
What Schools Can Do To Improve 
Social Attitudes

A. R. MEAD

As schools share in the search for peace, what approaches do they use in 
the changing of social attitudes? A. R. Mead, dean of instruction, Athens 
College, Athens, Alabama, outlines some of these practices.

THE SOCIETY in which we live today 
is beset with a plethora of critical prob 
lems, most of which are in human be 
havior, and most of which are caused 
by attitudes of our people. From the 
writings of Droba, Remmers, Cantril, 
Allport, the following characteri/ations 
of attitudes are obtained.

An attitude is a mental disposition 
of a human being to act for or against 
a definite object. The predominant fac 
tor in attitudes is a felt disposition to 
act in a certain way, and that way is 
more or less understood by the actor. 
Attitudes not only drive one to action, 
they give the action direction. Rem 
mers describes attitudes as important 
determiners of individual and collec 
tive aspirations, hopes and ideals. Can 
tril says they are general in character. 
Because attitudes include feelings or 
emotional tone with driving power, the 
human organism uses the autonomic 
nervous system and related glands to 
assist, correct, adjust the organism in 
cases of attitudes and action. However, 
teachers can deal with but three groups 
of elements in the total complex of 
attitudes. They are: ideas, understand 
ings; feelings, or feeling tone or emo 
tional drive; and action. One more 
feature of attitudes is of importance. 
They seem to occur in our lives in 
opposing pairs, such as love and hate,
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fear and courage; and the person ex 
hibits the attitude in varying degree 
from the undesirable (hate) to the 
desirable (love).

Attitudes Are Important

The importance of attitudes is shown 
by the facts that they are basic to most 
social tensions, to war, to mob action, 
to persecutions, to fanatical action, to 
great achievements in any life area, to 
the finer spiritual parts of our life, to 
the making of fine homes, schools, good 
and effective economic life, active co 
operating communities, regional co 
operation, international movements, 
etc. Schools, therefore, must increase 
their services by great advances in the 
improvement of social attitudes.

Changing of attitudes is achieved by 
many agencies in many ways. E. R. 
Clinchy and others urge a community 
social clinic which will be ready to ap 
praise any tension spot, mobilize the 
resources and secure constructive ac 
tion rather than the opposite. Churches 
sometimes unite as did the Presbyterian 
minister and the Jewish rabbi in N7 ew 
York City. In manyCommunities local 
councils or committees exist to work in 
special areas such as interracial matters, 
inter-faith work, etc. In some cases, 
these have proved very effective in 
changing attitudes for the better.
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The motion picture study directed 

by Charters made clear the great force 

of such a medium of communication 
in changing attitudes, and the use of 

the radio is well known to all of us. 

At times, the theater contributes much 
to improved attitudes, but often does 

little more than entertain. In the 
South, the Southern Regional Council 

and the Fellowship of the Concerned, 

both with headquarters in Atlanta, 

Georgia, are excellent examples of re 

gional agencies changing attitudes in 
critical tensions. Among national agen 

cies, we may mention the work of the 
National Conference of Christians and 

Jews, the American Friends Service 

Committee, labor unions, patriotic so 

cieties, and the numerous publicity 

agencies that operate to change our at 
titudes and behavior. In this matter, 

we must reckon also with the radical 

leader who is sometimes a fanatic. The 

home, school and church, if they work 

together, sometimes can make a trinity 
of great force.

We are most concerned, however, 

with what the schools can do in this 
area. They must work in terms of the 

known operational factors that change 

attitudes. Practices that fail to do this 

are likely to be weak in their contribu 

tions to the betterment of attitudes.

PRACTICES FOR CHANGING 
SOCIAL ATTITUDES

Following is a list of representative 

teaching practices in the changing of 
social attitudes today. One of these 

practices will be described and criti 
cally evaluated in terms of necessary 

operational factors.
  The textbook and the material it 

contains, united with other experiences.

sometimes provide a group of factors 
which promote attitudes.
  Unit teaching may be a very produc 
tive practice for growth of attitudes. 

A fine example of this is the book, 

Focus on Hitman Relations. I t is true 
also that units of teaching experiences 

may result in little more than ideas.
  Cooperative planning has proved to 

be a potential medium of improvement 

of attitudes. The groups may be the 

children, or teachers, or teachers and 

administrators, or the school staff and 

community personnel.
  The practice of democracy in school 
and community places great emphasis 

on the growth of desirable attitudes.

  The out-of-class activities of the 

school such as conduct in halls, on the 
playground, the child's use of school 

plant and other facilities, and his 

growth in improved use become poten 

tial positive factors.
  The total school community pro 

gram is another group of factors highly 
productive of valuable attitudes in our 

society.
  The so-called "contributions" ap 

proach helps children to obtain im 

proved understandings of many con 

ditions basic to attitude growth; it does 
not emphasize, however, other factors 

in attitudes. This consists in the study 

of the contributions made by minority 

groups, or any other group with which 

the instruction is concerned.
  The use of precepts is an old prac 

tice that helped in gaining ideas but 
little else. The achieved understanding 

was very limited in scope.
  The study of ideals of life vs. the 

actual practice of life, such as the study 

of the nature of the Golden Rule vs. 
the effects of unrestricted exploitation
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of persons of lower economic status. 
This provides the basis for improved 
understanding, but may not contribute 
to the drives to action.
  The study of the nature of man as 
anthropology describes him, is a basis 
for examination of such claims as that 
of superiority of race or nationality, 
etc. This helps to improve understand 
ing, but is not likely to stimulate ac 
tion.
  Use of surveys to ascertain what is 
happening socially in a given area or 
population group. This, again, pro 
vides facts, ideas, but may not con 
tribute much otherwise.
  The child development approach or 
the study of desirable and undesirable 
conditions of child growth. This causes 
the learner to face many facts which 
are opposed to popular prejudices, and 
may be a strong ally in improvement 
of attitudes.
  Vicarious experiences, such as socio- 
dramn provide facts and feeling tone, 
which are helpful factors in growth of 
fine attitudes
  A school may engage in actual orien 
tation of a minority group or a family 
or representative of a minority group. 
This provides firsthand facts, actual be 
havior and, under appropriate condi 
tions can become potent in changing 
attitudes.
  Re-grouping of children in terms of 
socialization may, if handled tactfully, 
he helpful. It helps, then to build new 
friendships.
  Planned, voluntary personal associa 
tions or working together can provide 
facts, and can be a most powerful fac 
tor in the improvement of attitudes. 
It must be done with wisdom and care 
ful planning.    

  Counseling and guidance may be 
very helpful. The writer knows a min 
ister much skilled in using this way to 
improve family life attitudes.
  "Shock" under some conditions may 
help but its use, like the use of a drug, 
must be made with great skill, or seri 
ous damage may result.
  Many forms of penalties and rewards 
are used in schools for the same pur 
pose. These are ancient practices. Even 
though they are based on the Law of 
Effect and much research has been 
made on such problems, the use of 
penalities and rewards is often crudely 
done and the results may be attitudes 
of undesirable anti-social character.
  Perhaps most schools make their con 
tribution to development of attitudes 
as concomitants of learning experi 
ences designed for other purposes, and 
through life of the school not centered 
in study of subject matter. This ap 
proach leaves much to be desired. It 
can exist in a school quite isolated 
from the life problems of the com 
munity and thus fail to recognize them.

THE VICARIOUS EXPERIENCE APPROACH

The "vicarious experiences" ap 
proach places the learner in a situation 
that is fictitious but similar to a real 
action situation, and gives him an op 
portunity to see himself in the roles 
of others, whether these roles are pleas 
ant or unpleasant. Examples of this are 
skits, plays, movies, sociodrama and 
the more usual experience of interest 
ing reading, auditorium or radio per 
formances. Through a skit, play or so 
ciodrama, children prepare and act the 
roles of persons of other groups. A 
white girl plays the role of a Negro 
girl who cannot find a place to eat or
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sleep in a community with racial dis 
criminations. A white boy plays the 
role of a Negro college graduate who, 
though prepared lor a profession, finds 
himself compelled if) do menial service 
in the kitchen of a restaurant. A Prot 
estant acts the role of a Catholic or a 
Jew or vice versa.

The Detroit evaluation indicates 
that it combines facts and ideas with 
emotional motivation; emphasi/es com 
mon features, likenesses of all peoples; 
and provides representatives of a ma 
jority group a means of learning of 
some of the problems of members of 
minority groups. Drawbacks are: scar 
city of suitable materials, lack of time 
to prepare such materials; and unsuita- 
bility of such materials as now exist. 
Detroit mentions movies such as "Black 
Legion" and "Captains Courageous" 
as quite suitable. 1 This approach makes 
a definite attempt to unite the factors 
necessary for development of desirable 
social attitudes among people who dil- 
fer as to race, creed, etc. As such, it 
goes far beyond the traditional "study 
and recite" work of schools.

SOMI. CONCK.I'TIONS BASIC) TO 
CHANGING ATIITTDKS

The guiding principles, or concep 
tions, basic to changing attitudes are, 
in the main, those which make effective 
learning and growth possible, but 
which place emphasis on the combina 
tions of factors involved, i.e., combina 
tions of ideas, feelings and action. Some 
of these conceptions are: 
  The teaching-learning situation 
should provide experiences which in 
volve meanings (understandings, ideas),

'Sec Detroit I'nlilic Schools, Promising Pmc- 
lirrs in Intrrgrriu/i Hilnralion, Board of Edu- 
<ation. lily of Detroit, 1917, p. 27-29.
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feelings (emotions, likes, dislikes, etc.), 
and action.
  The Law of Effect is important in 
changing or in the developing of new 
attitudes. One's satisfactions (likes, joys, 
appreciations, etc.) and one's annoy 
ances (hates, dislikes, etc.) play impor 
tant roles. This principle is basic to 
"punishments," disapprovals, ostracism, 
and to "rewards," social approval, ac 
ceptance, etc, used by parents, teachers 
and others.
  Re-experiencing is important in or 
der to provide opportunity for develop 
ment of desirable attitudes, but will 
also make possible opportunity for de 
velopment of undesirable attitudes. Re- 
experiencing that is mere routine repe 
tition is not very likely to prove of 
much value.
  Instruction must begin at the level 
ol the child's present status and pro 
ceed gradually to a level of higher 
social-ethical quality. Such change as 
may come is likely to be slow, although 
"shock" may provide unusually strong 
drive or motive.
  Schools will find it profitable to have 
unity of belief in the work of chang 
ing attitudes, as well as considerable 
unity in the understanding of the na 
ture of attitudes, and of how attitudes 
are changed.

Si \TKAI. H lXI'I I I, RlM.RF.NCI.S

The literature on attitudes consists 
of more than a thousand references. 
The following should prove very help 
ful for teachers and others:

Brings. T. H.. ct al. Thr F.motioiializfd At 
titudes. Teachers College. Columbia Univer 
sity. I(||O.

Clial'to. C. I. and Halligan. A. I.. The Story 
of the Sffrhigfield Plan. Barncs and Noble, 
Inc.. 19 |r,.

Clinchy. E. R. Inlrrnrnufi Krlnlinns. Centers, 
Earrar. Strans ft Co.. 1919.
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Dubois, Rachel D. Neighltors hi Action. Har 
pers, 1950.

Detroit I'ublir Schools. Promising Practices in 
Inteigrouf! Education. Board <>[ Education, 
city of Detroit, 19.19.

Educational Policies Commission. I earning Ilie 
\Va\s of Democracy. National Education As 
sociation. I()|O.

American Council on Education. F.lemrntar\ 
Curriculum in Group Relations, 1 950.

Goulcl. Kenneth. They ( >'! Ilir Itlnnie. A ssocia 
tion Press. ic)|2.

Kilpatiick. W/H.. Van Til. Win. (Ed.), el nl. 
Intertullural Attitudes in the Making. H ar 
per and HroN.. 1917.

Kcwin. Kurl. Resolving Social Conflicts. Har 
per and Bros.. 19(8.

Mcrson. Ben. "The Minister. The Rabbi, and 
Their House ol God." Collier's, February 17,
' 05'   

Moreno. J. I.. Socio-dninin, A Method for the

Anah'sis of Social Conflicts. Beacon House. 
Pcterson. R. C... and I hurstone. 1.. I.. Motion

Pictures and Social Attitudes of Children.
Maciuillan, 1933. 

Shacter. Helen. I 'nderstanding Ourselves. Mc-
KniglH and McKnight, 194.-)- 

Stuart. Maxwell. S. Prejudice in Te\thnoks.
American C'.ouncil on Education. ic)-,o. 

Taba, Hilda, and Elkins. D. With Foots on
Unman Relations. A merican Council on
Education, ni.yi.

Taba, H.. and Van Til. \ \'\n. Democratic Un 
man Relations. N ational Council for Social
Studies. 

Tbornclike. E. I.. Psychology of Wants, Interest,
and Attitudes. 1 ). Appleton-Ccntury Co.,
1935-

Vickery, ^\'m. E.. and C.olc, Steward G. Inter- 
cultural Education in American Schools. 
Proposed Objectives and Methods. Harper 
and Bros.. i<)|3-
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