




































































































E. D. Hirsch, Jr. 

Summary 

Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know (1987) 

Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know (1987) is a treatise on content­

based education reform and a rejection of what Hirsch calls "educational formalism" in the 

tradition of Rousseau and Dewey. Although some specific recommendations are made, the 

primary objective of the book is to change the basic philosophical assumptions behind why and 

how elementary and secondary curricula are developed and implemented as well as to generate 

discussion among all stakeholders in the educational process regarding the need for increasing 

cultural literacy on a national level. 

Hirsch defines cultural literacy as the shared or common knowledge (in domains such as 

history, science, politics, sports, the arts, et al) a culture uses to communicate and to perpetuate 

itself. This shared knowledge is the background information that creates context for more 

advanced reading and writing skills - information that is above that required for activities of 

daily living but below that used by experts in any given field. We use this information as a 

common framework of references and ideas to help us understand each other; it is what Hirsch 

describes as our "common ground." Children, Hirsch notes, are provincially knowledgeable 

within their own experience and social circles, but rarely beyond that. He cites high school 

students' lack 0£ knowledge regarding the most basic facts of American history (e.g., when the 

Civil War was fought, what the Brown v. Board of Education ruling entailed, who Winston 

Churchill was). This general information is necessary not only to communicate with others, but 

as a foundation on which to build further knowledge. 
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Hirsch goes to define the purpose of cultural literacy in practical, economic, social and 

political terms. Without it, he argues, any communication outside of our immediate social groups 

would be cumbersome, time consuming and ultimately ineffective. Every allusion, detail and 

perhaps some vocabulary would have to be explained to order to be clearly understood. He uses 

the analogy of how one would give directions to a person familiar with an area as opposed to one 

unfamiliar with it. He reports that American business executives lament the decline of cultural 

literacy in their junior associates: lacking shared "literate background knowledge is a chief cause 

of [middle level executives']  inability to communicate effectively." 

With regards to politics and social class, Hirsch asserts that cultural literaoy is not elitism, 

but indeed the opposite, suggesting that since democracy is based active participation and 

informed communication, "universal literacy is inseparable from democracy." The Black 

Panthers used Jefferson's words from the Declaration of Independence as well as quotes from the 

bible, The Gettysburg Address and other canons of American culture as part of their political 

" 'platform knowing that these sources were well known by their intended audiences. Hirsch uses 

this example to illustrate his point that traditional education, one primarily of shared/essential 

information, does not mean preservation of traditional or conservative values. On the contrary, he 

argues, it allows those outside of the elite and those of minority subcultures to understand the 

traditional rules of the existing culture so that they can affect it as they choose. With regards to 

multiculturalism in education, Hirsch concedes that it is a good thing in that it "inculcates 

tolerance and provides perspective on our traditions and values," but it should not be a primary 

focus. 

Hirsch points out that schools can't do everything they are asked to do (traditional 

content, state and local priorities, critical thinking skills, vocational skills, et al) by all the 

different stakeholders in the educational process. Therefore, Hirsch believes, we must prioritize 
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and focus on national information. The specific national information that should be taught must 

be the facts, historical figures and important ideas that make up our "universally shared national 

vocabulary." How this list is to be complied, according to Hirsch, should involved as little 

ideological bias as possible. Much like standardized language, we may not always agree with 

what is on it, and it may not always make sense, but it is the common tool we used to 

communicate. Inclusion in this list (describes interchangeably as an index, dictionary or 

encyclopedia) should occur by "cultural accident" and should not be based on inherent merit. 

Knowing a little about the people and items on Hirsch' s  list is the important thing so that there is 

a starting point to begin a discussion between any two individuals or groups in the common 

culture. Expert knowledge or minutiae is not necessary. 

Hirsch believes that young children have a natural ability and desire to accumulate, 

indeed to memorize, facts on all sorts of topics. Memorization of information (by age 1 3) 

... happens in most cultures and this need to catalogue information seems innate - kids are eager to 

.•'"do it at an early age. Because of this natural ability and interest as well as the reality that 

tknowledge is cumulative, Hirsch recommends that cultural literacy be taught as early as possible 

(he says several times that by 1 0th grade, it is too late). 

Hirsch asserts that teaching cultural literacy is more important that developing abstract or 

critical thinking skills. He allows that the "progressive" Rousseau/Dewey approach encourages 

independence of mind. The drawback, in his view, is that children will not thrive, like the acorn 

of the famous analogy, if left on their own. They need the traditional information of the society 

into which they were born in order to be successful in, or even to successfully rebel against, that 

society. 

To support his thesis, Hirsch references experiments by many educational researchers, 

developmental psychologists, and psycholinguists (among those cited are: the author himself; 
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R.C. Anderson, who is credited with the concept and term schema; Eleanor Rosch; Dr. Robert 

Glaser; George Miller; T.G. Bever; Jacqueline Sachs; W.F. Brewer; Bransford, Barclay & 

Franks; F.C. Bartlett; Ross & Bower). The research discussed in this chapter involves short-term 

memory, language processing, semantic relationships and the construction of meaning. Taken 

together, this research suggests that we make inferences and create context through use of prior 

and background know ledge. Rather than remember every detail of, say pieces on a chessboard, 

we gather information into chunks, using "past knowledge to interpret this window [short-term 

memory] of experience" and making "primary associations" between new information and 

existing knowledge. 

Hirsch employs Anderson's term, schema, in explicating this idea. Schemata are a kind of 

"mental shorthand . . . abstract mental entities rather than concrete images" that makes the best 

use of limited short-term memory space. This is a systematic way for the memory to store 

· knowledge in a retrievable form and to organize it in an efficient and accessible way so that it can 

.. .,, be used. This ongoing process allows the mind to go beyond detail and literal memory and on to 

the construction of meaning. The research of DeGroot suggests that there may be no such thing 

as "general" or "transferable" cognitive skills: "All cognitive skills depend on procedural or 

substantive schemata that are highly specific to the task at hand." Therefore, skills are the 

product of cumulative knowledge. 

Hirsch goes on to discuss this concept in the context of literacy. Schemata are necessary 

for humans to use information on their own, but communicating with others requires a shared 

verbal schemata. This creates the imperative for a system oft shared common knowledge: 

The patterns of association in the verbal schemata of one person must approximate 
those of another. . . .  Words and idioms therefore represent systems of association 
that belong not just to the individual mind but to the than language 
community as a whole. Words, idioms and grammatical systems represent shares 
systems oft association - cultural literacy. (p. 89) 
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Hirsch takes an historical perspective on the development of and need for national 

languages and cultures. Prior to the Industrial Revolution in Europe, provincial cultures and 

dialects were the rule and defined by the ever -changing "natural law of oral language." One 

could understand the speech of nearby villages, but not of those further away. Similarly, one 

could not be understood across many generations in their own village, if such a conversation 

hypothetically took place. As economies and political systems became larger and more national 

in nature, the need for a common, standardized language and culture was evident. An important 

characteristic of an industrial society is an adaptable workforce that can "communicate with a 

wider economic and social community. Achieving wider communication requires literacy and a 

common language." This can only be achieved through centralized education. The author quotes 

Ernest Gellner's Nations and Nationalism to underscore this critical circular relationship between 

nations, economies, and common language and culture. 

Hirsch breaks the modern national vocabulary into three domains. The broadest is 

international. This includes generally shared information from world history, culture, geography 

as well as the physical and biological sciences. The second domain (for Americans) covers the 

English speaking world and its traditions. The third domain is one's own country. 

The formation of a formal national culture begins naturally but at some point becomes 

formalized and necessarily more resistant to rapid change, much like the standardization of 

language. It is, according to Hirsch, a product of "arbitrary historical inventions" (Gellner), made 

from a variety of folk materials, "selected and reinterpreted by [nation building] intellectuals to 

create a culture upon which the life of the nation can rest." The end result is a combination of the 

previous high and low culture - an invented "local high" culture that becomes the shared national 

culture. 
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To propagate and perpetuate this national culture requires the teaching of a national 

vocabulary. Hirsch discusses two examples of early national textbooks, Johnson 's Dictionary 

and Blair's Rhetoric. He identifies Blair, a Scot, as the first definer of cultural literacy. He 

stresses that these were "socially progressive instruments" in that they gave provincials an 

introduction to the specific traditions of written and spoken English. Hirsch asserts again that 

although the material in question may have been "traditional" in content, its effects were 

liberalizing and democratizing by giving all English speaking people access to the same 

information. 

Hirsch is concerned that we are taking our national literate culture for granted. He 

believes that since the people of the United States have never experienced a bloody civil 

upheaval over language or majority culture dominance, we are nonchalant about the movement 

toward multilingualism and lingual pluralism (defined as the effort to "encourage rather than 

discourage competing languages within our borders."). He asserts, using primarily China as an 

,, example, that "mutlilingualism enormously increases cultural fragmentation, civil antagonism, 

illiteracy, and economic-technological ineffectualness." He emphasizes that this is different from 

multiliteracy, which is laudable if attempted after everyone were literate in their own national 

language and culture first. 

Hirsch asserts that he is committed to pluralism and local control in education and 

discusses our national traditions of cultural, political and religious tolerance, pluralism and 

localism. The argument between pluralism and assimilation has always been a moderate one: 

"Shall-we aim for gradual assimilation or all into one national culture, or shall we honor and 

preserve the diverse cultures implicit in our hyphenations?" Therefore, an approach to cultural 

literacy must be moderate and balanced: "The larger national culture must be extremely 

capacious and somewhat vague." 
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The United States was founded in part on a "civil religion" (which is "big-tented and 

tolerant"). The founders were aware of the paradox of this concept but knew that if the "people 

are to govern themselves, they must govern on high, broadly religious principle for the larger 

public good as well as for their own private good." Hirsch goes on to list these general American 

values and beliefs: "a vaguely defined God, altruism and self-help, equality, freedom, truth 

telling and respect for the national law." In addition to these values, we share cultural myths -

the frontier spirit, inventiveness, resourcefulness, practicality, independent-mindedness, and 

beneficence in the world. What makes these ideas part of the national culture and vocabulary for 

Hirsch is that they have been durable principles throughout our history. 

The documents that promote these values, myths and principles represented what Hirsch 

calls the "American Bible" or "sacred texts." He again insists that this canon of American culture 

is not one o� philosophical or political design but of historical accident: "It is chauvinism and 

provincialism to believe that the content of our vocabulary is something either to recommend or 

deplore by virtue of its inherent merit" 

Hirsch talks again about the need for general literacy by all (including shared scientific 

and technical knowledge) as well the failure of universal education to "produce a truly 

literate . . .  and informed citizenry." Public discourse cannot take place without it. He closes the 

chapter by evoking the founder fathers admiration of Cicero' s  notion of universal public 

discourse. 

School is the traditional place for acculturation. Hirsch believes that its failure is due to "faulty 

theories" and not to social changes, television, disorientation of the American family, bad 

teachers or bad schools. In an almost dialectic fashion, Hirsch discusses the research and 

arguments over which effects student achievement more - family and socioeconomic background 

or schools. 
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Hirsch investigates the lack of success on the part of disadvantaged students and suggests 

that black students do so poorly on standardized tests due, in some part, to a lack of prior 

knowledge. The work of Dr. Jeanne Chall demonstrates that reading skills of disadvantaged 

children seem to diverge from their peers around age six chiefly because they lack elementary 

cultural knowledge. Instead of identifying and address these deficits, schools focus on general 

skills like "language art skills." Consistent with his analysis in chapter two, Hirsch states "Every 

text, even the most elementary, implies information that it takes for granted and doesn't explain. 

Knowing such information is the decisive skill of reading." Further, Hirsch criticizes the trend 

towards student self-selection of material for mastering decoding skills. 

At one point, Hirsch suggests that family background may be too strong of a factor for 

cultural literacy to be successfully taught in schools. He cites some research that demonstrates a 

correlation between background and achievement but adds that schools have not done enough to 

compensate for this. He then cites the success of disadvantaged children in private schools as 

evidence of this as well as research identifying time spent studying the material to be mastered as 

another success factor. h1 any case, students of all background require the proper curriculum for 

cultural literacy to be achieved. 

In discussing the historical struggle over defining such a curriculum in the United States, 

Hirsch compares the 1893 Committee of Ten Report to the 1918 Cardinal Principles of 

Secondary Education. The Committee of Ten recommended a traditional humanistic curriculum 

that included a modern conception of the various subjects. It did not reject, but was very skeptical 

of, a skills based approach (Hirsch calls this romantic educational formalism). It also stated that 

all students should get the same educational foundation ("an ideal that needs to be renewed"), 

which Hirsch points out is a more democratic view then simply universal education. The 1918 

report, reverses the previous recommendations based upon Dewey, Rousseau (according to 
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Hirsch, less so upon Piaget's  research in developmental psychology) and others who believe that 

each child has a "inborn, instinctive tendency to follow its own proper development." Hirsch 

labels this supposition a "half-truth" then states, "half truths, because of their plausibility, are 

frequently more dangerous than downright mistakes." The 1918 report is based upon these ideas 

as well as Dewey' s  "pragmatic emphasis on social utility as an educational goal" and his belief 

that education should be child-focused, not content-focused. This concept has an inherent 

emphasis on diversity and formalism - unique individuals pursue their own strengths and 

interests utilizing content -Of their choosing to develop skills - which Hirsch firmly opposes in the 

context of curriculum content development. 

Hirsch identifies some positives in the 1918 Principles. It addressed the doubling of the 

school population every ten years as well as the challenges of immigration. It was clearly 

committed to educating every American, which the 1 893 report did not. On the whole, however, 

Hirsch believes this influential report had an erroneous underlying philosophy that had 

"disastrous consequences" that are still with us today. He identifies intellectual inconsistencies in 

its support for "specific content knowledge for vocational courses, but de-emphasized content in 

language arts courses." Hirsch also criticizes its emphasis on accommodating individual 

differences which has led to the tracking 0£ students and "horizontal fragmentation - the 

shopping mall high school." With·specific reference to the concept of social studies (as opposed 

to a more traditional focus on history and geography), Hirsch finds particular fault with the 

Principles approach to studying the "activities 0£ life" as opposed to imparting shared historical 

information. Additionally, he believes that this overall educational philosophy has left 

disadvantaged students even further behind, for reasons addressed in previous chapters. 

Hirsch discusses how this progressive approach continued as the predominate educational 

philosophy throughout the 20th century. He quotes Charles Rathbone and Roland Barth who, as 
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"open education" advocates of the 60' s and 70' s, held views diametrically opposed to Hirsch's. 

He asserts that utilitarianism in impractical in the modem world due to constant and fast changes 

in economies and vocations. Additionally, the individuality aspect of formalism is unrealistic. 

Hirsch seems to accept accommodating individual differences in how things are taught, but not 

regarding content. He suggests that the generation of high school age in the mid-eighties, brought 

up under these theories, are not less conventional than other generations, just less literate and, 

subsequently, less able to express individuality. 

Hirsch then asks the question: How do we fix a system based upon and entrenched in 

such incorrect assumptions? Extreme views on either side are not the answer. He suggests a 

compromise - "a curriculum that is traditional in content but diverse in its emphases, that is 

pluralistic in its materials and modes of teaching but nonetheless provides our children with a 

common core of cultural information." He borrows Dr. Patricia Graham concept of 

"commonality and flexibility." 

At this point, Hirsch offers an educational proposal - dual extensive curriculum and 

intensive curriculum. Extensive is the general knowledge all students must have to communicate 

and for the understanding of other information obtained. Intensive, as the name implies, is the 

more intense study of a specific example ofi the larger topic. This curriculum help to develop 

schemata and is driven by individual interests, as well as local communiti_es. For example, if we 

want students to have an true understanding of Shakespeare, we provide general information 

about his life, historical times and many ofi his plays (extensive curriculum). Students then could 

study a particular play in depth (intensive curriculum). Through this more intensive study, they 

would have a deeper understanding of how the other plays, introduced in the extensive study, are 

constructed. There is a clear interrelationship between the two kinds of curricula in that they 

build upon one another, consistent with the concepts of schema and prior knowledge. As an 
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aside, Hirsch points out that the inclusion of the intensive curriculum is consistent with Dewey 

and resists the lure of "an arbitrary core curriculum." 

Hirsch emphasizes that the elementary curricula should capitalize on the fact that children 

memorize easily and "pick up adult information long before they can make sense of it." As 

previously established, they need to establish the majority of their schemata early on. Textbooks 

at this level should be designed to incorporate cultural literacy, surveying "large movements of 

human thought and experience" in lieu of material advocated by the newest version of 

educational formalism, "the critical thinking movement." Hirsch finally argues that ''The 

polarization of educationalists (sic) into facts people versus skills people has no basis in reason. 

Facts and skills are inseparable." These camps should join forces. 

Hirsch asserts that a dictionary of cultural literacy should be published (there is an 

appendix in the form o� an index that is a provisional and preliminary list of "must know" items 

for inclusion in such a dictionary). The information suggested for this source was compiled 

primarily by the author and two colleagues at the University of Virginia (James Trefil and Joseph 

Kett) and was then critiqued by more than a hundred consultants outside the academic world. 

The list was designed to represent, not to alter, current American literacy, with the exception of 

scientific literacy where the three professors felt there is a pressing need for increasing current 

common knowledge. Hirsch concedes that there were, and will continue to be, disagreements on 

what to include, as well as how much and how little to include under each entry. The list must be 

small enough to be practical which Hirsch sees as an advantage to its acceptance. 

Hirsch believes that an extensive curriculum should not be mandated, but hopes that the 

discussion o� cultural literacy may provoke a grass roots effort on the part· of students and parents 

(and perhaps teachers and administrators) to change the focus of their own local district. How 

will this actually change what is taught? Hirsch advocates for an agreement between publishers 
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and educators "about the content of the national vocabulary and a good sequence for presenting 

it." He suggests that general knowledge tests be given at fifth, eighth and twelfth grades, but 

again states that decisions on such testing should be left up to state and local discretion. 

The Schools We Need (and Why We Don't Have Them) (1996) 

Ten years after the influential Cultural Literacy and subsequent Core Knowledge 

curriculum project (and schools), Hirsch returns for another critique of educational reform. He is 

still concerned with the need for a common knowledge base, but approaches the issues from a 

somewhat different perspective. In Literacy, Hirsch was concerned with the tradition of 

formalism - the emphasis of formal skills over specific knowledge. In this book, he turns to the 

"intellectual error" of naturalism; the romantic 19th century tradition that gave birth to 

progressivism in education. 

Hirsch begins by invoking Jefferson and Dewey regarding the need for common 

knowledge and understanding in a healthy democracy. Intellectual capital is necessary for 

economic and social mobility as well as political ascendancy. "All-purpose tools" are not 

adequate, according to Hirsch. Learning how to learn is a myth. He argues that such a skill does 

not exist - all knowledge, including skills, are base on previous knowledge. Hirsch suggests that 

a myriad of problems - fairness gaps, lack of motivation, truancy, discipline problems - are due 

in large part to this lack of shared knowledge because without it, children immediately and 

continuously get left further and further behind. Initial information about a topic increases natural 

curiosity and creates building blocks for future knowledge acquisition. 

Certainly some of this can be blamed on socio-economic conditions of different children. 

The more controllable common factor is the school curriculum. Hirsch bemoans the lack of not 

only a national curriculum (although he doesn't overtly support such a thing) or even coherent 

local curricula. He is deeply concerned with the inconsistencies that exist from classroom to 
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classroom and grade to grade within schools. Written district curricula tend to be vague, albeit 

voluminous, so that there is flexibility. In reality, this often leads to incoherent instruction using 

unrelated information from year to year. Additionally, the pervasive concept of "spiraling" 

curriculum (building new knowledge upon previous information and concepts) leads to 

redundancy and boring repetition for students because the specific information to be learned is 

not spelled out. It also leads to significant gaps in knowledge because there is no plan for 

inclusion 0£ all necessary content. 

As further evidence of the need for consistent national content standards, Hirsch briefly 

discuss the ever-increasing mobility ot Americans in general and migrant populations in specific. 

If a child is required to readjust to a new district without the even playing field of the same 

background knowledge, they are not only at a disadvantage, they may not recover at all. Hirsch 

acknowledges here (as elsewhere) his debt to William Bagley, an educational researcher and 

writer who expounds many of these ideas in the 1930's. As always, Hirsch is especially 

concerned about the impact of education on disadvantaged children. He believes that Head Start 

should also have consistent, specific, rigorous curricula nation-wide. It should continue to 

provide the broader supports (health, social, emotional, etc.) that children need but it must also 

prepare student better for school - particularly with regards to language. 

So why aren't their national standards? Why isn't there stronger opposition to cmTent 

educational practices and philosophies that have not succeeded e11en though they have been the 

dominant ones for eighty years? Hirsch suggests a list 0£ "isms" and a rethinking of the history of 

educational reform that he believes answers these questions. 

He begins by pointing out the misconception that progressivism (reliance on "the 

project/hands on method" as opposed to rote learning) is still reform and not the de facto 

(perhaps even dogmatic) status quo. He supports this assertion by describing the culture of 201h 
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century pedagogy and teacher education beginning with The Cardinal Principles of 1918 and the 

work of William Heard Kilpatrick, which was widely used from the teens to the 1940' s in most 

teachers' colleges. This line of thought has continued throughout the century in teacher 

preparation. Hirsch, therefore, finds it difficult to argue against the fact that progressivism, and 

not content driven "traditional, rote" teaching methods, is the dominant paradigm in education. 

And, according to the data, it is not helping students of a variety of backgrounds to achieve 

higher standards. Therefore, to fight against this tradition is to fight for true reform. Hirsch 

supports the concept of charter schools as long as they are consistent with his philosophy of 

specific, grade appropriate and coordinated content that is shared with parents (his Core 

Knowledge Schools, for example). He is concerned that, in general, there is no real choice with 

regards to most charter schools because the dominant paradigm (progressivism) and directing 

individuals have an "intellectual monopoly ... on the institutions of the educational world." This 

monopoly teaches and certifies teachers, accredits schools and programs and controls 

organizations and associations. It is a self-perpetuating culture (traced back by Hirsch to 

Teachers College, Columbia University) that sees itself as the reformers and not the 

establishment. In reality, the intellectual monopoly of progressivism (and its intellectual mother 

Romanticism), according to Hirsch, leaves little room for dissent or independent thought 

regarding educational theory. 

Hirsch believes that there are inadequate challenges to this intellectual monopoly, or 

"Thoughtworld." The press, parents and teachers need to more actively question the assumptions 

of contemporary educationists. He concedes that it is difficult to argue with· the rhetoric but, he 

insists, it is easy to refute the logic, particularly given the evidence. However, the indoctrination 

of "antifact, anti-rote-learning, antiverbal practices" is so deep and so pervasive that alternatives 

are unthinkable to the educational community. Although Hirsch acknowledges that there is 
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"partial truths" in Romanticism, developmentalism (the appropriate introduction of certain 

information or learning techniques based upon cognitive or psychological readiness) and 

educational naturalism (allowing students to "discover knowledge" on their own and at their own 

pace as suggested by Rousseau) but laments that they have become fallacies by being taken to 

extremes. 

Another misinterpreted concept that thwarts educational consistency is the belief in 

American exceptionalism. People used this narrative [to borrow an idea from Neil Postman] to 

rationalize why American test scores or other standard measures cannot be fairly compared to 

others. We are too unique and too diverse as a people to be judged against more homogenous, 

traditional and less individualistic cultures, they say. Additionally, our society is too fluid and 

changes too quickly for our young to be inundated with static content. Hirsch finds all of these 

arguments unfounded. Specifically, he states that many school districts in European countries are 

quickly becoming as culturally and socio-economically diverse as many of ours and they have 

successfully implemented standardized curricula. 

The dominance 0£ localism (the tradition of local control of education) seems to be one 

aspect of this intractable problem that Hirsch is unwilling to fight. He strongly believes that it is a 

major obstacle to fairness, consistency and to his goal of common knowledge for all citizens. 

Rather than disparaging this tradition, however, he blames the followers of Kilpatrick and other 

progressivists who insist on the sanctity of autonomy in the classroom for preventing the 

universal disbursement of content knowledge. 

Hirsch then turns to the myth of Romantic individualism and laments how this has played 

out in the classroom. Since the differences and uniqueness in every child should be celebrated, 

according to the Rousseau [and, most would argue, Dewey] tradition, grading and other objective 

evaluations become irrelevant. Self-esteem is a greater good than specific knowledge, therefore 
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children are not held back even if they can't read or write. Hirsch suggests that there is even an 

element of racism in such thinking; even though the grade gap has narrowed between white and 

minority populations, the achievement gap has not. This myth is deepened by additional 

"scientized" romantic notions - multiculturalism, "individual learning styles," and the concept of 

multiple intelligences - which fit the existing ideology. Hirsch's  concerns here are simple and 

twofold: 1) teachers cannot provide individualized attention at the expense of all other students 

[Barzun would agree] and, 2) the development of learning styles and special talents should not be 

at the expense of "developing standard academic competencies such as reading, speaking, 

mathematics and general knowledge" needed for all children to "become politically functional, 

economically successful, and autonomous citizens." 

Anti-intellectualism is also born out of the American romantic spirit and finds a place in 

the construct of progressivism: doing over thinking; books conjure the corrupt tradition of older, 

less successful cultures; intellectualism is elitist as opposed to democratic. On the contrary, 

r: Hirsch argues. Knowledge and discipline are the true keys to equal opportunity in a pluralistic 

society. Additionally, progress can only be made if there is a foundation on which to build. In the 

end, "practical skills" and "critical thinking" (a skill Hirsch insists does not even exist) have 

"turned out to be highly impractical and inequitable." 

The final ism of progressive dogmatism that Hirsch addresses he calls "professional 

separatism." Hirsch suggests (without irony I believe) that professors of education as a group 

suffer from an inferiority complex and are held in low esteem by their peers. To make themselves 

equal to others in the university community, they needed to create their own discipline and 

identity. Hirsch states that early in the 20th century researchers/educators like Horace Mann and 

Dewey understood the importance of integrating pedagogy with subject-matter disciplines; there 

was no distinction between what should be taught and how it should be taught. Hirsch blames 
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(once again) William Heard Kilpatrick for distorting Dewey's ideas at Columbia and 

disseminating them to a "lineage" ot educators across the nation, resulting in today's  "uniformity 

of current American educational doctrine." Hirsch sees Kilpatrick as a misguided "militant 

separatist" who believed that "The new professorial army had the strength of ten because its 

principles were the best ones -- socially, scientifically and philosophically." He laments that the 

contemporary William Bagley (clearly Hirsch's forerunner in this debate) did not receive the 

same level ot recognition. But Kilpatrick won out by presenting a more dramatic case for his 

position and creating a distinctive discipline that is isolated, viewing other professions as threats. 

Hirsch sums up his critique ot the history of progressive/Romantic education by dubbing 

it "antiknowledge extremism." He suggests that a middle ground that includes "skepticism, 

openness and practicality" would be the preferable course but accepts that a "countervailing 

extremism" of knowledge over process would provide better educational results that the system 

we have today. 

The remainder of The Schools We Need focuses on the importance of research is 

supporting or refuting educational claims and the validity of testing. Hirsch disparages the 

selective use of research to support the predominant educational philosophy [or as Paul Simon 

once wrote, "All I suggest is a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest."] . He 

insists that most progressivist claims are not based on credible mainstream research but on 

questionable and incomplete studies that reinforce their pre-existing ideology. He goes on to 

compare and summarize a number of major classroom, psychological and international 

comparative studies. Many of these provide conflicting information and Hirsch mainly discusses 

(it seems) that which primarily support his position of traditional instruction (whole classroom, 

clear objectives, repetition/overleaming, nonjudgmental and brief feedback). 
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Hirsch concludes (somewhat poignantly) that most credible research supports the 

approach of "teaching as drama, storytelling . . .  or focused narrative." Stories have themes, 

precepts, clear plots, challenges, details and a moral. This analogy works in the context of 

traditional as well as Hunter teaching models. It does not prevent the inclusion of repetition 

(traditional) or investigation (progressive). Hirsch points out that subject matter as well as 

important virtues can be taught this way. 

With regards to testing, Hirsch reminds the reader of the educative value of testing as 

assessment and as motivator. Although all teachers would like students to be interested in 

learning for its intrinsic value, the reality is that most students work harder when a grade is at 

stake. Additionally, most people seem to accept a lack of "substantive equity" (different grades) 

as long·as there is "procedural equity " (a fair process). Hirsch believes that fair testing can only 

be achieved through objective measures and not through the current progressive trend of 

portfolios or other "authentic, performance-based" assessments that are subjective and even 

arbitrary:rTo insure the highest possible validity of tests, Hirsch suggests, based upon the 

research, that both multiple choice and essays be used (as is the case in the New York State 

system). 

"Core Knowledge" Website review 

Because the word "cultural" in the term "cultural literacy" proved to be too controversial, 

Hirsch and his associates changed the name of their organization and website to Core 

Knowledge. This site is an introduction to the schools program and sequenced curricula based on 

Hirsch's w1itings. Unfortunately, the site presents as more o� an advertisement for the books and 

materials that can be purchased -through it than as an academic or non-profit site for research. All 

information is provided in limited way and viewers are encouraged to purchase the complete 

version online. Understandably, the explanation of the goals and method of this program are very 
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simplistic and slogan-like. The overview breaks Core Knowledge down into the "Four S's:" 

Solid (knowledge that has consistently been found to be important across generation, regardless 

of cultural changes), Specific (unlike the vague and general standards, outcomes and objectives 

of m�st states and districts), Sequenced (organized by grade level to avoid repetition and 

omissions) and Shared (common knowledge that all citizens need to be understood and to 

understand others). 

Diagnosis 

For Hirsch, the problem with education is flawed thinking, misunderstanding, excessive 

pride and misguided social engineering. Progressivism and the bastion of higher education have 

perverted the admiral concepts of Dewey into functionless and confused pedagogical dogma that 

does not make sense and does not broaden democratic ideas or opportunity. 

Hirsch directly attacks the notion that children can develop critical thinking skills without 

strong foundational knowledge on which to build such skills. Because of his assumptions 

regarding language and knowledge, Hirsch (as well as Barzun) cannot accept "jumping" steps to 

deeper understand through process - it is simply not possible to expect.a productive outcome 

from children who don't have requisite knowledge and skills. Additionally, educators sublimate 

basic functional competency in necessary skills to more genemlized but romantic and attractive 

activities. Finally, the advent of concepts such as multiple,intelligences and individualized 

learning have sapped the teaching process of its energy and focus. 

Remedy 

On the surface, Hirsch's  remedy is simple - structure schools so that clearly identified 

content knowledge can be imparted to all students gradually, building upon prior knowledge until 

a satisfactory and agreed set of knowledge and skills are obtained. Such a plan is designed to 

create opportunity for all in a capitalist and democratic society. Conceptually, it is well organized 
) 
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and provides clarity, common language and a common context. Hirsch provides not only a 

philosophical and sociological justification for his ideas, he offers a system, including the 

specific information he believes should be taught at specific grade levels and strategies for 

teaching. Many of the other ideas by other authors discussed in this review remain in the abstract 

and do not suggest clear paths to their stated goals. Hirsch certainly stands out in this regard and 

has continued to work actively with individuals and districts to implement his program during the 

past 15 years. 

Way 

A writer like Hirsch can be easily misunderstood and he knows it. Suggesting a 

traditional, sequenced, organized, nationally standardized, specific content driven curriculum 

sounds reactionary in a system dominated by rhetoric that off-handedly dismisses such thinking. 

However, Hirsch believes that the principles and methods he espouses are empirically the best 

way to achieve what he believes to be the goals of education. The purpose of education, for 

Hirsch, is to create "universal competence . . .  universal communicability and a sense of 

community within the public sphere." He uses the term "common school" very purposefully - the 

place where we are all given the same opportunity. For each individual student, the purpose of 

education is to provide the necessary skills and knowledge to participate actively and 

competitively in that community. 

To achieve this goal, Hirsch wants all children to be provided with the same, clear (Solid, 

Specific, Sequenced and Shared) curriculum, no matter where or how they live. He believes this 

curriculum should include the generally accepted ideas and information that people use to 

communicate in our society. This can only be done when teachers use truly (not trendy) 
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educationally sound techniques. Toward this end, the minds of professors, superintendents, 

bureaucrats and administrators need to be wrested from the indoctrination of 

progressive/Romantic ideology. 

Analysis 

Neil Postman criticizes Hirsch' s  ideas on several grounds. He finds "the list" (as 

manifested in the Dictionary of Cultural Literacy arbitrary in the sense that for every item on it, 

an argument could be made for ten others that should be added (Barzun expressed this view as 

well). Additionally, Postman believes that Hirsch's  list is not a solution but an "unintentional 

expression of the problem." Knowing the what of human history and endeavor is pointless 

without the why and the how. Worse, the insistence on certain accepted facts as truths can lead to 

dogma and '1ustificationism" - my version of the story, right or wrong. Both authors are 

concerned with creating a common culture, but Postman believes that more important than 

knowing certain facts is understanding from where those facts came. I appreciate that both of 

these thinkers recognize the i
_
mportance of having a narrative or story that gives meaning to those 

facts. 

I do not understand why Hirsch insists on the "sanctified arrangement" of local 

educational control. Unlike most of his assertions, he gives no research or evidence to support 

this claim. He insists on fighting other harmful dogma, why not this one? At times, he is 

surprisingly politically uncourageous. 

There is something intellectually, perhaps emotionally, unsatisfying about Hirsch' s  basic 

premises for the purpose of schools. Common knowledge for personal success and greater 

opportunity is certainly one reasonable outcome of education, but it hardly seems like enough to 

sustain a society's  commitment to improving their schools or culture. 
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The examples of core knowledge curricula on Hirsch's Core Knowledge website are 

surprisingly vague, as are the examples of alignments to state standards. This underscores, I 

believe, the difficulty of: creating such a curriculum that satisfies a broad, ideologically and 

culturally diverse population as exists in the U.S. The information in the cultural dictionary is 

certainly more detailed, but again, there are endless opportunities for argument regarding such a 

list. 

Hirsch's work is reflected clearly in much of New York State' s  standards and scope and 

sequence, particularly in social studies. He might argue (as might Barzun) that too much is 

introduced too early, making it difficult for students have a solid grasp of: certain knowledge 

before expanding that knowledge. He clearly agrees with the -process of rigorous, frequent 

standardized testing as it exists here. 
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Jacque Barzun 

Summary 

Begin Here: The Forgotten Conditions of Teaching and Learning 

Schooling No Mystery!Ieacher in America: What He Found 

Barzun asserts that teaching is not a "set of complex problems to be solved." It is an 

ongoing series of difficulties; it requires constant effort. It is an art that has various tools at the 

artist's disposal, but cannot be reduced to an easy method or science. Therefore, there is no one 

right or wrong way to teach, only most desirable options for given pupils (the term "student" for 

Barzun is inaccurate for school age children) and given situations. Teaching is an "unnatural 

life . .  .like governing, teaching is telling somebody else how to think and behave; it is an 

imposition, an invasion o� privacy. That it is presumably for another's good does not change the 

unhappy fact of going against another's  desire." 

• • 1 Barzun also states here that true liberal arts and knowledge o� subject matter is more 

important for new teachers than methodology or strategy. Those. who have learned something and 

experienced it are the best teachers, as is the case when older students tutor those younger than 

themselves. 

The Alphabet Equals the Wheel/The Centrality of Reading 

Barzun believes that motivation exists in most every student. In his view, schools have 

started to believe that all kids can't learn. To facilitate success, a culture has to be created that 

says "of course learning is what is suppose to be going on in school." If this were the case, 

according to Barzun, boredom and discipline problems will be minimized. 

Because teaching is such hard work, he believes that teachers should be allowed to teach. 

They should not be burdened by meetings and paperwork. Reform programs only make more 

bureaucracy. 

70 



For Barzun, reading is power and is the only way to communicate knowledge and ideas 

through time. In Centrality, Barzun attacks whole language teaching (described as the "look and 

say method" and analphabetism) as the product of "sophisticated mind[s], that is, part-educated 

and full of unexamined ideas . . .  " It is "preposterous" in that it puts the "beginning before the 

end." He believes that American illiteracy is not a product of poverty or other social issues, but 

one created by the elite in society out of a desire to free children from rote learning. Barzun 

supports the goal but laughs at the process suggested to get there. Specifically, he argues that 

phonics have proven their worth in addressing illiteracy and therefore should not be abandoned 

for more fashionable approaches. 

Barzun further defines the cultural forces he believes are responsible for this critical 

change in educational philosophy. He blames "scientism," or the preference of numbers over 

words, doing over thinking and psuedo-science or anecdotal evidence over real objective data. 

Additionally, be blames the last wave of liberalism in the early 20th century that bred an extreme 

egalitarianism - everyone is human, everyone makes mistakes and that is ok. Therefore, it is 

wrong to correct or push or challenge a student. Thirdly, the broken educational system that 

needs fixing is teaching the people who are the next generation of teachers - illiterate and 

unprepared in their subject areas. Finally, our culture has embraced "art as a way of life," 

preferring that which is novel, obscure or implausible over "logic, order and precision." With 

regard to any educational approach he says, "No principle, however trne, are any good when they 

are misunderstood or stupidly applied. Nothing is right by virtue of its origins, but only by virtue 

0£ its results." 
L '  
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Middlemarch Is ? 

Students must write in order to learn how to organize their thoughts and express 

themselves intelligibly. "Reading, writing, speaking, and thinking are not four distinct powers 

but four modes of one power." Fill in the blank and multiple choice tests are useless in 

developing this power. Additionally, students who are talented writers often suffer on tests 

because they don't get the trick of deciphering the question. Numerical evaluation is easy and 

comforting, even if it is an inaccurate measure of value. Barzun values letter grades, although 

they are subjective, because they are better than standardized scores or psychological 

descriptions. 

Reasons to De-Test the Schools 

This essay is a short and direct condemnation ot: multiple choice tests which echoes 

Dewey' s  (among others') assertion that scattered knowledge is useless if not applicable to future 

purpose and experiences. Additionally, according to Barzun, this kind of testing does not 

promote good learning or good teaching. 

Barzun goes further to say that multiple choice tests are actually harmful to teaching and 

learning. They are convenient and they secure some degree of fairness. However, this is the main 

assessment tool for our nation's schools and it indicates failure. These tests actually contribute to 

that failure by testing for nothing but recognition knowledge. It is difficult to remember things 

when they are not connected to other facts and are not in context (a concept made explicit by 

Hirsch's use of schema). But if you are asked to use information in a functional situation, it 

becomes active, usable knowledge. Preparing for and taking essay tests reinforce patterns in the 

mind and demonstrate "coherence and verbal accuracy." The process of answering multiple 

choice questions is confusing and requires specific instruction that is not transferable to other 

things. 
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Yes, essays are much more time consuming. But Barzun argues that using a short cut 

such as multiple choice testing is only excusable in emergencies. Therefore, it could be said that 

we have been educating Americans in such conditions for a hundred years. Learning is an 

individual activity. The teacher must truly get to know each student and essays allow that to 

happen. "The truth is, when all is said and done, one does not teach a subject, one teaches a 

student to learn it." Teachers must do the hard work of preparing students for and creating essay 

tests that demonstrate their knowledge and provide more insight into the skills, talents, 

personalities and needs of their students. We have become "content to substitute the mark of an 

indefinite performance for the assessment of: genuine ability." 

Textbook into Scrapbook 

This speech is a call for "parental involvement." Barzun suggests wryly that since their 

children go to school, one would assume their involvement already. He cites that existing parent 

organizations do good work but often are either intimidated by the education professionals and 

bureaucracy or expected to give rubber stamp approval. Additionally, Barzun points out that 

parents don't have a clear idea about what schools can or should be because they are products of: 

the same "ineffectual and incoherent" schooling system. 

Television and the Child- But Not What You Think 

Barzun posits the questions: Does television negatively affect children in their schooling? 

His answer is a complicated yes. He starts with its reliance on "discontinuity" and sound bytes. 

However, Barzun argues that since compulsory schooling came first, the influence may be more 

the other way around. Kids get bored every 17 Y2 seconds because everything done in public 

schools over the past fifty years have conditions them to become so. The people who make 

television are products of these schools and therefore are already conditioned to create a product 
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consistent with their experience. Barzun gives the example of an 8th grade social studies 

textbook. It is flashy, bright and full of graphics and short blurbs of information. The text gives a 

smattering of facts, opinions and concepts, "at the expense of pursuing one line of 

thought. . .  nothing must look systematic." Schools became this way so that school would be less 

stuffy and more lifelike. Additionally, scientific studies that ran counter to practical experience 

and common sense suggested endless novel approaches to teaching that were not supported by 

clear results. Preferred activities were disjointed and devoid of context. 

Schools put too much focus on self and not enough on subject matter. This makes 

children even more self-conscious; another agent of discontinuity. Finally, the curriculum and 

schedule of the school day creates great discontinuity in the guise of trying to off er flexibility and 

excitement for students. Keeping things exciting is not necessarily the way to develop true 

interest in a subject - it requires some boring work to understand order and logic. Again, for 

Barzun, the crime here is that students can't read, write or count. 

,·1· ' To fix. this, schools need to be more formal environments. Workstation type activities 

should be eliminated so that all children should can work on things at the same time and benefit 

from each other's mistakes. The goal is to increase the attention span. Variety is good of course, 

if it has purpose and moves the student toward developing their own ability. 

Barzun asserts that critical thinking and problem-solving cannot be taught in schools 

particularly since children do not have the basic tools they need to learn and think. Thinking is 

more like art than science - it is not always perfectly organized; life is full of difficulties that call 

for "endless improvisation;" not problems that can be definitively solved. Therefore, teachers 

must be artists: "The art is that of understanding and persuasion, so as to carry the listener toward 

the same understanding." Modem children are energetic, worldly and intelligent. We need to 

harness these strengths and teach them so as to "let loose the effort." 
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Ideas versus Notions/Where the Educational Nonsense Comes From ( 1971) 

Learning is reading, writing and counting. Schools are asked to do too many things by too 

many people that have nothing to do with learning or the core subjects. To be teachable, a subject 

must be made up of facts that can be organized, as well as have rules and principles that make it 

systematic. Hundreds of topics are interesting and important, but cannot be scholastic subjects for 

lack of the above characteristics. According to Barzun, good educational reform plans must: 

+ be workable in groups (not for one child and a tutor) 

+ not rely on extraordinarily talented or devoted teachers 

+ be based on definable subject matters, not "vague activities copied from life." 

The primary goal of school is the removal of ignorance; any plan that doesn't do this of course 

misses the point and is useless. 

Barzun warns those interested in educational reform not to blame Romanticism, 

Rousseau or· Dewey. The ideas of these writers have often been misinterpreted, fragmented and 

misunderstood. The task of the reformer is to 1) observe current practices and identify where 

previous good intentions become meaningless, rote activities: "Originally they were sensible 

devices; now they are administered in a dull mechanical way, because the teacher has lost the 

sense of their novelty and difficulty. Few things retain their significance when they done without 

difficulty or at least a dash of inexperience." 2) propose an ideal model that cannot be 

implemented but suggests a desirable frame of mind. Reform is always necessary - "ossification 

is an ever-present danger." 

Those guilty of making nonsense out of educational reform ideas are 1) literalists (turning 

a philosophy into a recipe - administratively looking for certainty, consistency and ease of 

implementation in the classroom, 2) those who tum common sense or simple, sincere ideas into 

dogma ("preposterism"), and 3) the cult of the new or, faddishness. 
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Barzun's believes the underlying problem is this: "The purpose of the school has been lost and 

buried under a multitude of secondary aims." Learning is no longer the primary goal. 

Subjects Dead or Alive/History is Past and Present Life 

History is taught in bits and pieces without continuity. Geography is neglected on a big 

scale. If taught well, geography could help to explain to students the diversity of the world and 

the adaptations and resourcefulness of its different cultures as well as the resources and obstacles 

the natural environment presents to people. Social Studies is a "useless catch-all" phrasethat is a 

"dumping ground" for anything special interests believe should be taught. Trying to include 

everything that is asked for is impossible and confusing to both teachers and students. 

History defined is the account of human actions in the past. Real history, not anecdotal, 

but continuous, should begin with American history in the 7th and 8th grade because it requires 

the least amount of explanation and the details of the culture. History should be integrated into 

all subjects at this level. It is time for pupils to discover not "bits & pieces" but the "essence of 

history - continuity and the combination of acts, plans, hopes . . .  failures, triumphs . . .  greed, 

ignorance, ambition, revenge, habit, idealism, practicality and impracticality interact" - all 

arising from the behavior of persons living at a certain time and place. Students should leave 

with a feel for the "logic of events" and a "permanent possession of a sense of time." Dates 

should be "pegs on which to hang clusters of events that share . . .  related significance." Teachers 

need to help students to create "vivid mental associations" and model how the historical mind 

works. 

Barzun is explicit in his desired demonstrable skill: Pupils should be able to "recite and 

write about [history] in well-organized consecutive portions and with a sense of their continuity; 

a prime coating" for future history courses. How should this be achieved? "Read, first and last." 

Pupils should read out loud, in small groups, and summarize. In this way, they can learn how to 
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be critical readers and discover the concept of perspective. The teacher should be a coach 

pushing students, asking questions that require thoughtful responses. 

Barzun has great contempt for "methods." He insists on no play acting or irrelevant field 

trips. He wonders if the discontinuity and interruption created by such activities is more for the 

bored teacher and not the pupils. 

The Urge to be Pre-Posterous (1969) 

Barzun opens with a quote from the Roman teacher Quintliian " . . .  most teachers, through 

ostentatious haste, begin where they ought to end." This is often the result of reform or new 

paradigms, or new administrations, or new teachers because results need to be demonstrated 

NOW, so the cart gets put before the horse. Additionally, because of a desire to make learning 

more engaging and interesting, curricula emphasize the "why" and "how" of subjects (Barzun 

focuses on "conceptual work" in math and science) which also leaves out rudimentary 

knowledge and skills, which create the necessary foundation for future learning. In a desire to 

present the Big Picture, the basics, on which more complex future learning can be built, are lost. 

Barzun suggests that the progressive movement and its emphasis on the child being 

"equal" to adults early on (including their right to decide what and how they should learn) is 

"pure preposterism." He concludes that this lack of structure and authority in schools has robbed 

children of discipline and real responsibility. This shift, reasons Barzun is largely responsible for 

the boredom, disrespect and even violence present in schools. 

Barzun scoffs at "developing the powers of inquiry" and "problem solving." Due to the 

complexity of most social and historical problems requiring extensive knowledge in a variety of 

different disciplines, Barzun argues that it is absurd to expect children to do such a thing. He 

gives multiple choices tests actually as an example of that - "They are a piece of subtle deception 
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practiced on minds that have just begun to acquire the outlines of a subject . . .  the students have no 

sizable store of details with which to surround and defeat the falsehoods." 

The Art of Making Teachers 

Good teachers are rarely natural phenomena. Therefore, we have to "make due with 

talent, that is to say, fair material properly trained." Unfortunately, Barzun believes, those who 

train teachers are not interested in learning and have no capacity for it. They are more interested 

in social work than instruction. Examples of the educationist mind include "abstraction instead of 

direct naming; exaggeration of.goals and results; . . .  taking indirect means in place of the straight 

one; and finally mistaking worps for facts and good intentions for hard work." "The educationist 

spirit is that ofi bureaucracy - marks on paper take precedence over facts." 

In Barzun's view, what natural traits are required for good teachers? 1) "Brains enough" 

to detect educationist crap "and courage enough to admit it," 2) a strong interest in a genuine 

school subject, 3) interest beyond his or her own specialty, 4) a mental life and a true 

appreciation for books and ideas. Barzun sounds almost romantic or Socratic in making this 

fourth point: "To think, not with the aid of books or articles or studies, but with the bare mind; 

and again to think not lofty thoughts in big words . . .  but think plainly and privately . . .  Sit on the 

ground and tell yourself what you know . . .  about art, about teaching, about people young and 

old." 

With regard to training, good teachers must have master of the subject to be taught. 

Additionally, their training should be supplemented by courses in other fields for a complete 

liberal arts background. Finally, new teachers should study the history of educational theories. 

Child psychology is not necessary - "There is no such thing as the child at any age. Teaching is 

not the application of a system, it is an exercise in perpetual discretion .. . .  Intuition is the true 

guide." 
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Of What Use the Classics Today? (1987) 

Barzun grants that it is hard to define what is "classic," so instead he suggests criteria for 

what makes a possible classic: 1)  density of discourse, 2) adaptability (going beyond its initial 

purpose or intent allowing people 0£ different times and beliefs to find different things in it that 

are relevant to them), 3) it must "gather enough votes" to be deemed classic. So of what use is 

classic literature in education? Classics can be a "live link" to the past - a glimpse into the lives 

of people of another time who are at once very much alike and very different from us. Second, it 

teachings us how to really read - it takes work, makes us stop to think hard, to wonder. The 

benefit of such an exercise, according to Barzun, is to help us to live in a wider world. The 

classics give us a valuable vicarious experience. 

They also have the pfactical advantage of aiding communication through the 

understanding of literary and historical allusions. As our society has become more pluralistic, 

such a common foundation is even more important. Ironically, it has in fact become less so. Even 

the most common references, say from the Bible etc., are not commonly understood or are even 

misunderstood. One would be correct in assuming that Barzun approves of Hirsch's attempt to 

correct this grave deficiency. Barzun praises the effort, but "the remedy seems more mechanical 

than educative." The items listed should not be factoids to be memorized. Through reading the 

classics and true study of history, Hirsch's list should become part of one's memory -0f regular 

use, like streets where you live. They are functional and a normal part of your life. 

Classics must be read in their entirety to be beneficial, not summarized. It should help 

students truly imagine another time and place ("make a successful effort to reconstruct past lives, 

feelings and circumstances") and finds ideas, realities and emotions that are transferable to today. 

The classics, thoroughly read and contemplated, help strengthen judgment. 
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Diagnosis 

Barzun believes that the overall approach to schooling in America over the past hundred years 

has been misguided and unfocused. And since those responsible for improving the system are 

products of that same broken system, they should not be expected to know how to fix it. In 

Bfil'Zun's view, educators have been seduced by child psychology, 20th century liberalism, the 

progressive movement, the discountenance of: discipline, pedagogical experts who rely on 

anecdote for evidence, overbearing self-perpetuating bureaucracies and just plain dumb or absurd 

reform ideas. To conclude that he believes our schools to be way off course would be a 

monumental understatement. 

In terms of pedagogy, Barzun believes there is too much emphasis on social-emotional 

considerations and methodology and not near enough on subject matter. Additionally, he finds 
) 

that new teachers are woefully unprepared to teach in their purported specialties. With regards to 

methods, Barzun is concerned that good ideas and approaches (paiticularly thinkers like Dewey) 

become misconstrued, dogmatized and reduced to workshop handouts that loose their original 

power and purpose. He believes that teaching must be viewed a'5 an art and not routinized labor. 

With regard to curricula, Barzun believes that it is preposterous to expect children to 

learn how to think critically or to do meaningful problem solving. These skills require extensive 

knowledge in a specific area, broad experience and maturity. The litany of subjects to be taught 

and issues to address are too long, unnecessary and unrealistic. Beyond reading, writing and 

counting, Barzun laments the loss of geography for the vague catch-all of social studies (though 

one could argue that the NYS standards attempts to address this concern since this was written). 
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Remedy 

+ Above all, children must be taught to read and write well. In Barzun's view, these skills are 

vital in creating and sharing knowledge. 

+ Curricula must address traditional subject matter and be designed so that rudimentary skills 

and knowledge are taught early. These can then be used as a foundation for broader and 

deeper learning. 

+ Teacher preparatory programs must be more rigorous and concentrate not on methodology 

but on content. Teachers should, however, be instructed on various educational theories and 

their histories. A broad liberal arts education is also necessary to provide sufficient depth and 

breadth of general knowledge and understanding. 

+ Teachers need not be geniuses, but they should have some brains, common sense and 

experience beyoJd school. They must also be individuals who are able, willing and enjoy 

actual thinking "with the bare mind." 

Way 

The purpose of education is to remove ignorance. It is " ... to make persons whose 

understanding of what they see makes them feel more at home in our . . .  environment." The role 

of school toward this end is to " . .. begin at the beginning and not set out with hopeful ends; that it 

should make use of reasons and ideas, but not neglect memory and practice; that it should 

concentrate on rudiments so as to give a body of knowledge to some and the foundations of 

higher studies to others." 

Teaching is an art that requires well-prepared and well-educated practitioners who are 

self-disciplined yet flexible in their ability to adapt to the constant changes in the classroom. 

There are no set formulas or easy answers. 
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Analysis 

Barzun's  observations, particularly in his article on The Classics, are very relevant to the 

current focus on primary sources (read DBQ essay assessment). It is critical, if one is consistent 

with Barzun' s  reasoning, that districts create a realistic plan that can be turned into a spiraled 

integrated curriculum from the elementary grades through 1 1th. The NYS standards attempt to 

provide a road map for what the state believes student should be able to do at each level, but it 

does not offer specifics on how to get there. To a large extent this needs to assessed and 

addressed constantly in each di.strict. Teachers (this is a very hard one) need to work closely 

together in order to create a consistent linear process for teaching the skills and content required 

at each level to insure hat students are building on previous knowledge. I would suggest that this 

is not done in most district - in my limited experience I have found that students feel like they 

are starting over every year: the new teacher has his or her own way of dealing with primary 

� materials and teaches the process of answering DBQs and writing essays differently. This 

assessment becomes a new (and to some, excruciating) hoop to jump through every year, not a 

way to make history meaningful. Most importantly, information and skills, rudiments, in each 

subject area must "hang together." Another glaring example I found in helping students prepare 

for DBQs is their limited vocabulary, which made reading let alone understanding, the chosen 

excerpted "documents" impossible. Juniors in high school did not recognize the word "factions" 

in the Federalist. 
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Seymour Sarason 

Summary 

The Predictable Failure of Education Reform (1990) 

Schools hav,e changed over the past thirty years, but these changes have been "cosmetic 

and not fundamental. Recognizing and trying to change power relationships, especially in 

complicated, traditional institutions, is among the most complex tasks human being can 

undertake."(p. 1 19) Schools are not unique complex systems. Therefore, schools need to look to 

other models (corporation, gov-emment) for ideas when trying to address intractability and power 

sharing. Changing power, however, does not ensure improvement in educational outcomes. "To 

confuse change with progress is to confuse means with ends . . .  .It is the rare revolution that has 

been true to its initial vision." There is a critical difference between imitation (following the 

) 
recipe for reform) and replication (thoughtful implementing theories or ideas is a way that 

demonstrates an understanding of the theory and your particular needs, power ..relationships and 

context). It is also important to be aware of the difference between "compromise and corruption 

in regard to goals." 

Sarason is not an idealist. He admits that what he suggests is difficult, if not impossible to 

achieve, but believes it has to be tried. To be successful, his approach requires people with 

fortitude - "Changing a system is not for the conceptually and interpersonally fainthearted." 

Sarason suggests several fundamental questions that he believes must be asked (and is certain 

rarely are) before embarking on a proposal for education reform: 

"In what ways do our recommendations differ from those made by comparable 
groups twenty or even fifty years ago? How do we account for what seems to be 
the universal conclusion that there has been a marked deterioration in the climate 
and accomplishments oD our schools? Why should the solutions we offer make a 
difference? . . .  Why should similar diagnoses and actions today be more effective?" 
(p. 34) 
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Most reformers have little or no educational experience - they seek to correct parts, not 

the whole system because they have little understanding of how schools actually operate. Sarason 

is not suggesting, however, that reform be left only to educators and those in the system because 

they often can only see their own part in the overall system. Most have an adversarial view of 

those in other roles -" . .  . like a mini-U.N . . . . the pursuit of narrow self-interest is all-pervasive." 

This results in blame assignment. Additionally, being part of the culture, or system of education, 

does not mean one necessarily understands it in a comprehensive way. He suggests a need for 

both an intimate understanding of the culture and processes of schools as well as an objective, 

anthropological perspective. 

When new ideas, approaches or proposals fail, individuals are often blamed, not the 

system that forces them to play their particular role ("if we only had better, smarter, more 

\ 

committed people"). The concept of system defies simple cause and effect. You need to study 

and understand the different parts of a system (or organization), how they interact and the 

.�'permeability and strength" o:fi the boundaries between them. System analysis change (if correctly 

implemented) should foster other desirable changes. 

Toward this kind of perspective, Sarason outlines three kinds of understanding: 1) present 

and near past understanding of the cause of a problem (the most common approach to 

educational reform), 2) historical view - has this happened before?, If so, what was done and did 

it work?, Is it a cyclical or constant problem?, 3) understanding of the school system in the 

context of the larger social system (e.g. , computer science industry taking math and science 

teachers, changes in family structures/divorce, deterioration of urban areas). Because it is a 

highly complex traditional social system itself, schools will "accommodate" these great social 

changes (and the 'accompanying turmoil')  in ways that require little or no change." 
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Education problems must be viewed holistically, including those people and systems 

outside of the narrowly defined school system. "Schools can be a vehicle for social change" but 

their are limits to what they can achieve. Schools need to stop "promising more than they can 

deliver; and . .  . increase public understanding of why the problems of schooling in our society are 

and will be so vexing." Sarason blames the educational community for accepting the role of 

scapegoat. In advocating a systemic/holistic approach to education reform, Sarason uses the 

analogy of family therapy as opposed to individual therapy. He caution that although the various 

models of family all claim to be near perfect, there is no evidence that they are. The result has not 

necessarily proven the theory. 

Refom1 efforts rarely address the distribution of power. " . . .  anyone who is affected by i • 

chang� should stand in some relationship to the formulation and implementation of that change." 

If people have " voice in matters that effect them, they will have a greater commitment to the 

overall enterprise." If people do not have a voice, they do not feel responsible and blame others 

for everything that goes wrong. Sarason points out that the issue of teachers having a gr.eater role 

in school decision-making (and similarly, students in the classroom) is a "political-moral" one 

and should not be judged in the context of higher standardized scores. He admits that it may not 

even produce better decisions, but it is necessary. Additionally, Sarason points out that change 

can be painful and difficult. People unfamiliar with exercising power will have to learn how to 

do so and may even fear the responsibility. 

Why didn't the altering of power relationships with the rise of teachers' unions 

demonstrably improve educational outcomes? They were/are focused primarily on "bread and 

butter" issues - pay, benefits, working conditions - in the tradition of -0ther Jabor unions. They 

did not "challenge school boards in regard to educational policy." Certainly, those in power 
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wanted to stay in power. However, recommending greater teacher participation in the decision­

making process sounds much simpler than it would be in practice. 

Sarason briefly discusses the ambivalent power relationship between schools and the 

universities that train teachers and other personnel. They are reliant on each other, have disdain 

for each other, and have little or no say in how the other operates. He returns to this issue in 

detail in The Case for Change. 

Sarason uses the example of the U.S. Constitution as a model of power sharing and of the 

process of creating an effect system. He points out that the founding fathers were acutely aware 

of th
.
e problems that can be created by problem-solving. He also points out that it was a blueprint 

and a framework that expected to be altered as circumstances changed. He also references, in ', 

detail, the Scanlon Plan for Organizational Development. The Scanlon Plan was written for use 

with private sector companies but relevant for any organization: " . . .  the formation of small 

groups given responsibility for formulating plans, advice, and goals, a degree of responsibility 

and power they never were accorded before." Like all of Sarason's recommendations, this is not 

a panacea, it is a tool that needs to be used with a clear purpose in mind. In this, Barzun, 

Postman ,Dewey and Sarason (at least) clearly agree - don't confuse a change in policy with a 

change in practice. 

Implementing reform requires not only a conceptual framework (the new idea) but a deep 

understanding of the dynamics involved in the "particular social-institutional context." In 

successful organizations, self-correction is a culture norm, not a "war." Real reform must include 

question-asking behavior on the part of the learner: ": . .  question asking is not only a reflection of 

curiosity but also one of the royal roads to productive knowledge and action. It is surprising how 

little attention has been given to this characteristic in educational research and the preparation of 

educational personnel." Students are either afraid to ask questions or simply accept that they have 
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no right to do so. "One can change curricula, standards, and a lot of other things by legislation or 

fiat, but i£ the regularities 0£ the classroom remain unexamined and unchanged, the failure of the 

reforms is guaranteed." Children need to take real responsibility for their own learning (as well as 

being responsible to others), not as rhetoric but as a taught process where they have the power to 

ask and find answers to individually or group generated questions. 

Schools should exist equally for teachers - the use of sabbaticals for intellectual and 

professional growth; better teacher training programs that are more than "programming" 

perceived as useless by many teachers; attracting brighter and intellectually curious people to the 

field; provide 'case conferences' as a way to help teachers address concerns regarding students 

and to decrease their working alone in a vacuum (this would also help to build community 

among staff). 1£ schools are alive with learners, real professionals as teachers, it is more realistic 
) 

to find students learning there. 

The Case for Change 

Sarason believes that teacher preparatory programs are inadequate. New teachers are not 

prepared to handle, or even creatively think about handling, the chasm between educational 

theories and the realities of the classroom and school culture. (Almost tangentially, Sarason states 

that teacher unionization has been responsible for creating opportunities for teachers to change 

the power structure 0£ schools, but lack of proper preparation has left much of that potential 

unfulfilled). 

Preparation programs should have two "difficult, even conflicting goals: to prepare 

people for the realities of schooling, and to provide them with a conceptual and attitudinal basis 

for coping with and seeking to alter those realities [my emphasis] in ways consistent with what 

we know and believe." Teachers need technical skills and content knowledge, but they also need 

purpose and concrete experience to effectively employ these in "teaching children, not subject 
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matter." Sarason agrees strongly with John Goodlad's assertion that true educational reform can 

only come from individual schools with empowered teachers and administrators. Goodlad and 

Sarason assert, however, that these people need a clear mission and better preparation. 

What do we expect of teachers? That they have experienced "the nature and context of: 

productive learning and have taken on the obligation to create similar conditions for 

pupils . . . .  fostering a sense of discovery and growth . . . . " Sarason points out, as he consistently 

does with most of the maxims he cites, that this is an ideal to aspire to, not a condition that can 

be perfectly and permanently maintained. 

Sarason believes, in the tradition of Piaget, Freud and Dewey, that children are natural 

learners - inquisitive beings who search for answers through experiment and experience. To 

create a productive learning environment for each learner, teachers need to be a kind of 

psychological ombudsman [my term] or middleman [Dewey's term], recognizing the assets of 

the learner, constantly evaluating and incorporating the broader context of experience and needs 

that impact the classroom. This is how relevance is found - a critical point for Sarason. Would­

be educators need to learn how to utilize and capitalize on experiences and events that spark 

curiosity (their own and their students') and create interest. According to Sarason, this is the only 

way to insure learning, with or without a formal curriculum 

Sarason does not suggest specific changes to existing preparatory programs. He advocates 

a complete overhaul, based on a new rationale and set of guiding principles 

In this book, Sarason returns to the issue of power in the classroom and the wider school 

community. He cites Edward Pauly's book The Classroom Crucible (1991) extensively as 

supportive evidence to his own The Predictable Failure of Education Reform. Both authors 

believe that the complex social constructs involved in schooling pay a tremendous role in how 

learning takes place. There are dynamic processes and reciprocal relationships that involve all 
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members of the school community and have a variety of predictable and unpredictable 

consequences. Therefore, shared decision making is critical for real progress. 

With regard to preparatory programs and power sharing, Sarason talks about classroom 

management and the emphasis on discipline. He suggests that investigating the nature of the 

student's  power and finding ways to harness that power to achieve the overall classroom 

objectives would be more successful than traditional approaches to discipline. 

Sarason points out that all players in schools - students, teachers, administrators, 

superintendents, parents - feel as if they do not have enough say in how they are governed. 

Everyone has to do what they are told by those who hold power over them. The issue of how 

power is divided and used, according to Sarason, derives from your values and goals: "In brief, 

governance is about respect for what you think the rights, obligations, and capabilities of people 

are as individuals and as members of a collectivity." 

The power structure in schools is defined not only by the roles people play but also by 

formal training and certification. A teacher is more powerful than a student because they have a 

teaching certification. The administrator is more powerful because they have training to be one. 

The superintendent has a Ph.D. You don't have to be an expert to contribute. Conversely, the 

mob should not rule. Again, Sarason uses the example of the 1787 Constitutional Convention in 

demonstrating how a people created rules to govern themselves basis on common goals and 

values. 

Sarason criticizes preparatory programs for perpetuating a belief on the part of new 

teachers that limited resources (usually a euphemism for money) is a constant that won't change. 

He grants that more money is needed, but it is not the panacea it is often perceived to be. He 

believes that schools and individual teachers have to look to, indeed actively ask, the community 

for support and resources. Educators need to take the responsibility to say to the community, "If 
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this is what you expect us to do, this is what we need to accomplish it." The community is indeed 

obligated to help in any way necessary; they should not have to be asked. But to be successful in 

soliciting resources, according to Sarason, schools need to appeal to the self-interests of the 

people and organizations from whom they want help. "Bartering and exchanging 

resources . . .  sustain satisfying and productive relationships." This is a good example of Dewey's 

notion, embraced by Sarason, that school is life. Implicit in all of this is the recognition of 

people, specifically all of those in the educational community, are resources. 

Returning to the issue of relevance ("Why am I asked to learn this? What do I do with 

this? Of what use is this to me?") Sarason suggests that extensive knowledge of subject matter is 

not enough; the material must be made "meaningful to the personal-experiential world of the 

student." How is that done? By allowing students to ask as many questions as possible. [this 

echoes Postman and Dewey] "The overarching criterion by which to judge your answer to a 

child's question is the degree to which it facilitates new questions, the pursuit of more 

know ledge." 

Diagnosis 

Sarason believes that the primary problem with schools is intractability and the basic 

power relationships. He also believes that the very structure and organization of schools should 

be fearlessly and completely rethought. He finds that, 1) schools are uninteresting and 

intellectually boring to students, 2) because of access to the "real world" through mass media, the 

classroom cannot compete with other outside cultural forces, and 3)because of a variety of 

limitations (physical, bureaucratic, etc) it is very difficult for schools to encourage curiosity and 

the acquisition of personally meaningful knowledge. 
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Remedy 

# Power in the classroom, the staff room and the district offices needs to be redistributed in a 

way that vests everyone. 

# Communities need to more involved with schools in mutually beneficial. They also need to 

be more realistic about what they ask schools to do. 

# Schools need to stop taking on impossible responsibilities and be more assertive about what 

they need to achieve clear objectives. 

# An emphasis needs to be placed on feeding the teachers' minds first, making their learning a 

priority. Mentoring, sabbaticals, continuing formal education should all be common place. 

# Children need to be taught how to ask questions and then be given the power, opportunity, 

confidence and encouragement to do so. 

:· # Most fundamentally and profoundly, Sarason seems to suggest a complete 

.,, deinsitutionalization of schools - get kids and teachers out of the classroom and into the real 

world. He grants that people and organizations are not, and may never be, ready for such a 

change, but it is necessary. He uses the analogy o£ creating community services for people 

with developmental disabilities; peoples weren't ready, the systems weren't in place and the 

results were (and continue to be) imperfect, but the time had come for change 

Way 

The purpose of education, for Sarason, is to " . .  .learn about self, others and the world, to 

live in the world of ideas and possibilities, to see the life span as an endless intellectual and 

personal quest for knowledge and meaning." He embraces Dewey and insists on experience as 

the best teaching device. Sarason wants schools to be places where everyone is hungry to learn 

("of course learning happens here," as Barzun would put it). He agrees with Postman in the 

assertion that education must develop interest and meaning over rote memory - to truly teach 
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students and not subject matter. To achieve this end, teachers need to see their primary task as 

helping students to integrate their own experience with the subject matter. Additionally, for any 

real change to occur, education and the organization of school must be centered around the needs 

0£ teachers and not existing administrative or bureaucratic processes and systems. Those who at 

are the center must be given the power necessary to achieve any common objectives - teachers 

and students. 

Analysis 

He is most concerned 'Yith the structure of educational systems and the impact this has on 

the learning process. Traditional power structures in education (misguidedly borrowed from 

business) have resulted in a hierarchal system that is not coherent or responsive to the needs of 

those it was created to serve. 

Perhaps the most interesting suggestion Sarason makes is deinstitutionalization, 

particularly in his use of an analogy to services for individuals with disabilities. Such a 

community based system seemed unthinkable, cost prohibited and logistically impossible 50 

years ago. However, today it is the standard model for the provision of services. Although such a 

profound paradigm shift seems highly unlikely, it seems reasonable, especially given the ever 

increasing need for special education. Existing service models could inform school systems and 

processes, providing for more individualized services based on needs, interests and strengths. 

Sarason' s  model does not seem lend itself easily to standardized systems or testing. He 

advocates real local control and a more fluid and natural curriculum. It would seem impossible to 

try and justify his approach to current New York State standards or testing. 
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Teaching to Transgress 

bell hooks 

Summary 

This is a series of personal essays describing hooks approach to teaching (primarily at the 

university level) that she describes as "transformative" or "liberatory." She defines it as interplay 

of anticolonial, critical and feminist pedagogies. For her, education should be transactional, 

indeed a dialectic. It is also the practice of freedom, a transgression against traditional personal 

and cultural boundaries. 

hooks suggest that the teacher/professor should be the "self-actualized healer." Not that 

the classroom can or should be a group therapy session, but the instructor must be an open, 

willing participant in a process of sharing not just knowledge, but life experience. In this context, 

knowledge can be critically analyzed for bias and usefulness. Teacher and student need to see 

each other as more than one-dimensional, unemotional beings that come to the classroom without 

histories or biases. Through such a holistic model, both teacher and students can grow. 

Cultural diversity is often disparaged for trying to replace one dictatorship of knowing 

with another. Others discount it as a fantasyland where people smile at one another mindlessly 

and accept all differences without challenge. It should be, hooks insists, the very opposite of 

both of these. True cultural diversity should encourage differences and promote intellectual 

challenge in pursuit of greater understanding and collective dedication to the truth. 

hooks is, however, frustrated by the marginalization of a feminist critique in scholarship 

on the black experience and as well as a lack of understanding o£ the black woman's unique 

experience in the feminist mainstream. She argues that these radical perspectives create their 

own dominant paradigms that do not stay open to alternate perspectives and aggressive criticism. 

She encourages scholars to fight against such ambivalence. Teachers need to be willing to 

93 



aggressively and critically analyze their own personal and political biases to understand how 

those biases are manifested in the classroom, i.e., what we choose to teach and how. Teachers 

also need to learn (or perliaps create) new learning strategies (hooks calls these "cultural codes") 

to make the multicultural classroom more democratic, creating an environment where all 

students fell they can actively participate and enjoy the process. It is important to note (and be 

prepared for the reality) that such an environment actually creates more tension or even conflict. 

Challenging long held beliefs and transforming consciousness is difficult and sometimes painful, 

but that should not prevent the implementation of such strategies. 

In one essay, hooks argues with Diana Fuss regarding essentialism in the classroom. Fuss 

cautions that many students find empirical ways of knowing analytically suspect. For hooks, both 

· theoretical/analytical and experiential approaches need to play a combined role in learning. 

Teachers need to be humble enough to accept their own limited knowledge and allow for the 

inclusion of personal experience without anyone becoming the dominant voice. They need to 

, create an environment where critical thinkers engage multiple locations, address diverse 

standpoints and allow everyone to gather knowledge fully and inclusively. She seems to be 

suggesting a dialectical process for learning. Such a process must also disrupt existing 

disciplinary boundaries and centers of authority and power. To achieve this, hooks says teachers 

must engage in dialogue to remove differences of perspective, race, gender, and class, et al. 

However, those involved must go in to the process believing that change and progress is possible. 

The tension between essentialism and existentialism in the classroom is further discussed 

as an erasure or rejection of body over mind by many professors and intellectuals. The argument 

is that traditional education and scholarship suspends cultural experience by insisting that history 

is objective. The status quo, indeed their own position, is maintained by the perpetuation of 

existing pedagogical practices and historical theories. They ultimately do not want to take the 
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risk that the classroom will change. Additionally, conservatives argue that changes in traditional 

formality equates with a lack of academic seriousness. Similarly, students may have difficulty 

adapting to a paradigm where they have responsibility to be actively engaged when they may be 

used to being passive receivers of information. Students may also perceive progressive 

approaches as empty gestures by the teacher and not real change. 

It is difficult to create such an environment where students believe and act as if the 

classroom is truly democratic (and hooks is concerned primarily with the university level!). No 

matter how the process is designed, students ultimate think the teacher's voice is the only one 

worth hearing. Even though they may appreciate the opportunity to speak, they need to learn 

how to listen to and value the perspective of others. Students may even have difficulty accepting 

that they themselves have something of value to offer. Language itself can be a significant barrier 

to creating a balanced and democratic learning environment. hooks devotes one essay to the 

oppressive history of English and the importance of encouraging other languages and dialectics 

in the classroom to underscore the value of alternate perspectives. 

Yet another deterrent to open dialogue and intellectual exchange of ideas in the 

classroom, is the dominance of bourgeois values. Hooks sees cultural affluence a deterrent to 

honest discussion, blocking productive conflict and dissent. There is a natural censorship created 

by peer pressure to not make waves. hooks argues that liberatory and transfom1ative pedagogical 

strategies can only be effective when conventional classroom dynamics are abandoned. 

Additionally, students should not have to culturally assimilate in the classroom by denying their 

class backgrounds. The dialectic that hooks hopes for in the classroom can only be achieved 

when unique and distinctive voices are encouraged, facilitated, offered, heard, critiqued and 

transformed. 
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Does passion have a place in the classroom? When conflicting voices are present, 

certainly passions will be aroused. Consistent with hooks holistic approach to learning, she 

believes that one cannot separate the body from the experience. She suggests that love (of 

subjects, ideas, students and teachers) belongs in the classroom. To believe that education is 

something neutral and objective that can be administered dispassionately is simply not true. 

Analysis 

hooks believes strongly in the power of liberatory education to change individual lives 

and society in general. For her, the purpose of education is to get students to cross traditional 

boundaries and to question the belief that domination, in all of its cultural forms (racism, sexism, 

class exploitation, imperialism, materialism, et al), is natural and permanent. To achieve such an 

end, hooks utilizes a paradigm where traditional norms and biases are questioned, critiqued, 

argued and finally transformed. 

Although she is concerned primarily with the university level, hooks premises, albeit 

somewhat radical for some, could clearly be a productive paradigm with younger students., 

particularly those with limited experience with people and cultures beyond their own. 
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In Praise of Education (1997) 

John Goodlad 
Summary 

Goodlad starts this book by expressing his kinship to the ideas of John Dewey, but asserts 

that In Praise of Education is not a critique of his "voluminous work." He is clearly concerned 

with the building, sustaining and nurturing of a healthy, vital democracy as a purpose of 

education. He is equally concerned with the importance of a democratic nurture the processes 

and institutions (formal and informal) of education. This book is ultimately a treatise on the 

critical symbiotic, perhaps dialectic, relationship between the two. 

Education is pervasive - it is how we transmit our culture to the young and indeed sustain 

our society. It is also for Goodlad a constant balancing act between the autonomy of the 

individual and the realization of his/her potential and the role of responsible citizen (echoing the 

primary struggle inherent in democracy). Education (when defined as human understanding or 

reason) experiences a similar tension in its relationship with religion. In both cases, each plays a 

role in "the human drama," but neither should dominate. 

When leaders who impose dogma as a means of control overtake the society, education 

becomes "groupthink" - a tool of complacency, conformity, fear and intolerance. We usually see 

such threats. Goodlad believes that our society must also beware of less overt dangers that 

threaten democracy; namely the crisis of millions of citizens lost to poor schooling. If schools 

have failed us (or, perhaps, if the state has failed in its responsibility to educate), why is this so? 

And what can truly be done about it? What do we really want schools to do and who will decide 

such questions? 

Goodlad begins his search for answers by better defining education. He reasserts that it is 

the development of the individual in the context of community and the historical morals, 

knowledge ;:md virtues of that community. "Education - the cultivation of wisdom in the cultural 
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context - is a moral endeavor." It is the evaluation and choosing of preferable alternatives using 

the collective experience of the past. Goodlad concedes that people bring negative connotations 

to the word "moral," but he insists that the connection is unavoidable. Education does not exist 

without a framework of values and beliefs. This framework is defined by the cultural context and 

the "past and present hierarchy of dominance among the voices of reason, hope, faith and 

punishment." 

Goodlad accuses the current voices of educational reform o� being outmoded, input-

output industrial models that excite by promising quick and easy fixes but don't address the 

complexities and intractable difficulties inherent in teaching and learning. Therefore, when 

predictable failure occurs (quoting Sarason), teachers and students are blamed and not the 

unrealistic expectations or new paradigm. Goodlad alludes to Barzun in identifying the 

environment and some of the conditions necessary for effective education to take place; 

�'authenticity of subject matter, readiness of students, concept of prevailing authority" in the 

classroom, etc. 

Most people think that it is the job of schools to create society. Goodlad agrees but 

reminds the reader that societies create schools; therefore to create a good or virtuous school that 

creates good and virtuous citizens, you need a good and virtuous society to create a good and 

virtuous school. . . .  This is consistent with the premise that education of the individual exists in 

the context of the larger community. It is a symbiotic relationship. In a nation where democracy 

and economic opportunity has (in large part) expanded, it is hard to make the case that the current 

system has utterly failed. But the case is made. Constantly. Why is this so? Goodlad cites a 

myriad of causes including the low status of the teaching profession, the rise of pervasive 

expertise ("we all know it all"), the vague constitutional role of the federal government with 
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regards to education, the power of special interest groups, politicization, arguments like those 

over the separation of church and state, etc. There is plenty of blame to go around. 

Education is the responsibility of the whole of the society, not just schools. Goodlad is 

concerned that our culture has absconded this responsibility and has instead blamed education for 

its on shortcomings and failures. He suggests that we need to "make democracy safe for 

education . .  . in fostering decency, civility, freedom and caring." Creating this condition must be 

an ongoing and conscious process. Through the active, dialectical relationship between education 

and democracy, Goodlad hope� for a "common center" of inclusive interests and beliefs, which 

he sees as the essence of American democracy. If inclusion is part of education's  mission, it is 

made difficult when some of society's members are isolated by choice (severe individualism) and 

others are isolated because of disadvantage and prejudice. But again, the role of education· for 

Goodlad is to brings all of those on the periphery into the civic society. Organized education is 

just one way societies choose to negotiate disagreement and continue their own civilizations. 

Less complicated and quicker approaches like violence and dogma have also been used. 

Additionally, an educated citizenry alone does not insure a civil democratic society. In modern 

society, education competes with the marketplace, technology, media, disassociated familial 

systems and other factors. 

A critical skill (perhaps process) needed to create, educate and maintain the kind 0£ 

democracy Goodlad envisions is disciplined conversation and civil discourse. This is clearly not 

found in most media, work settings or even at the traditional haven of the family dinner table. For 

Goodlad, civility, morality and contextualization of social interactions can only be fostered 

through consistent, healthy family relationships which will in turn produce moral individuals and 

therefore moral communities. Children must come to school with the prerequisite skills 

necessary to function beyond their own natural self-interests. There has also been a loss of 
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"social capital" in our society. As our democracy has become more passive and bureaucratic, it 

has become unnecessary for people to gather and argue over policy and procedure - this is now 

left up to professionals. It is not necessary to interact meaningfully with others. This is perhaps 

the core of Goodlad's thesis - as in the philosophy of Dewey, education and democracy are parts 

of the same organism that must be symbiotic. Therefore, education as the creator of democracy 

(and vice versa) cannot be left to schools or bureaucracy; education is the responsibility of the 

entire community in all its facets of human contact. The lesson must be constantly imparted in a 

selfish (perhaps self-absorbed) society that the individual cannot survive without the healthy 

whole. Although this may sound lofty and academic, Goodlad argues that it is the opposite. For a 

truly sustainable democracy, civic mindedness and moral responsibility must be ubiquitous, 

actively and thoughtfully (Why are we volunteering at the shelter?) practiced and taught to the 

young through example. Goodlad breaks this "Educational Ecosystem" analogy down into three 

categories: formal (schools), nonformal (programs for specific populations) and informal 

education (media and interpersonal contact). 

With regard to the formal, Goodlad discusses the history of the conflicting roles and 

expectations of schools and schooling and how these have been "reified" into the educational 

system. Prior to Sputnik, Goodlad argues that schools were still able to maintain their community 

character, allowing parents, teachers, students and administrators to interact, argue and come to 

consensus on priorities and pedagogy (even in the success conscious suburbs or the 1950's). After 

1 957, according to Goodlad, the political, market-focused, bureaucratic shift was so seismic that 

the educational system was fundamentally changed. Despite the appearance of local control, 

schools became more hegemonic and managed using business and military models (ones that 

Goodlad points out were ironically outmoded and discarded by their creators soon after their 

adoption by schools). The purpose of this shift was to return America to its scientific dominance. 
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Twenty-five years, later a similar call was heard but this time in hope of restoring the nation's 

economic superiority. With this new crisis of confidence came calls for greater local control, 

privatization, more focus on content and higher national standards. 

Goodlad's critique of these events produces three lessons: l)Our society tends to not learn 

from earlier eras and is quick to blame schools for failings of all kinds, 2) Reform movements, 

although perceived and sold as panaceas, cannot possibly be complete solutions in a complex 

society, and 3) since schools have largely become impersonal entities that cannot possibly 

respond to the "flavor of the decade" priorities present in political rhetoric, by the time the 

paradigm has changed and the next generation has graduate to the address the problem, a new 

one has arisen. And as always, schools have too easily taken the blame and responsibility for 

intractable problems that they can't possible address on their own. 

All of this predictable failure of course leads to cynicism. So how can real change occur? 

One suggestion is to insist that proposals be removed from political agendas and that rhetoric and 

·arguments be clarified so that people understand what they are supporting or rejected. Another is 

to move schooling away from its current "big business" paradigm and return it to its "cottage 

industry" roots. Goodlad cautions that such a decentralization may run counter to his expressed 

purpose of increasing tolerance, democracy and public morality. The hope is that the requisite 

conversation will occur at the local level out of necessity, even as the problems persist. Once 

again, changing the "locus of control" to "site-based" management should not be embraced as a 

magic bullet - power struggles will exist however decision-making is organized. "Humans are 

not endowed by nature with associational dispositions. These must be learned." 

The culture and attitudes of schools teachers should not be ignored in all of this. They 

understandably feel under attack regardless of the nature of the charges against public education. 

They are forced to accept or at least adapt to changing priorities and paradigms that may run 
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counter to their own philosophies and practices. They are held accountable for things they cannot 

control. Consequently, many believe it is best not to rock the boat - "Innovation is condoned and 

even encouraged as long as it is does not much threaten the way things are."  

Goodlad uses input-output models to demonstrate the uncontrollable cultural factors that 

effect learning between teacher and students. The effectiveness of a single linear reform cannot 

be accurately ascertained, regardless of the research model. What do all schools have in 

common? The human connection. Goodlad suggests that the learning climate that is a "civil 

setting" with "caring connections" and an emphasis on the "democratic moral arts" may correlate 

to greater educational conditions and opportunities. 

Goddlad compares education to a journey in the woods. Many, perhaps most, are looking 

for the shortest most efficient route out. Others look for new paths and, having enjoyed the 

experience, go back to explore even more. For both individual and societal gratification, the 

process of education cannot be sequential, progressive and down a single path. It must also give 

everyone the opportunity to make the trip. If the surrounding environment is imbued with a clear 

mission (and that mission is perceived as a journey and not a destination) is easier not to lose 

sight of: it. This mission must be clearly stated and maintained over time, vaccinated from the 

harmful shifts in political interests. 

In brass tacks terms, Goodlad turns to the "hard core of the school's ecosystem," the 

"classroom box." Because the primary inputs, teachers and students, take up almost all of the 

space, there is room for little else (although many other inputs compete for what space is left). To 

improve what actually goes on in the box, Goodlad reminds us of the necessary conditions of 

learning shared by many who write on the subject: 1 .  Teachers well trained in their subject area 

("Once for themselves and once to teach" -- Barzun) with a variety of skills to teach in a variety 

of ways. 2. Successful schools tend to be small with caring relationships between all involved. 
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With regards to the purpose of schools, Goodlad believes that schooling must be public 

and compulsory. We have a common interest in creating a public. Schools must also have a clear 

and enforceable agreement with those who use them - students, parents and the community. 

Goddlad identifies two main attributes of humankind: 1) fascination with complexity ("a 

major function of education is to increase our capacity to see, hear, smell and contemplate . . .  "), 

and 2) "the seeking and satisfaction that arise out of identifying with and imagining about the 

universe" beyond ourselves. "It is the role of education in honing these attributes that inspires my 

praise. It requires a whole culture to teach the moral ethic of ensuring that each generation is a 

good parent to the next. Part of being a good parent to the next generation is being wise enough 

not to predict precisely the specific human attributes the well-being of that generation will 

requires" instead of molding the young to look like the adults of today. 

Diagnosis 

Goodlad accuses the culture and its skewed societal priorities for blaming the failure of 

education on education itself. The larger ill is the lack of responsibility citizens take for 

maintaining critical family structures, moral virtue, civic discourse and finally educational goals. 

The people have given leave to the government to provide education without providing 

substantial and ongoing input into what is needed for children to be successful in the future. They 

have also given up parental responsibilities to other caregivers (including schools), the media and 

other cultural forces. Additionally, like Sarason, Goodlad places significant blame on schools for 

taking on responsibilities that they cannot possibly meet due to inadequate structures, time and 

resources. 

Additionally, Goodlad is concerned that people do not see the value of public education 

and therefore do not support it sufficiently with their time, money and choices. He is concerned 

that the concept of a greater community and commonality is becoming lost is modern society. 
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Thirdly, like Sarason, Goodlad sees education as caught in a structural system not of its 

own design that clearly does not suit its needs. In fact, it utilizes bureaucratic and organizational 

structures that were created, then soon discarded by business and the military. 

Remedy/Way: 

Education must be perceived and experienced as a journey. It is not linear, but its primary 

goal (of encouraging and expanding the journey) must be clear. The purpose of education must 

also include the very human elements of the experience. Teaching and learning are intensely 

transactional by nature. The most positive result of this reality is that it provides practice as well 

as the context for future interactions and relationships. 

Additionally, education and democracy are symbiotic. They need each other to remain 

healthy and must actively support one another. Goodlad wants an educational system that 1) 

cultivates a civic-minded, democratic morality, 2) increases the capacities of future citizens to 

experience the world and find new ways to understand it, and 3) encourages and teaches children 

how to lives beyond themselves. 

Analysis 

Goodlad is both idealistic and practical in his approach. He wants the dream of Dewey 

but knows, like Barzun, that the process of education, just like any human interaction, is not 

solvable, but full of intractable difficult that must be addressed continuously. Although many of 

his approaches challenge the existing political and bureaucratic paradigms (as many of the 

authors' ideas do), many simply require a commitment on the part of parents, teachers and 

community to change that which is within their control. 
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Conclusion 

Although the works chosen for this review discuss teaching methods, educational 

processes and organizational/bureaucratic systems, the central issue in all them is the purpose o� 

education: Why (and subsequently how) should this society at this time in history teach its young 

the knowledge and skills it believes necessary for them to have? Specifically, what should that 

knowledge and those skills be? What should this society, at this period in time teach its children 

to provide them with the best opportunity for (as Neil Postman says) a productive encounter with 

the future? Once this is decided, how is it to be done? I believe the following list of goals (some 

of which conflict or are even diametrically opposed) could be culled from the authors read in this 

review: 

• To create democratic social and economic opportunity for all by providing the level 

playing field of common knowledge and by promoting and demonstrating civility 

• To broaden and deepen democracy through active learning and experience that mirrors 

the greater community 

• To create a more diverse and tolerant society by valuing and teaching multiple cultural 

narratives 

• To create a more homogeneous society by using primarily shared narratives of the 

American experience 

• To develop tme skepticism through the application of productive questioning and the 

examination of bias 

• To challenge the prevailing cultural forces in order to maintain balance in the culture by 

teaching ideas contrary to those most pervasive and influential 

• To develop a world view that looks beyond one's own needs by enlarging experience and 

understanding. 
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The impetus for this project was the realization that active public discourse regarding 

these goals is always implied but rarely had. Indeed, it is a topic that many educators themselves 

may not reflect upon because it is much easier to accept those goals when presented in complete 

form from others. Most people assume that school boards, administrators, professionals and 

politicians have already had this discussion, come to acceptable, reasonable and correct 

conclusions and have implemented policies, spending the necessary resources to accomplish the 

task. They then proceed to complain that kids don't learn anything in school (except for how to 

lie, as H.L. Mencken said) and that their property taxes are too high. Education is almost always 

at the top of voters' priority lists, yet schools never have the resources they need. Ambivalence 

reigns, but the central question remains: "If we can't agree on what kind of society we want, how 

can we agree on what kind of education we should provide to our children?" 

Most of the authors read in this review seem to agree that all members of society need to 

take a greater role in the debate regarding what should be taught and why and a greater role in 

providing that education through a healthier cultural environment, increase civic pariticpation, 

and actual substantive community involvement in the educational process. A truly functioning 

democracy is work. People with individual rights have a responsibility to maintain a healthy 

community so that their rights can be maintained. Part of that responsibility is education. 

However, the authors clearly do not agree on how to achieve this critical goal. 

Perhaps an important element of this complicated discussion has not been addressed 

adequately - namely the role of children in defining educational goals . .  What role should 

students play in defining the purpose of education? By definition, they need to be taught, 

instructed and introduced to the world, ideas and experiences beyond their own. Only they, 

however, can finally transform knowledge and experience into something constructive to them in 

a way that would begin to meet any of the purposes suggested above. At least, teachers, parents, 
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schools, communities should actively share with the young what our priorities are and why we 

create the schools we do. This would not only begin a dialogue with those who the system is 

intended to benefit, but it would also be an opportunity to demonstrate the underlying concern 

and commitment to children that the larger community feels for them. 

Defining the true purpose of education is a difficult, profound and socially contentious 

undertaking. It raises the most fundamental questions of values, cultural priorities, ideology, 

epistemologies, fairness as well as practical issues of implementation and other concerns that 

accompany any great social institution. The lesson of this initial review, for me, is to remain open 

to the reality that the purpose of education cannot be simply stated or easily agreed upon. It must 

be viewed as an ongoing discussion between all shareholders that requires commitment and 

sincere exchange. As in democracy itself, it must be, by its very nature, a messy, uncertain, 

reflective, intractable, fluid, often contentious, slow, negotiated, ever-changing experience. 

107 



REFERENCES 

American Association of School Administrators. (2004 ). An educator's guide to 
school reform. (WWW .aasa.org/reform/appraoch/corknow .htm) 

Barzun, Jacque. (1991). Begin here: The forgotten conditions of teaching and 
learning. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Barzun, Jacque. (1945). Teacher in America. Boston: Little, Brown & Company. 

Core Knowledge Foundation. (2002). (WWW.coreknowledge.org) 

Dewey, John. (1944). Democracy and education. New York: Free Press. (1966). 

Dewey, John. (1956). The child and the curriculum/ the school and society. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Dewey, John. (1963). Experience and education. New York: Collier. 

Dewey John. (1964). On education; selected writings. New York: Modem 
Library. 

Dewey, John. ( 1962). Schools of tomorrow. New York: Dutton. 

Goodlad, John I. (1997). In Praise of education. New York: Teachers College 
Press. 

Goodlad, John I. (1979). What schools are for. Bloomington, Ind. : Phi Delta 
Kappa Education Foundation. 

Hirsch, E.D. Jr. (1987). Cultural literacy: What every child needs to know. 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 

Hirsch, E.D. Jr. (1988). The Dictionary of cultural literacy. Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin. 

Hirsch, E .D. Jr. (1996). The schools we need and why we don't have them. New 
York: Doubleday. 

hooks, bell. (1994). Teaching to Transgress: Education as the practice of 
Freedom. New York: Routledge. 

Loewen, James W. (1996) Lies my teacher told me: Everything your American 
history textbook got wrong. New York: Simon & Schuster. 

Postman, Neil. (1999). Building a bridge to the 1 9th century: How the past can 
improve our future. New York: Knopf. 

http://WWW.aasa.org/reform/appraoch/corknow.htm
http://WWW.coreknowledge.org


Postman, Neil. (1995). The end of education. New York: Knopf. 

Postman Neil. (1979). Teaching as a conserving activity. New York: Delacorte 
Press. 

Postman, Neil, & Weingartner, Charles. (1969). Teaching as a subversive activity. 
New York: Delacorte Press. 

Sarason, Seymour B. (1993). The case for change: Rethinking the preparation of 
teachers. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Sarason, Seymour B. ( 1990). The predictable failure of education reform: Can we 
change course before it is too late? San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Sarason, Seymour B. (1993). You are thinking of teaching? San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 


