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PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS 
··OF CURRICULUM 

Philosophy is .an important foundation of 
curricul'qm because. th~ philosophy advo­
cated or reflected by a partjcular schqol and 
its offici~ls. influences .i~g_Q~l_s. or ei..llJ.S. and 
content, as well as ~ganization of its 
~lum. Studying·{, philosopliylielps us 
deal with our own per-spnal systems of be­
liefs and .value~: .. rhe w~y we ,perceive the 
world around us, and how we define what is 
important to us. It help,s us understand who 
we are, why we are,, r-nd, to some extent, 

I
here we are going. f . · . · 
Philosophy deals with the larger aspects 

Jife, the. problems an.d prospects of living, 
and t~e way we organiz;e 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 c~t1ses and rela­
tionships and to future developments. It in~ 
volves questioning one's own point of view 
as well as the' views of ·others; it involves 
sear~hing for define~ and defensible values, 
clarifying one's. beliefs and at.titudes, .and 
formulating a· framework for making deci­
.sions and acting on these decisions. 

Philosophical issues have always and still 
~o impact.on schools and society. Cpntem­
pqrary society and the schools in it . _are 
changing fundamentally and rapidly, much 
more so than in the past. The special ur­
g~ncy 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, info the saddle like 
Stephen Leacock's ch~racter who 'flung 
himself frorri the room;'flung himself. upon 
his horse, a·nd rode m_adly off in all direc-:-( 
tions.' "1 In short, our philosophy of educa­
tion influences, and to a large extent deter­
mines, our educational decisions, choices, 
and alternatives.· · · 

PHILOSOPHY AND CURRICULUM 

Philosophy · provi~es educators, esp~cially 
curriculum work~rs, with a framework or 
bas_e for ,organizing schools-~nd d~ssrooms. -
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It helps them answer ~ha.Ls_chools-a.:r:e-(o_r, 
what, subj_ects are of value, how students 
learn, and what methods and materials tu 
use.-1t provides them with a framework for 
~d tasks, such as deter~ining 
the goals of ea ucation, 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 theni, what hom~work to assign and how 
much of it, how to test students and how to . 
use the test results, and whatcourses or sub­
ject matter to emphasize. 

( 

The importance of philosophy in deter­
mining curriculum decisions is expressed 
well by L. Thomas H~pkins: 

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 forrrm­
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 c;apable 
of distinguishing among subjects, situations, ac­
tiviti~s, which is a number of years before he usu­
ally enters school. Wh~n 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 
o~t of educative experiences.2 

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 philosQphy. As 
John Goodlad points out, philosophy is the 
beginning point in curriculum decision 
making and' is the basis for all subsequent 
decisions regarding curriculum. 3 Philoso­
phy becomes the criterion for de_term.ining 
the aims, means, and ends of curriculum. 
The aims are ~tatements-of value-, base_d_ 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 essenti~l, they posit, 
when (1) formulating 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). 4 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 Wo.rker. 

The philosophy of the - curriculum 
worker reflects his or her life experiences, 
common sense, social and economic back­
ground, education, and g_eneral beliefs 
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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 qecision 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 experienc~s, 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 a~d others. Curriculum work­
ers who are unwilling 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 con~inuum of [different] 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 derµands 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."5 

· · 
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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."6 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."7 

In Ralph Tyler's framework of curricu­
lum, philosophy 1s commonly one of five cri-
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teria for selecting educational pu rposes. 
The relationships between philosophy a nd 
the other criteria-studies o f learners, stud­
ies of contemporary li fe, suggestions from 
subject specialists, a nd the psychology of 
learning-are shown in Figure 2-1 . Al­
though philosophy is not the starting point 
in T yler's curriculum, but rathe r inte racts 
on an equal basis with the other criteria, 
T yler, highly influe nced by Dewey, seems to 
place more importance on philosophy fo r 
developing educational purposes. He 
writes, "The educatio nal and social philoso­
phy to which the school is committed can 
serve as the first screen for develo ping the 
social program." He concludes that "philos­
ophy attempts to define the nature of the 
good life and a good society." a nd that the 
"educational philosophies in a de mocratic 
society are likely to e mphasize strongly dem­
ocratic values in schools."M 

For J ohn QQodlad , the re can be no ser i­
ous discussionabout philosophy until we 
embrace the question o f what education is. 
When we agree on what education is, we can 
ask what schools a re for . T hen we can pu r­
sue philosophy, aims, and goals of curricu­
lum. According to Goodlad, the school's 
first res ponsibility is to the social orde r, what 

FIGURE 2-1 Tyler's View of Philosophy in 
Relation to School Purposes 

he calls the "nation-state," but in our society 
the sense of individual growth and potential 
is paramount, too.'' This d uali ty-society vs. 
the individual- has been a major p hilosoph­
ical issue in weste rn society for centuries, 
a nd was very important in Dewey's works. 
As the latter claimed , we not only wish "to 
make [good] citizens and workers," but also 
we ultimately want " to make human beings 
who will live li fe to the fu llest." 

T his duali ty-allegiance Lo the nation 
and fulfi llment of the individual- is a noble 
a im that should guide a ll cur riculum spe­
cia lists-from the means to the e nds. When 
many individuals grow and prosper, then 
that society flourishes since it is comprised 
of many individuals. T he original question 
set forth by Good lad can be answered now. 
Education is growth and the meaning that 
the growth has for the individual and soci­
ety; it is a never e nding process (so long as 
li fe exists), and the richer the meaning the 
bette r the quality of the ed ucational process. 
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eral classification schemes are possible; no 
superiority is thus claimed for the categories 
used in the following discussion. The cluster 
of ideas as organized here are those that of­
ten evolve during curriculum development. 

Labeling a philosophical idea, method, or 
proponent may give rise to argument. Dif­
ferences within philosophical groups are 
sometimes greater than differences between 
groups. Also, anyone who embraces an ex­
treme point of view may very likely be criti­
cal of other views. 
{ Four major philosophies have influenc~ 
'education in the United States: Idealism, ) 
realism, pragmatism, and existentialism. 
Here, we present short overviews to define 
and identify each philosophy. T~rst lliQ 
tiliilosophies are traditional._ancLtb_e.J.a.t.ter 
t~are con.temporai:y.-1-

I· Idealism. 

Plato is often identified as giving classic 
formulation to idealist philosophy, one of 
the oldest that exists. The German philoso­
pher Hegel created a comprehensive view 
of the historical world based on idealism. In 
the United States, transcendentalist philoso­
phers Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry 
Thoreau outlined an idealist conception of 
reality. In education, Fredrich Froebel, the 
founder of kindergarten, was a proponent 
of idealist pedagogy. William Harris , who 
popularized the kindergarten movement 
when he was Superintendent of Schools in 
St. Louis, Missouri, and who became U.S. 
Commissioner of Education at the turn of 
the twentieth century, used idealism as a 
source for this administra~ve philosophy. 
The leading co.:rteffipOrary proponent 
idealism is J. Donald Butler. 10 

Idealism emphasizes moral and spiritual 
r~ali~ as the chief explanauon of the world. 

ruth andvalues are seen as absolute, time-
ess, an umversa . e wor d o mmd an 

1 eas is permane t, regular, and orderly; i 
represents a perfect order. Eternal ideas ar 
unalterable and timeless. To know is to re­
think the latent ideas that are already pre­
sent in the mind. The teacher's task is to 
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bring this latent knowledge to conscious­
ness. As a primarily intellectual process, 
learning involves recalling and working with 
ideas; education is properly concerned with 
conceptual matters. 11 

The idealist educator prefers the order 
a!ld _e_attern of a ubject matter curriculum 
tllat"relates ideas and concepts to each 
other. The most important subjects and 
highest form of knowledge recognize 
relationships and integrate concepts to each 
other. In this vein, the curriculum is hier­
archical, and it constitutes the cultural heri­
tage of humankind; it is based on learned 
disciplines, illustrated by the liberal arts cur­
riculum. 

At the top of this hierarchy are~ most 
general or abstract subjects: Rhilosophy and 
theology; they cut across time, place, and 
circumstances, and they apply to a wide 
range of situations and experiences. Mathe­
matics is important because it cultivates the 
power to deal with abstract thinking. His­
tory and literature also rank high because 
they are sources of moral and cultural mod­
els. Lower in the curricular ladder are the 
natural and physical sciences, which deal 
with particular cause and effect relation­
ships. Language is also an important sub­
ject, because it is necessary for communica­
tion and facil itates conception of thought. 
~. 

Realism. 

6 ristotle is often linked to the develop­
ment of realism, another traditional school 
of thought. Thomas Aquinas's philosophy, 
which combined realism with Christian doc­
trine, developed an offshoot of realism, 
called thomism, on which much of Catholic 
education and religious studies today are 
rooted. Pestalozzian instructional principles, 
which began with concrete objects and 
ended with abstract concepts, were based on 
realism. Such modern educators as Harry 
B udy and John Wild are leading realists.'' 

The realist views the world in terms of 
objects and matter. ~ople can come to 
k~ow t w rid throu h their senses and 
their reason Everything is derived from na-
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ture and is subject to its laws. Human behav­
ior is rational when it ronforms to the laws 
of nature, and when.' it · governed by phys­
ical and social laws. ; 

Like the idealist, !J!!e realist stresses a cur­
riculum consisting o organized , separate 
subject matter, content, and knowled ge that 
classi fies objects. For example, the experi­
ences of humankind comprise history. Ani­
mals can be studied as zoology. Like the ide­
alist, the realist locates the most gene ral and 
abstract subj ects at the top of the curricular 
hierarchy, a nd gives particular and transi­
tory subjects a lower order of priori ty. Logic 
and lessons that exercise the mind , and that 
cultivate rational thought, are stressed . Con-' 
cepts and systems that can be o rganized into 
subjects-such as ethical, political, and eco­
nomic thought-are also included in the 
curriculum. T he tl;.ree "Rs" (reading, writ­
ing, and arithmetic) are afso necessary in a 
pe rson's basic education ." 

Whe reas the idealist considers the classics 
to be the ideal subject matte r, because the 
curriculu~ can be fixed and will not vary 
with time, the realist views subjec_t matter 
experts as the source of authority. For the 
idealist, knowled ge comes from studying 
the externa l ideas and universal truths 
found in the arts, but for the realist reality 
and truth e manate from both science and 
art. 

1 . 
Pragmatism. 

In l°ntrast to the traditiona l philoso­
phies, c..e._ragmatism, also referred to as ex­
perimentalisc;n , is based on change, process, 
a nd rela tivity. Whereas idealism and realism 

Ti
e mphasize subject matter, d iscipli nes, and 

nte nt or ideas, p;:agma~tru~ 
nowledge as a roce in which realit ~ 

j nstantly cha ngin . LearninJLOccur as tfi~ 
~rson enga~s- m_piablem.§9~ prob­

m solving 1s, moreover , transferable to a 
-._wide variety of subjects and situations. 

Knowi!!.g_ is considered a transaction ~ 
~n learner._and env1u::wJJ@P1 Basic_ to 

• this interaction is the notion of change . .llillb.. 
' ,r1 the learner and e nvironment are constantly 

r 
.1 

changing, as are the transactio ns or ex­
perie nces. To d isregard social change, and 
to consider only what is changeless, as the 
idealists do, o r o nly our he ritage, as the real­
ists do, is unrealistic and unwise. Concepts 
of unchanging or universal truths, such as 
the traditional philosophies advocate, are 
senseless. T he only guides tha t people have 
in the ir interaction with the social world or 
e nvironment a re established generalizations 
o r tentative assertions that are subject to 
fu rthe r research and verification. 

To a pragmatist, nothing can be viewed 
intelligently except in relation to a pattern . 
T he whole affects the parts, and the parts _,,,_, 
and the whole a re all relative. T he id al '" \J ' 
teaching method is concerned not so muc . 1 ,. 
with teaching the learner what to think a. 
with teaclimg him or her to critically think 
Teaching~ more exploratory than expla na 
t0ry. T he lmet od is I!lOre important tha 
the subject matte r. What is needed is 
method for d ealing with change and scie -
tifi~ investigation in an inte lligent ma nn . 

Scie ntific d evelopments at the turn of the 
twentieth century accele rated the pragma tic 
philosophy. Society's accepting scientific ex­
planations for phenomena, and its recog­
nizing the fo rces of change, challenged the 
long-stand ing traditional views of idealism 
and realism. In 1859 Charles Darwin's Ori­
gin of the Species shook the foundations of 
the classic view of human's notion of the 
universe. Charles Pierce, a mathe matician, 
and William J ames, a psychologist, devel­
oped the principles of pragmatism , which 
( I) rejected the dogmas of preconceived 
truths and ete rnal values, and (2) promoted 
the method of testing a nd verifying ideas. 
T he truth was no longer absolute or univer­
sal, but rather it had to be p roven in relation 
to facts , experience, and/or behaviors. 11 

T he great educational pragmatist was 
j ohn Dewey, w)1o viewed education as. a/ 
process for improving (not accepting) the 
human condition . The school was seen as a 
specialized environment that coincided with 
the social e nvironment. No dema rcation ex­
ists between school a nd society. T he curric­
ulum, ideally, is based on the child's experi-
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ences and interests, and prepares him or 
her for life's affairs and for the future.'; 
The subjecL matter is interdisciplinary, 
rarhe r than located within a single or group 
of disciplines. The stress is on problem solv­
ing, not mastering organized subject matter, 
and using the scie ntific method , not a bunch 
of facts or a point of view. 

The pragmatists consider teaching and 
learni~ to be a process of reconstructing 
x erience according to the scientific 

method. ~ning takes place in an active 
W<\Y- as learners, eithe r indivi ua y or-tn­
groups, solve problems. These problems, as 
well as the subjectmatter , will vary in re­
sponse lo the changing wo rld. For the 
learner, iLis most important to acquire the 
method o.r_process of solving problems in an 
intelligent_ manner. 

Existentialism. 
/ 

Whereas pragmatism is mainly an Ame ri­
can philosophy that evolved j~st prior to the 
turn of the lWentieth century~ existentialism 
is ma inly a European philosoph y that origi­
nated before the turn of the century b~ be­
came popular after World War II. In 
American education , such people as M xine 
Greene, George Kneller, and Van Cleve 

orris are well-known existentialists who 
~ str~ individualism and personal self­

fulfillment.10 
According to existentia list philosophy, 

people are thrust into a number of choice­
makin~ situations. Some choices are minor 
and ot ers are significant, but the choice is 
the individual's, and the decisions lead to 
personal self-definition . A person creates 
his or her own definition and in doing so 
makes his or her own essence. We are what 
we choose to be. T he essence we create is a 
product of our choices; this varies, of 
course, among individuals. 

Existentialists prefer to free learners to 
choose what to study and also to determine 
what is true and by what criteria to deter­
mine these truths. T he curriculum would 
avoid systematic knowledge or structu red 
disciplines, and the students would be free 
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to select from many available learning situa­
tions. T he learners would choose the knowl­
ed ge they wish to possess. On both of these 
curricular points, some educato rs would 
criticize the philosophy as too unsystematic 
or laissez-faire to be included at the elemen­
t~y school level. 

Existentialists believe that the most im-
p rtant kind o f knowled ge is ab9ut the hu-l l 
man condition and the choices that each 
pe rson has to make, and that education is ~ 
process o f develo ing consciousness about \ 
the freedom tQ chgose and the meani~ o 
and resl?onsibility for one's choices. •7\1ence, 
file notton or group norms, authority, and 
established order-social, political, philo­
sophical, religious, and so on-are rejected. 
The existentialists recognize few standar~ds, 
customs or traditions, or eternal truths; in 
this respect, existentialism is at odds with 
the ideas of idealism and realism. 

Some cnttcs (mainly trad itionalists or 
conservatives) claim that existentialism as a 
philosophy for the schools has limited appli­
cation because education in our society, and 
in most other modern societies, involves in­
stitutionalized learning and socialization, 
which requi re group instruction, restric­
tions on individuals' behavior, and bureau­
cratic organization . Schooling is a process 
that limits students' freed om and that is 
based on adul t authority and on the norms 
and beliefs of the mass or common culture. 
T he individual existentialist, exerting his or 
her will and choice, will encounter di fficulty 
in school-and in other la rge, formal organ­
izations. 

An existentialist curriculum wo uld con- v 

sist of experiences and subjects that lend 
themselves to philosophical dialogue and 
acts of choice making. Because the choice is . 
personal and subjective, subj ects that are 
emotional, ae,.sthetic, and philosophical ar -
appropriate. Literature ca-ma--~ak­
ing, art, and s on, are · po1"lant, because 
the)'._ portrayt e ition and 
choice-ma mg conditions. T he curriculum 
would stress sel f-ex pressive activities, exper­
imentation, and methods and media that 
illustrate emotions, feelings, and insights. 
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The classroom would be rich in materials 
that lend themselves to self-expression, and 
the school would be a plac~ in which the 
teacher and students could pursue dialogue 
and discussion about their lives and 
choices. 1

" 

EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHIES 

Although aspects of educational philosophy 
can be derived from the roots of idealism, 
realism, pragmatism, and existentialism, a 
common approach is lo provide a pattern of 
educational philosophies. Four agreed­
upon philosophies of education have 
emerged: Perennialism essentialism pro­
gr~ssivi~ and reconstructionism. Each of 
tlleSe four philosophies o f education has 
roots in one or more of the four major 
philosophical traditions. For exa mple, 
~rennialism draw e.a\li4 on the princi­
Oles of realism; essentialism is roQLed in ide­
alism and realism; and progressivism and 
recontructionism stem from ~matism. 
Some reconstructionism has linkages to ex-Y istentialist knowing and teaching. 

~ 
Perennialism, the oldest and most con-

servative educational philosophy, is rooted 
in realifilll.\ Much of colonial and post-colo­
nial American ed ucation, up to the late 
nineteenth century, was dominated by pe­
rennialist thinking. At the elementary 
school level, the curriculum stressed the 
thr as well as moral and reli ious 
training; at the secondary level , it empha­
sized such subjects as Latin , Greek, gram­
mar, rh7toric, logic, and geometry. 

As a philosophy of education , perenni­
alism r~lies on the past, especially the past 
asserted by agreed-upon, universal knowl­
edge and cherished values of society. It is a 
plea for the permane ncy of knowledge that 
has stood the test of time and for values that 
have moral, spiritual, and/or physical con­
stancies of existence. It is a view of the 
unchanging nature of the universe, human 
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nature, truth, knowledge, virtue, beauty, 
and so on. As Robert Hutchins, a long-time 
advocate of perennialism, noted: "The 
function of man as man is the same in every 
society .... The aim of the educational sys­
tem is the same in every age and in every so­
ciety where such a system can exist; it is to 
improve man as man." 19 With this interpre­
tation, education becomes constant, abso­
lute, and universal 

For perennialists, the answers to all edu­
cational questions derive from the answer to 
one question: ~haLis_ltumaIUlature? The 
perennialists contend that human nature is 
_c.anstant. Humans have the abilitt to reason 
and to t iid'erstand theliriiversa truthS'Or 
nature. he ~oal of educat10n rs to deve o 
t e_r:atLQDal p rson and lO uncover universa 
truths ,by carefully trainin the intellect. 
'"Character training is also important as a 
means of developing one's moral and spiri­
tual being. 

The curriculum of the perennialist isfil­
~ -c n ered1 il draws heavily on defined 
disciplines or logically organized bodies of 
content-what proponents call " liberal" 
education- with emphasis on language, lit­
erature, ~nd mathematics, on the arts and 
sciences. The teacher is viewed as an author-v 
ity in the field whose knowledge and expert- J 
ise are unquestionable.'The teacher, accord- ~ 
ingly, must be a master of the subject or \ 
discipline and must be able to guide dis­
cussion. Teaching_ is, in fact, the art of 
stimulatl!!g discussion.and thl nherent ra­
tional powers of the students. Teaching is 
primarily based on the Socratic method: 
Oral exposition, lecture, and explication. 

Students' interests are irrelevant for cur­
ricu lum development because students are 
immature and lack the judgment to deter­
mine what are the best knowledge and 
values to learn. Whether the students dislike 
the subject matter is secondary.to There is 
only one common curriculum for all stu­
dents, with little room for elective subjects, 
vocational, or technical subject matter. 

Permanent Studies. The best way of ob­
taining enduring knowledge and truths to-
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day, according co perennialists, is tJ:unug:h 
the erman nt.studies_that.comprise our in­
te ec h · g.e... This conte nt is embodied 
i what is commonly called the liberal arts, 
or, ccording to Robert Hutchins the "Great 
Books" of the Western world tl\at cover the 
foundations of Western thoug~t)and "every 
department of knowledge." The approach 
is to read and discuss the great works of 

( great thinkers, which, in turn, should disci­
pline the mind and cultivate the intellect. 
Among the great books a re the works of 
Plato, Aristotle, St. Augustine, St. Thomas 
Aquinas, Erasmus, and Shakespeare. 

The idea is to read these writers in their 
original languages, which is why students 
must learn Latin and Greek. In addition to 
the classics, and the study of language, 
Hutchins urges the study of the. three Rs, as 
well as &l..ammar, r eto ·c, l,Qgic, ad need 
mathematics, and philosop!lY.21 This is basi­
cally the cur'i-iculum of the past; it treats hu­
man nature as rational and knowledge as 
absolute and uncha nging. For Hutchins, 
this type of education "develops intellectual 
power ... it is not a specialized education or 
a pre-profession~education; it is not a utili­
tarian education It is an education calcula­
ted to develop th mind."22 It is a universal, 
broad education that prepares the individ­
ual to think, to prepare for many possible 
jobs, and to deal with life and the real world. 
By studying the great ideas of the past, one 
can better cope with the future . ) 

Paideia Proposal. A recent revival of 
perennialism appeared with the publication 
Paideia Proposal by Mortimer Adler. ~ 
developed three types of curriculum '1 nd in­
struction tol"mprove the intellect: acquisi­
tion of organizedJmowledge to be taught by di­
dactic instruction, development of basic 
~ by coaching and understanding of 
jfi,eas. and y.alues to be taught by the Socratic 
method.23 

A broad liberal education is considered 
the best and only type of education for all 
students; in short, the same curriculum and 
quality of teaching and learning should be 
provided to all students. Among the subjects 

iderytified as indispensable for all students 
are \language, literature, fine arts, mathe­
matic~ natural sciences, history, and geog­
raphy Although it emphasized fundamen­
tal s- bjects, the Paideia group did not 
consider subject matter as a n end in itself 
but rather as the context for developing in­
tellectual skills. Among the sought-after in­
tellectual skills were the three Rs /speaking, 
listening, observing, measuring, ~~timating, 
and problem solving. Together, the funda­
mental subjects and intellectual skills lead to 
a still higher level of learning, reflection, 
and awareness. For Adler, like Hutchins, 
the purpose of education is to cultivate sig­
nificant knowledge and thinking skills; the 
"best books"-great books, as they were 
called by Hutchins, are recommended by 
the Paideia program. 

The education advocated by perennialists 
appeals to a small group of educators who 
tend to stress intellectual meritocracy. Such 
educators emphasize testing students, e n­
forcing tougher academic standards and 
programs, and identifying gifted and tal­
ented students. Their education fosters a 
common curriculum, usually liberal arts, 
and offers little or no opportunity for stu­
dents to choose electives related to their in­
terests or goals. For the perennialists, genu­
ine equality of education is mainta ined by 
providing quality education fo r all-of high 
intellectual fiber. To track some students 
into an academic curriculum and o thers into 
a vocational curriculum is to de ny the latter 
genuine equality of educatio nal opportu­
nity. True equity can be satisfied only by ac­
cess to quality education: A common, peren­
nial curriculum. @ 

Essential is 

Another traditional and conservative phi­
losophy is essentialism. T his philosophy, 
rooted in both idealism and real ism, sur­
faced in the 1930s as a reaction to progres­
sivism and developed into a major position 
during the Cold War a nd the Sputnik era of 
the 1950s and early 1960s. T he ideas of es­
sentialism were formulated by William 
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Bagl~f. Teachers College, Columbia Uni- proach that the educational process should 
~ersily:and were later developed by Arthur empliasiz the mastery of essential skills and 
Bestor of the University of Illinois and Ad- facts that form the basis of the subject mat-
mifal H yman Rickover.2

' ter. Wrote Admiral Rickover, "For all chil-
According to essentialists, the schoolcur-1 dren, the educational process must be one 

r wlum should b geared to the fu!ldameU: of collecting factual knowledge to the limit 
tals or essentials: The three Rs at the elemen- of their absorptive capacity."2

" A curriculum 
tary school level and five academic or essential that takes into account student interests or 
s~j~cts-that is, English, mathematics, ci- social issues is wasteful, as are teaching 
enc~. histoi:y , and foreignJanguage-at the methods that rely on psychologicaltheories. 
secondary school level. Although subject- As Bestor declared, "Concern with the per­
centered like perennialism, essential ism is not] sonal problems of adolescents has grown so 
rooted in the past but is more concerned with excessive as to push into the background 
the contemporary scene{ Both perennialism what should be the schools' central concern, 
and essentialism reject s'uch subjects as art, the intellectual development of its stu­
music, physical educ~ion, homemaking, and dents."27 The school is viewed as being side­
vocational education fads and fri lls, and tracked, when, at the expense of cognitive 
thus appeal to those o favor limitingeduca- needs, it attends to the social and psycholog­
tional expenses (because these subjects are ical problems of students. (Current task 
more expensive in terms of facil ities, materi- force reports on academic excellence, inci­
als, and student-teacher ratios than academic dentally, agree wi th this assessment.) Tough 
subjects). Perennialists, however, totally re- discipline and training, and a good deal of 
ject these subjects as wasteful and senseless, homework and serious studies, permeate 
whereas essentialists grudgingly award half the curriculum. As Rickover asserted: "The 
credit for these so-called minor subjects, al- student must be made to work hard" at his 
though they do limit the number and hours or her studies, and "nothing can really make 
that students can take them. This latter re- it f un."2

K 

quirement tends to parallel the present sec- The role of the essentialist teacher fol-
ondary school curriculum. lows the perennialist philosophy. The 

Perennialists tend to regard the student's teacher is considered a master of a particu­
mind as a sponge for absorbing knowledge; lar subject and a model worthy of e mula­
essentialists, too, are concerned with facts \ tion. A teacher is to be respected as an au­
and knowledge, but they are also interested thority because of the knowledge and high 
in conceptual ~ht and pcinciples and standards he or she holds. The teacher is 
theorleS of sub1ect matter. Both groups feel very much in control of the classroom, and 

, that all students, regardless ofabiliues and decides on the classroom curriculum with 
interests, are to be offered tnc same com- minimal student input (because the students 
mon curriculum-intellectual in content- do not really know what they want). 
but with the ~uantity and rate adjusted to Essentialism today is reflected in the pub­
the capacity of the individual learner.2

" just lie demand to raise academic standards a nd 
how far each student should gOISrelated to to improve the students' work and minds. It 
his or her specific abilities. T his,_ in fact, was is evidenced in such reports as A Nation at 
the majority view before the turn of the Risk (and other reports on excellence d is­
twentieth century , when the perennialist era cussed in Chapter 5) and in the current pro­
introduced many viable employment oppor- posals outlined in Ernest Boyer's High School 
tunities-farming, manual, and, later, and Theodore Sizer's l-lornace's Compromise 
industrial- that did not require formal edu- (also about high school). Although current 
cations. essentialist philosophy is more moderate 

Many essentialists, like the perennialists, than it was during the Sputnik era-it pro­
embrace the past me ntal discipline ~p- 1 vides, for example, for less able students-it 
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still emphasizes acade mics (not play) a nd 
cognitive thinking (not the whole child). It is 
reflected in two current movements that 
eme rged in response to the general relaxa­
tio n o f academic standards during the late 
l 960s and 1970s. 

Back-to-Basics Curriculum. Automatic 
promotion of marginal students, the dizzy 
array of elective courses, a nd textbooks de­
signed more Lo entertain than to educate are 
frequently cited as sources of the d ecline in 
students' basic skills. T oday's concerns par­
allel, to some extent, those voiced immedi­
ately after the Sputnik e ra. The call is less 
for academic excellence and rigor, however , 
than for a return to basics. Annual Gallup 
polls have asked the public to suggest ways 
to improve education ; since 1976 "devoting 
more attention to teaching the basics" and 
"improving curriculum standards" have 
ranked no lower than fifth in the list of re­
sponses; in the 1980s these suggestions sur­
faced as the number one, two, or three con­
cern each yea r.:i<• 

By 1983, all of the states had imple­
me nted statewide testing programs for vari­
ous grade levels; the tests were, in fact, man­
dated in twe nty-seven states. In twelve 
states, mostly in the South , the test was re­
quired for high school g raduatio n. "' As a n 
o ffshoot of this movement, as many as forty­
four states in 1986 required beginning 
teachers to evidence minimum compe­
te ncies in Lbasi~kills (spelling, grammar , 
mathematics), acaoemic knowledge (Eng­
lish, social studies, science, math

0

ematics, 
arts, e tc.) and/or Qed agogica.Lpractices. 11 

Although the back-to-basics moveme nt 
means differe nt things to di ffe rent peo­
ple, it usually connotes an essentia list cur­
riculum with heavy emphasis on reading, 
writing, and mathe matics. So-called solid 
subjects-English, history, science, and 
mathematics-are ta ught in all g rades. Eng­
lish means traditional gra mmar, not lin guis­
tics o r nonstanda rd English ; it means 
Sha kespeare and not Lolita. History means 
U.S. a nd European history, and perhaps 
Asian and African history, but not Afro-

American histo ry o r ethnic studies. Science 
means biology, chemistry, and physics, not 
ecology. Math means old math, not new ) 
math . Furthermore, these subjects are re­
quired for everyone. Elective courses, 
minicourses, even the integrated social sci­
e nce and general science courses, a re con­
sidered too "soft." 

Proponents of the movement are con­
cerned that too many illiterate stude nts a re 
passed from grade to grade and eventually 
graduate, that high school and college di­
plomas are meaningless as mearures o f aca­
demic performance, that minimum sta n­
dards must be established , a nd that the basic 
skills and subjects are essential for e mploy­
ment and self-survival in mode rn society. 
Some of these ad vocates are college educa­
tors who would do away with open admis­
sions, credit for life experiences o r for re­
med ial courses, and grade inflation. They 
would simply insist on reasonable high 
school a nd college standards, and they 
would use tests (a "dirty" word for some ed ­
ucators) to monito r educational standards 
over time and to pressure students, teach­
ers, and parents to pe rform their responsi­
bilities. '~ 

Although the moveme nt is spreading, 
and state legislators and the public seem 
convinced of the need fo r minimum stan­
da rds, some una nswe red questions remain: 
What standards should be considered mini­
mum? What do we do wi th stude nts who fail 
Lo meet these standards? Are we punishing 
the victims for the schools' inability to ed u­
cate them? How will the courts a nd then the 
school districts deal with the fact that p ro­
portionately more minority tha n white stu­
de nts fail the competency tests in nearl y ev­
ery case? Is the issue minimum compete ncy 
or equal educational opportunity? And , 
whe n all is said and done, are we not, edu­
cationally speaking, reinventing the aca­
de mic wheel? 

Excellence in Education. A spin-off to 
the back-to-basics moveme nt is the d emand, 
in the 1980s, for educational excellence and 
tougher academics. This trend is also in 

tune with the past Cold 
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tune with the past Cold War-Sputnik era, te ria of excellence. ome criticize the over-
when essentia lists exerted a considerable in- emphasis on logical, mathematical, and 
Auence on the school curricvlum; tod ay, it I scie ntific excellence in the schools, and the 
coincides with a broade r theme of not only / consequent underem phasis o r ignoring of 
military de fense but also ~hnology aud other conceptions o f excellence- linguistic, 
economic competition . The dimensions o f ) musical, spatial, bodily kinesthetic, interpe r-
the proble m o f academic quality a re ampl y sonal, and intra persona l a reas.•·· Some are 
dowmented in several policy reports on ac- also concern ed that equity and equality will 
ademic excellence-the best known is A a- be shoved u nder the rug, with too much 
lion at Risk, released in the mid- l 980s-all stress on cognitive excellence-a return to a 
Gil ling for re form to improve the quality of post-S putnik-type emphasis on acade mically 
education in the United States and empha- talented students but no t high school drop-
smng international "competition" and outs.'" Some fear that this emphasis o n ex-
"survival"-themes re miniscent of the post- cellence will lead to disa ppointment; they 
Sputnik era as well. 11 say it is wrong to assume that increased test-

Ove rall , the tre nd is for higher achieve- ing and mo1·e course requirements will a uto-
ment (not just minimum competency) for a ll matically raise the level o f stude nt perform-
childre n (not just college-bound students) in a nce. Students, teachers, and parents must 
the academic a reas, which means that we a lso be motivated , and technical a nd 
need to stress cognitive achievement (not fin ancial support at the school and school 
the whole child) and rigorous g rading, test- district level must be evidenced . 
ing, and d iscipline (not relaxed standa rds). In any event, the general theme of this 
The e mphasis is on higher standards for movement is.excellence, not ad equacy, and 
passing courses and meeting graduation re- many forms~ f it. The focus is o n productiv-
quirements. ity, increased testin , more homework, bet-

For some this approach means more than - ter selection of text6oo s, and 1n6re corfi pe­
emphasizing the ba ic ability to think , rea- te.nt personnel. Both educators and the 
son , and problem solve: It means promoting / pu IC ag ree t hat students must not only 
such serious subjects as calculus, physics, \ master basic or prerequisite skills, but they 
and advanced foreign languages at the high must also excel, think creatively, solve prob-
school level; it means upgrading our de fini - le ms, and develop their fullest human po-
tion o f basic skills to include advanced skills te ntial. Finally, the public even seems willing 
and knowledge, including computer skills as to spend increased monies for real school 
the fo_urth_B- which are required fo r to- reform and for upgrad ed curricula. 
morrow's technological world . Stress is on ~ 
increasing the time and improving the qual- p . . 
. f . . d . 1 rogress1v1sm. 1ty o instruction , upgra mg our teac 1ers . 
and schools, and analyzing education in Progress1v1sm developed fro m P.ragmauc 
terms of inputs (improving the resources gb.ilosophy and as a p r.ot.es.L agai nst per-
that go into the educational enterprise), e nnialist thinking in education. The pro-
throughputs (improving the allocation and gressive movement in education was also 
use of resources), and outputs (raising expec- part o f the larger social a nd political move-
tations and standards for those wh o be nefit ment of reform tha t characterized much of 
from the resources). Unquestionably, the American society at the tu rn of the twenti-
emphasis is on productivity. Moreover , the eth century. It grew ou.t of the political 
health and vitality o f our country's economy thought of such progressives as Robe rt La-
and political position are linked to stre ngth- Follette, Theodore Roosevelt, and Wood-
ening our educationa l institutions." row Wilson, as well as from the muckra ker 

Othe rs allow wider la titude in definin g movement of the I 920s. 17 Progressivism is 
excellence and permit various models o r cri- conside red a contempo ra ry reform move-
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ment in educational, social, and political af­
fairs. 

The educational roots of progressivism 
can be traced to the reform writings of 
Horace Mann and Henry Barnard of the 
nineteenth century, and later to the work of 
John Dew9 in the early twentieth century. '" 

n is most comprehensive work, Democracy_ 
and Educa/iJl.Jl. Dewey claimed that democ­
racy and ed ucation went hand in hand ; 
democratic society and democratic educa­
tion are participatory and emergent, not 
preparatory and absolute. 'Dewey viewed 
the school as a miniature democratic society , 
in which students could learn and· practice 
the skills and tools necessary for democratic 
living.1

'' 

According to progressivist thought, the 
skills and tool oUearnin iudude roblem­
solviru) methods and@ entifu:.inquir ; mad­
dition, learning ex enences shou include 
cooperative behaviors and self-disci£1ine, 
both or which are important for democratic 
living) fhrough these skills and experiences 
the school can transmit the culture of society 
while it prepares the students for a changing 
world. Because reality is constantly changing, 
Dewey saw little need to focus upon a fixed 
body of knowledge, as did the perennialists 
and essentialists. Pr_Qgressivism, instead , 
e!_aced h~aY.}!.-efilpbasis...an !~ow t.o thiok, not 
wluu to thin k. Traditional education, with its 
"method of imposition from the side of the 
teacher and reception, [and] absorption from 
the side of the pupil," wrote Dewey, "may be 
compared to inscribing records upon a pas­
sive phonographic disc to result in giving back 
what has been inscribed when the proper but­
ton is pressed in recitation or examination.""' 

For Dewey and other progressivist think­
ers, the curriculum was interdisciplinary in 
nature, and books and subjecunatter were 
part of the. learning erocess rather than 
sources of ultimate k:nowledge.'The role of 
the teacher was unique when operating un­
der progressive thinking. The teacher 
serv d as a uide fo 1dents in their prob­
lem-solving and scientific projects. Dewey 
and William Kilpatrick both referred to this 
role as the "leader of group activities." The 

teacher and students planned activities to­
gether (although Dewey later affirmed that 
the final authority rested with the teacher) , 
but the teacher was to help students locate, 
analyze, interpret, and evaluate data-to 
fo mulate their own conclusions." 

The progressive movement became 
splintered by several different wings, in­
cluding the ( hild-centered, activiLy-cen.­
tered. creati"e, and neo-Freudiau groups. 
Dewey criticized these groups for misinter­
preting and misusing his ideas. Just as he 
condemned the old philosophies that pur­
sued knowledge for its own sake, he at­
tacked those who thought knowledge bad 
little or no value. Not only did he attack 
"traditional ideas as erecting silence as a vir­
tue," he also criticized those who sought to 
liberate the child from adu lt authority and 
social controls. He declared "progressive ex­
tremists" and "laissez-faire" philosophies to 
be destructive to the ideas of progressivism, 
and he warned that "any movement that 
thinks and acts in terms of an ism becomes 
so involved in reaction against other isms 
that it is unwittingly controlled by them."n 

Dewey was not alone in his criticism of pro­
gressive educators. As criticisms mounted, 
Boyd Bode, another leading proponent of 
prog1=essivism, warned his associates of the 
impending crisis in a book entitled Progres­
sive Education at the Crossroads." He cau­
uonea tliat progressive education stands at 
the parting of the ways." T he movement 
"nurtured the pathetic hope that it could 
find out how to educate by relying on such 
notions as interests, needs, growth and free­
dom." In its social and psychological ap­
proach to learning, in its "one-sided devo­
tion to the child, it betrayed the child," and 
deprived him or her of appropriate subject 
matter. If progressivism continued its pres­
ent course without changing its focus, "it 
would be circumvented and left behind."11 

Bode's words proved prophetic. More and 
more, progressivists responded to the grow­
ing criticism and self-justifying theories and 
educational ideas that involved trivialities 
and errors. 

Although the progressive movement in 
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1,f1 
education encompassed many diffe re nl lhe­
ories and practices, it was united in its oppo-
ition tQ certain traditional school practices: 

(I) the authoritaria n teacher ; (2) exce sive 
reliance on textbook methods; (3) memori­
zation o f factual data and technique by 
drjlJ ~ (4) static aims and materials thaL-reject 
lhe notion of a cha nging world ; (5) u <:..of 
fear or co_xporal punishment as a fo rm of 
d~ipline; and (6) attempts to isolate educa­

Jfon fr9mindjvidual experi nee and social 
reality. However, the moveme nt's inabil~·t 
lo outline a uniform theory of the purpose 
of schooling, or even to establish a set of 
principles. contributed to its downfalL1

; 

\.. Progressive education was both a move­
'-m.ent within the broad framework of Ameri­

can education a nd a theory that urged the 
liberation of the child from the traditional 
emphasis on rote learning, lesson recita­
tions, and textbook authority. In opposition 
to the conventional subject matte r o f the tra­
ditional curriculum, progressives experi­
mented with alternative modes of curricular 
organization- utilizing acu v1ues, experi­
ences, proble m solving, and the project 
method . Progressive education focused on \ 
the child as the learner rather tha n on the 
subject; emphasized activities and experi­
ences rathe r than verbal and literary skills; 
and encouraged cooperative group-learn­
ing activities rather than competitive indi­
vidualized lesson learning. T he use of dem­
ocratic school procedures was conside red a 
prelude to community and social reform. 
Progressivism also cultivated a cultural rela­
tivism that critically appraised and often re­
j ected traditional value commitments. 

Although the major thrust of progressive 
education waned in the 1940s and 1950s, 
with the advent o f essentialism, the philoso­
phy did leave its imprint on education and 
the schools o f today. Conte mporary pro­
gressivism is expressed in several move­
ments, including those for a relevant curric­
ulum, humanistic education , and radical 
school reform. 

Relevant Curriculum. As part o f the 
student protest movement o f the 1960s, stu-
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dents dema nded relevant educations. T he 
sub'ect-ce.!!!,er.etl curriculum of the essen­
lia ists was considered irrelevant to social re­
a lity. T he shift was part of lhe progressive 
legacy. Learners must be motivated and in­
terested in the learning task, and the class­
room should build on real-life experiences. 

The call for relevance came, in fact, from 
both students and educators. Proponents 
who advocate this approach see as needs: (l) 
the individ ualization of instruction through 
such teaching methods as indepe ndeht 
study and special projects; (2) the revi ion of 
existing courses and developme nt of new 
ones on such topics o f student concern as 
environmental protection, drug addiction , 
urban proble ms, and so on ; (3) the provi­
sion o f educational alternatives, such as elec­
tives, minicourses, and open classrooms, 
that allow more freedom and choice; (4) the 
extension of the curriculum beyond the 
school's walls th rough such innovations as 
work-study programs, credit for life experi­
ences, off-campus courses, and external d e­
gree programs; and (5) the relaxation of ac­
ademic standards and admission sta nda rds 
to schools and colleges.•b 

Efforts to re late subject ma tter to student 
interests have been largely ad hoc, a nd 
many were fragmented a nd tempo ra ry, a 
source of concern to proponents and critics 
of relevance. In other cases, changes made 
in the name of relevance have in fact wa­
tered down the curriculum, and have led to 
lack of direction and focus. 

Humanistic Curriculum. The humanis­
tic curriculum education also began as a re­
action to what was viewed as a n over­
emphasis on subject matte r and cognitive 
learning in the 1960s and 1970s. ~n his best­
selling book, Crisis in the Classroom. Charles 
Silberman ad vocated humanizing American 
schoolsY He charged that schools are re­
pressive, and that they teach students docil­
ity and conformity. He believed that schools 
must be reformed , even at the price o f d e­
emphasizing cognitive learning and stude nt 
discipline. He suggested that ele mentary 
schools adopt the methods of the British in-
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fa nt schools. At the secondary level, he sug­
gested independent study, peer tutoring, 
and community and work experiences. 

J 
The humanistic model of education 

~ems from the hu man potential movement 
111 psychology. Within ed ucation it is rooted 
in the work of Arthur J ersild, who linked 
good teaching with knowled ge o f self and 
stude nts, and in the work of Arthur Combs 
and Donald Snygg, who explored the im­
pact o f self-concept and motivation on 
achievement. '" Combs and Snygg consid­
ered self-concept the most importa nt d ete r­
minant of behavior. 

A humanistic curricul.u.m_e mphasizes af­
fecuveratber th~o nitive outcomes. Such 
acurriculum d raws heavily on the works of 
~braham Maslow and Carl Rogers.''' Its goal 
1s to prod uce "self-actualizing people," in 
Maslow's words, or "total huma n beings," in 
Rogers's. The works of both psychologists 
ar~ ~aced with s~ch terms as mainta ining, 
stnvmg, e nhancmg, a nd experiencing-as 
well as independe nce, self-determination, 
integration , and sel f-actualization. 

Advocates of humanistic education con­
tend that the present school curriculum has 
failed miserably by humanistic standards, 
that teachers a nd schools are d ete rmined to 
stress cognitive behaviors and to control stu­
d ents not for their own good but for the 

r 
good o f adults.""' Humanists e mphasize 
more than affective p rocesses; they seek 

\ higher domains of consciousness. But they 
see the schools as unconcerned abo ut higher 
planes o f understanding, enhancement of 
the mind, or self-knowled ge. Students must 
therefore turn Lo such out-of-school activi­
ties as drugs, yoga, transcendental medita­
tion , group e ncounters, T-groups, psycho­
therapy, a nd sexual therapy. 

But such activities lead many observers to 
put down the huma nistic movement. Ma rio 
Fantini, an advocate of humanistic educa­
tion , warns that too many Americans view 
the humanistic a pproach negatively. They 
are suspicious of wha t appears to be bizarre 
procedures and to uch-feel-sexual expe ri­
e nces. "In certain p rofessional circles, the 
movement is ... re ferred to as the 'touch-

feeling crowd,' connoting a n almost illegiti­
mate status among the established disci­
plines.";' 

Humanists would attempt to form more 
mea ningful relatio nships between stude nts 
and teachers; they would foste r student in­
dependence a nd self-direction, and they 
would promote greater accepta nce o f self 
and others. The teacher's role would be to 
help learne rs cope with their psychological 
need s a nd problems, to facilitate self­
understa nding among students, and to help 
them develop full)'. 

A drawback tq humanist theory is its lack 
of attention to cognitive learning and intel­
lectual development>when asked to j udge 
the e ffecti veness of their curriculum, hu­
manists gene ra lly rely o n testimonials and 
subjective assessments by students and 
teachers. T hey may also present such mate­
rials as students' paintings and poems or 
talk about "marked improveme nt" in stu­
dent behavior and attitudes. They present 
very li ttle empi rical evidence, however , to 
support their stance. 

Radical School Reform. During the late 
1960s and 1970s inte nse attacks were lev­
eled on teachers and schools by radical crit­
ics of education , some times called "radical 
romanticists" or "neoprogressives." T he 
criticisms were widely published in the mass 
media, especially in magazines that politi­
cally liberal and college-educated adults 
read (Atlantic, Harpers, New RejJUblic, The 
New York T imes M agazine, and Saturday R e­
view). T hese radicals also published many 
popular books on their views; in fact, they 
were superverbalizers who e ncha nted their 
reade rs.w 

Among the most promine nt wave of radi­
cals are John J:!.2!!, Paul Goodman, Edgar 
Frieden.Qgg, A. S. ~ and I van lllich. 
T hey expressed considerable disdain to­
ward established methods o f schooling, 
compulsory schooling, adult authority, and 
school rules. They referred to students as 
prisoners, to teachers as prison gua rds (who 
disliked their students), and to schools as 
prisons (which keep youths locked up, re-
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stricted from free expression and demo­
cratic procedures). In general, school is con­
sidered to be a highly discriminatory place 
that sorts and tracks students for various 
jobs that extend class differences in society. 

ln particular, Friedenberg argued that 
teachers "dislike and distrust" the students 
they teach, and that they "fear being in­
volved with young people in any situation 
that is not under their complete control." 
Teachers have a "repressed hostility toward 
their students" and "resentment," a kind of 
ill temper, suppressed anger, and jealousy 
because of students' youthful energy and 
freedom.:;' 

Holt's book, How C/ii/,dren Fail, is his most 
innuential text. '' ' There is nothing positive 
in it about teachers or the school processes; 
it deals instead with how teachers and 
schools turn off students. Holt describes the 
conventions of the classroom: Teachers' 
enforcing rigid rules and children's focus­
ing on right answers, learning to be stupid, 
and learning not to learn. He goes into great 
detail about how children adopt strategies 
of fear and failure to please their teachers. 
The "successful" students become cunning 
strategists in a game of beating the system­
figuring out how to outsmart the teacher, 
how to get the answer out of the teacher, or 
how to fake the answer. 

Paul Goodman's thesis is that our society 
is sick and full of spurious and false values 
that have produced sick schools. He con­
tends that schools have little to do with edu­
cation; they provide jobs for millions or peo­
ple and a market for textbook companies, 
building contractors, and graduates of 
schools of education. In the early grades, 
the schools provide "a baby-sitting service" 
for the parents and keep kids off the street. 
In the junior and senior years, "they are the 
arm of the police, providing cops and con­
centration camps paid for in the budget un­
der the heading of 'Board of Education.' " 
From kindergarten to college, schools teach 
youth to adjust to a sick society and provide 
"a universal trap [in which] democracy be­
gins to look like regimentation.":;" Good­
man's solution is to do away with compul-
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sory education, to which he refers as 
"miseducation" and to "drastically cut back 
formal schooling because the present ex­
tended tutelage is against nature a nd arrests 
growth."·•· 

A. S. Neill , the fourth member of the 
earlier generation of romantic progres­
sivists, recounts the way he operated his 
school, "Summerhill," in Suffolk, England. 
He wrote about the innate goodness of the 
child , and about the replacement of author­
ity for freedom against which Dewey 
warned: 

. . . we sel ouL Lo make a school in which we 
should allow children LO be Lhemselves. In order 
LO do this, we had to renounce all discipline, all 
direcLion, all suggestion , a ll moral training . ... 
All it required was what we had-a complete be­
lief in Lhe child as a good, nOL an evil being. For 
almost forty years, this belief in Lhe goodness of 
the chi ld has never wavered; it rather has be­
come a final faith. "' 

Neill claimed that the "child is innately 
wise and realistic. If left to himself without 
adult suggestions of any kind," he will de­
velop on his own. T hose "who are to become 
scholars will be scholars," and those "who 
are only fit to sweep the streets will sweep 
streets.";x Neill is not concerned with formal 
teaching or instruction; he does not believe 
in examinations or in homework. Those 
who want to study will study, and those who 
prefer not to stud y will not-regardless of 
how teachers teach or what they say. If a 
child wants to go to class, great; if not, so 
what? Neill's criteria for success have noth­
ing to do with school or economic outcomes; 
rather they relate to the ability to "work joy­
fully" and "live positively." Following these 
guidelines, most of the students who attend 
Summerhill allegedly turn out to be success­
ful in life. 

At Summerhill, a 6-year old has the same 
rights and same voting privileges as a 
teacher: One person, one vote. A child who 
breaks a window will come to Neill and tell 
the truth, we are told, because at Sum­
merhill there is no fear-basically joy. In 
other schools, "discipline is used as a weapon 
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of hate and obedience becomes a virtue." 
But at Summerhill, things are different; 
"classrooms are happy places.":>9 What Sum­
merhill provides is an alternative method of 
schooling that is highly child-centered and 
that places little emphasis on academic sub­
jects or cognitive achievement. The school 
is, however, a private, middle- and upper­
middle-class one with a small enrollment 
that rarely exceeds sixty students. 

Ivan Ill ich, another radical critic, goes be­
yond his contemporaries in his plans for 
remaking schools. He argues for a new soci­
ety that requires the prior deschooling of so­
ciety.00 In this sense Illich may also be a 
reconstructionist philosopher. Although the 
other radical critics are very angry and see 
little possibility of school reform, given the 
present educational process, Illich, who 
completely rejects school as a viable agency, 
is the center of controversy. His criticism of 
current schools is that they are coercive, dis­
criminatory, and destructive toward their 
clients. If schools were eliminated, educa­
tion could be open to all and could become a 
genuine instrument of human liberation: 
Learners would no longe r have an obliga­
tory curriculum imposed upon them; they 
would be liberated from institutional and 
capitalistic indoctrination. There would no 
longer be discrimination and a class society 
based on possession of a certificate. 

In lieu of school , Illich recommends 
small learning networks characterized by 
the following: Educational o~ect.s-that is, 
shops, libraries, museums, art galle ries, and 
so on-that are open to learners; peer match­
ing-that is, identi fying and bringing to­
gethe r students who wish to e ngage in a par­
ticular learning activity; skill exchanges­
that is, excha nges between those who are 
competent in a particular skill, and who 
wish to teach it, and those who wish to learn 
it; a nd educators-at-large-that is, counselors 
who serve as advisors to students and par­
ents and intellectual initiators and adminis­
trators who operate the networks. 

Even though lllich is considered a neo­
Marxist educator, he has stimulated large 
numbers of disciples to further the idea of 

deschooling, and a good deal of radical re­
fo rm literatu re related to the political and 
economic concept of educational "revision­
isn1."b• 

Reconstructionism. 'f 
Although the reconstructionist philoso­

phy itself is based on early utopian ideas, the 
Great Depression of the 1930s stimulated a l 
demand for social reconstructionism. T he 
progressive educational movement was at its 
height in popularity then, but a small yet 
significant group o f progressive educators 
still became disillusioned with American so­
ciety and impatient for reform. This group 
argued that progressivism put too much \ 
emphasis on child-centered education that 
mainly served the individual child and the 
middle class, with its play theories and pri­
vate schools. What was needed was more 
emphasis on society-centered education that 
took into consideration the needs of society 
(not the individua l) and all classes (not only 
the middle class). 

At the 1932 annual meeting of the Pro­
gressive Education Association, George 
Counts called for progressive educators to 
address the great social and economic issues 
of the day, to forge a new social reform plat­
form, and to create a new vision of society 
and of the futu re. In his speech , "Dare the 
School Build a New Social Order?" (which 
was later published as a book), Counts sug­
gested that the school lead society to realize .; 
democratic values, that it become the agent 
of change and institution for social reform. 
In a rhetorical and highly charged state­
ment, Counts stunned his progressive col­
leagues with the following statement: 

T he weakness of Progressive Education thus lies 
in the fact that it has elaborated no theory of so­
cial welfare, unless it be that of anarchy or ex­
treme individualism .... If Progressive Educa­
tion is to be genuinely progressive, it must ... 
face squarely and courageously every social issue, 
come to grips with life in all its stark reality, es­
tablish an organic relation with the community, 
develop a realistic and comprehensive theory of 
welfare, fashion a compelling and challenging vi­
sion of human destiny, and become less fright-

ened than it is toda 
and indoctrination.62 
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ened than it is today at the bogeys of imposilion 
and indoctrination. •2 

T he social issues of the 1930s, according 
to Counts, involved racial and class discrimi­
nation, poverty, and unemployment-and 
progressive education had ignored these is­
sues. T he social issues today are similar , al­
though the list is larger: racial, ethnic, and 
sexual inequality; poverty, unemployment, 
and welfa re; computers a nd technology; po­
litical oppressio n and war ; the threat of nu­
clear disaster ; environmental pollution ; dis­
ease; hunger ; and d epletion of the earth 's 
resources. ~ 
Theodore~ who is often consid­

ered the originator of the te rm reconstruc­
tionism in l 950 (actually Dewey coined the 
term),6

' has asserted that reconstructionism 
is a crisis philosophy, appropriate for a soci­
ety in crisis, which is the essence of our soci­
ety and inte rnational society today.&1 At:.­
cording Lo Brameld , students and teachers/ 

C must not only take positions; they must also 
t pecome change agents to improve society. 
r~ ·Neutrality in the classrooms or schools, that 

in which we ofte n engage unde r the guise of 
objective a nd scientific inquiry, is not appro­
priate for the democratic process. Writes 
Brameld , "Teache rs and stude nts have a 
right to take sides, Lo stand up for the best 
reasoned and informed partialities they can 
reach as a result of free, meticulous exami­
nation and communication of all relevant 
evidence."65 In particular, teache rs must 
measure u p to their social responsibilities. 
Brameld goes on: 

In this vast, rumbling, clumsy infinitely powerful 
mass of hundreds of millions of human beings 
lies the great reservoir of strength for tomor· 
row's education. Here, indeed, is the fountain· 
head of all other utopian potentials presently 
emerging. The immediate task before the [teach· 
ing] profession is to draw upon this strength and 
thus to strengthen control of the schools by and 
for the goal-seeking interests of the overwhelm­
ing majority of mankind!" 

As for the curriculum, it had Lo be trans­
formed Lo coincide with a new social-eco-
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nomic-political education ; it had , in other 
word s, LO incorporate realistic reform strate­
gies. For reconstructionists, analysis, inter­
pretation , and evaluation of problems are 
insufficient; commitment and action by stu­
dents and teachers are needed . Society is al­
ways changing, and the curriculum has to 
cha nge; students and teachers must be 
change agents. A curriculum based on social 
issues and social services is ideal. 

T he reconstructionists, including such 
recent proponents as Ma rio Fantini, Harold 
Sha ne, and Alvin T o ffter , seek a curriculum 
t al emphasizes cultural pluralism , interna­
tionalism, and futurism.67 Students are 
taught LO appreciate life in a world of many 
nations-a global village-with many alter­
natives for the future . A reconstructionist 
program of education : ( l ) critically exam­
ines the cultural heritage of a society as well 
as the entire civilization ; (2) is not a fraid to 
examine controversial issues; (3) is d eliber­
ately committed to bring about social and 
constructive cha nge; (4) cultivates a fu ture 
planning attitude that considers the realities 
of the world ; and (5) enlists students and 
teachers in a defi nite progra m to enha nce 
culLUral renewal and in terculturalism. In 
such a program, teachers are considered the 
prime agents of social change, cultural re­
newal, and internationalism. T eachers are 
organized not Lo strengthen their own pro­
fessional security, but rather to encourage 
widespread experimentation in the schools 
a nd to challenge the outdated structures of 
society. T hey are considered to be the van­
guard for a new social order-somewhat 
utopian in nature. 
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pie in the field , representing a conservative 
outlook, believe that the empirical-analytical 

I 
and scientific a pproaches contribute the most 
to the field of curriculum; nonethe less, the re­
conceptualists's approach is e nriching and in-
troduces aesthetic, existentialist, and social 
science procedures previously not deemed 
appropriate. 

Reconceptualists have expanded the field 
to include other dime nsions of curriculum, 
including i!ituiti~e, P.ersonal, m~cal , li.n­
g\!i_stic, poJitical, and social s~ o f theo­
rj~ing. The stress broad problems and 

.iss.ues-ani:I ~ttemffi.-iQ re ect, rcliiiJ:, 
rethink, reinterpret, and ~e 
tl1eheld of__r_urriculum. It is doubtful, how­
ever , that reconceptua lists really reinterpret 
o r reconceptualize anything. T hey are basi­
cally s cia se · · olitic I 
cerned intellectuals w~d refine 
im~es that have hilosophlCar, 
psytholog_ical, socia l, poliucal, and economic 
imp 1cauons. Unfortunately for the field of 
curriculum, they have been labeled recon­
ceptualists.68 

Reconceptualists accept many aspects of) 
progressive philosophy, including learner-

., cen~. relellant, humatristic, and rad ical 
sch~ls. However , they reit­
e rate and detail a bit mo re of the dyna mic, 
holistic, transcendental, linguistic, an~rtis­
tic meaning of teaching and learning\ T hey 

\ 

are more concerned with personal self­
knowledge, inner self, personal reflection, 
psychologies of consciousness, and spiritual 
and moral introspection. They contend 

l there is more to knowledge and knowing 
tha n empirical or even logical, verifiable 
data. Expanded ideas of inner conscious­
ness, "third force" or humanistic ps~l-
ogy, and~ ideas..._serve as t e 
foundations for their views. 

Content and experie nces that emphasize 
language and communication §.kills.... per­
s~raphies,~ dan.ce, 
drama, literaruii',_~, ethics, reli­
gion , a!l9-othcr_ a th · maniSiJC, and 

"S15irituaf fil!Qject matter comprise a od 
parrorthereconstructionist curriculum­
subjects not part of the normal curriculum 

or certainly not the major foci. Maxine 
Greene advocates this curriculum, which 
she calls "personal expression ," " intellectual 
consciousness," and "refl ective self-con­
sciousness.""Q Paulo Freire refers to this as a 
curriculum o f "human phenome non," 
"problematic situatio ns," a nd "background 
awareness" that has the potential "to tra ns­
form the world ."70 According to Willia m 
Pinar, this subject matter deals with "per­
sonal becomin g," "autonomy," the "soul" 
and "heart," "affiliati ve need s," "mature 
personality," "trust" and "love," "self-direc­
tion," "sensitivity," and "enjoyme nt"71- that 
is, psychological, philosophical, spiritual, 
and existentia list attitudes and behaviors. 

Reconceputualists are also concerned 
with social, political, a nd economic ideas 
and ideology, and in this context re nect re­
constructionist philosophy. Many of th eir 
ideas, rooted in the school of Dewey, 
Counts, and Rugg, d eal with inequities 
and/or conflict concerned with socioeco­
nomic relationships, sexua l and racial roles 
and attitudes, the relationship between la­
bor and capital, and the consequences of po­
litical power. Reconceptualists are also con­
cerned with current technocratic and 
bureaucratic systems that dominate the indi­
vidual, and that reduce the person to a pow­
erless and manipulated cog. They envision 
schools as a n oppressive instrument of soci­
ety that controls and coerces, even op­
presses, students through various customs 
and mores and teaching-learning practices. 

So e reconce tuar e been labeled " 
neo-Marx1sts. Michael Apple, for one, as 
tried to highlight the relationship between 
what he perceives to be political, economic, 
and cultural domination of the individual in 
relation to schools and society. Such domi­
nation "is vested in the consti tutive princi­
ples, codes, and especially the common 
sense consciousness and practices underly­
ing our lives, as well as by overt division and 
manipulatio n."12 In o ther words, the every­
day structures and institutio ns of our soci­
ety, including schools, convey meaning and 
conditions that shape our lives and that take 
control over us; the dominant socia l, politi-
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Elsewhe re, Apple points out that j ust as 
there is "unequal distribution of economic 
capital in society, so, too is the re a similar 
system o f distribution surrounding cul tural 
capital." In technological societies, schools 
become "distributors o f this cultural capi­
tal."n T hey play a major role in d istributing 
various forms of knowledge, which in turn 
leads to powe r and control over o thers. 

Both Illich and Freire conte nd that the 
larger syste m is oppressive and in need of 
major overha ul. Illich, who is also consid­
ered to be a radical critic, outlines a curricu­
lum that is less institutionalized , formal , and 
discriminatory for purposes o f "emancipa­
tion." He relies on a "grass-roots" curricu­
lum that seeks to engage students, teachers, 
and community members.7' Freire d evelops 
a "pedagogy for the oppressed" for students 
and the poor, and describes how people can 
move through diffe re nt stages to ultimately 
be able to take action and overcome oppres­
sion. T o effect major change, at what Fre ire 
calls the "critical transforming stage," peo­
ple must become active participam s in 
changing their own status th rough social ac­
tion tha t aims at changing the larger social 
order . Freire calls for a dialogue or match 
between students and adults who a re sensi­
tive to change. T he curriculum is to focus 
on community, national, and world prob­
lems- and is to be based on a core or inter­
disciplinary approach .n 

In general, the cu rriculum advocated byl 
this wing of reconceptualists ~1phasizes the 
social sciences-hi~tory, political science, 
ec.onom1c~ sociology, ~gy 
a nd philosoph y- a nd not the hard sciences. 
The thrustlrro develop ind ivid ual self-real­
ization and freedom through cognitive a nd 
intellectual activities, and then to liberate 
people from the restrictions, limitations, 
and controls o f society. T he idea is to move 
from knowledge to activity, fro m reflections 
to action . T he curriculum attempts to create 
new conditions a nd environments that im­
prove the human condition and the institu­
tions of society. It is, according to J ames 
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Macdonald, "a form of 'utopianism,' a fo rm 
of political and social philosophizing."76 All 
the oppressed-youth, poor, minorities, 
women , and so on-are considered agents 
for change. The model, in essence, is an I 
updated version o f old reconstructionism, 
which viewed students and teachers as 
agents of change. In the new version, re­
conceptualism, the teacher is often con­
strued as an agent o f oppression, represent­
ative o f the larger and coercive society. 

Equality of Educational Opportunity. 
No country has taken the idea of equality 
more seriously than ours. Politically, the 
idea is rooted in our Constitution- written 
more than 150 years prior to the emergence " 
of reconstructionism as a philosophy. The 
origins of American public schools a re also 
dominated by the concept of equal o pportu­
nity, a nd the notio n of universal, free edu­
cation. T he rise of the "common school" was 
spearheaded by Horace Ma nn who asserted , 
"Education beyond all other devices o f hu­
ma n origin is the greatest equalizer o f the 
condition of men- the balance-wheel o f the 
social machinery. "77 

Equality of opportunity in this context 
would not lead to equality of outcomes; this 
concept d id not atte mpt a classless society. 
As David Tyack wrote , "For the most part, 
working men did not seek to pull d own the 
rich ; rather they sought equality of oppor­
tunity for their children, an equa l chance at 
the main cha nce."7" Equality of opportunity 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centu­
ries meant a n equal start for all child ren , but 
the assumption was that some would go far­
ther than others. Diffe re nces in back­
grounds and abilities, as well as motivation 
and luck, would create differences in out­
comes among individuals, but the school 
would assure that children born into any 
class would have the opportunity to achieve 
status as persons born into other classes. Im­
plicit in this view was that the "schools rep­
resented the means of achieving the goal ... 
of equal chances of success" relative to all 
children in all stratum.7'' 

In retrospect, the schools did not fully 
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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.80 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
it}\, which emerged in the 1950s through the 
19~0s, goes much further than the old view) 
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. 81 

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 exp~nditures 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-

G
, ant student groups. 

When inequality is defined, in terms of 
qual outcomes (both cognitive and eco­

nomic); we start comparing racial, ethnic, 
an~ reli~ious group~. )In a h~terogeneous 
soCiety hke ours, this/ results m 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 m_uch, 
to what extent are we to handicap our 
brightest and most talented minds (the swift 
racers) to enable those who are slo~ to finish 
at the same time, and whether affirmative I 

action ·policies lead ·to reverse discrimina­
tion. 82 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 _.J ?~~n~ describes the di-
lemma v1v1aly: ---~ ~-~~ 

-......._ --. --------- . 

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 igno:r:e them .... 

Extreme equalitarianism--0r what I woul9 
prefer to say equaliiarianism wrongly conceived~ 
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--0r to extreme equali­
tarianism and retain its vitality. A society s"uch 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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nological socieLy. Every modern indusLrialized 
socie ty is learning Lhal hard lesson."' 

The issues that Gardner raised directly af­
fected the social fabric of the country, and 
have echoed loudly in the past twenty-five 
years. They have given rise to educational 
equality and equal opportunity legislation 
that has permeated many aspects of school 
and society. The reconstructionists, among 
other educators, have raised many of the 
same issues, including school desegrega tion, I 
compe nsatory education, multicultural edu­
cation, handicapped education , more effec­
tive schooling, a nd affirmative action (who 
goes to college, who gets what jobs, and who 
manages society). T hese issues have no easy 
answers, and they will continue to plague us 
in the 1990s. 

CONCLUSION 

~osophy gives meaning to our decisio,!2§ 
ana actions. In The absence of a philosophy, 
the educator is vulnerable to externally im­
posed prescriptions, Lo fads and frills, to au­
thoritarian schemes, and to other "isms." 
Dewey was so convinced of the importance 
of philosophy that he viewed it as the all­
encompassing aspect of the educationa l pro­
cess-as necessary for "forming fundamen­
tal dispositions, intellectual and emotional , 
toward nature and fellow man. ""' If one ac­
cepts this conclusion, it becomes evident 
that many aspects of curriculum, if not most 
of the educational process in school, is de­
veloped around philosophy. Even if we be­
lieve that Dewey's point is an overstatement, 
we should still recognize the pervasiveness 
of philosophy in dete rmining our views of 
reality, what values and knowledge are 
worthwhile, and decisions in education in 
general and curriculum making in particu­
lar . 

f Major philosophical viewpoints that have 
emerged within the curriculum field may be 

1 viewed alo ng a continuum- traditional a nd 
conservative versus contemporary and 
liberal- idealism, realism, pragmatism , and 

~istentialism. These general or world phi­
losophies have influenced educationa l phi­
losophies, sometimes called educational the­
ories or views,85 along the same continuum : 
Pe rennialism, essentialism, progressivism, 
and reconstructionism. Very few schools 
adopt a single philosophy; in practice, most 
schools combine various philosophies. 
Moreover , our position is that no sing~ p hi­
IQsophy, old or new, should serve ~e_x­
clusive guide for makmg decisions about 
schools or about the curriculum. ~lphilo­
so l'itcaLgm.up.s.. (outlined in this chapter) 
want the same thing of education-that is, 
they wish to improve the ed ucational-proc­
ess, to enhance the ach ieveme_nt_ Qf the 
learner, to ro uce better and more ro­

a uctive citizens, and Lo im rove societ ¥- Be­
cause o t elrdiHerent views of reality, 
values, and knowledge, however, they find it 
difficult to agree on how to achieve these 
ends. 

What we need to do, as curricularists, is 
to search for the middle road, a highly elu­
sive and abstract concept, where there is no 
extreme emphasis on subject matter or stu­
dent; cognitive development or sociopsy­
chological development; excellence or 
equality. What we need is a prudent school 
12.b ilosophy, one 1 hat is politically a nd eco­
n9micajly feasible_.___and that scr..\les__th~ needs 
of students and~ Implicit in this view 
of education is that too much emphasis on 
any one philosophy, sometimes at the ex­
pe nse of another, may do harm a nd cause 
conflict. How much we e mphasize one phi­
losophy, under the guise of reform or for 
whatever reason, is critical because no one 
society can give itself over to extreme "isms" 
or political views and sti ll re main a democ­
racy. T he kind of society into which we 
evolve is in part reflected in o ur educational 
syste m, which is influenced by the philoso­
phy that we eventually define and develop. 

In the final analysis, curriculum workers 
must understand that they are continuously 
faced with curriculum decisions, and that 
philosophy is important in determining 
these decisions. Unfortunately, few school 
people test their notions of curriculum 

against the scho 
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against the school's statement of philosophy. 
It is not uncommon to find teachers and ad­
ministrators developing elaborate lists of be­
havioral objectives with little or no consider­
ation to the overall philosophy of the 
school.&• Curriculum workers need to pro­
vide assistance in developing and designing 
school practices that coincide with the phi­
losophy of the school and community. 
Teaching, learning, and curriculum are all 
interwoven in our school practices and 
should reflect a school philosophy. It is im­
portant, then , for school people, especially 
curricularists, to make decisions and take ac­
tion in relation to the philosophy of their 
school and community. 
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