-ef-
_fectiveness of social and educational pro-

grams, who should be taxed and how much,
to what extent are we to handicap our
brightest and most talented minds (the swift
racers) to enable those who are slow to finish
at the same time, and whether affirmative
action policies lead to reverse discrimina-
tion.®? Indeed we cannot treat these issues
lightly, because they affect most of us in one
way or another and lead to questions over
which wars have been fought.

All these issues involve balancing acts,
and what effect these balancing acts have on
individuals, groups, and society. Many re-
constructionists—not to mention peren-
nialists and essentialists, who have their own
ideas about excellence in education—have
problems with these issues. Many of us are
unable to agree on what is equitable and
just, and how much we can stretch the em-
bodiment of reform ideas or the fiber of so-
ciety. Too much egalitarianism can lead to
mediocrity, indifference, and economic de-
cline within society. On the other hand, ex-
cellence carried too far can create wide so-
cial and economic gaps, hostilities among
groups, and a stratified society. The idea is
to search for the golden mean.

In his classic text on excellence and
equality John Gardner describes the di-
lemma vividly: -
cmma vIvIeY:

"

We might as well admit that it is not easy for us as
believers in democracy to dwell on the differ-
ences in capacity between men. Democratic phi-
losophy has tended to ignore such differences
where possible, and to belittle them where it
could not ignore them. . ..

Extreme equalitarianism—or what 1 would
prefer to say equalilgrianism wrongly concetved—
which ignores differences in native capacity and
achievement, has not served democracy well.
Carried far enough, it means . . . the end of that
striving for excellence which has produced man-
kind’s greatest achievements.

.. no democracy can give itself over to ex-
treme emphasis on individual performance and
still remain a democracy—or to extreme equali-
tarianism and retain its vitality. A society such as
ours has no choice but to seek the development
of human potentialities at all levels. It takes more
than educated elite to run a complex, tech-
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