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Social Learning 
in a Free Society

Increasingly we are recognizing the necessity to identify re 

sources and to analyze needs in areas of social learnings.

IN PERIODS of rapid change and 
threats to accustomed ways of life, hu 
man beings are likely to seek ready-made 
scapegoats, and short-cuts to salvation. 
The times have underlined this point, 
both with regard to Russia and to the 
public schools. An astounding reversal in 
American thought in recent or post- 
Sputnik days has brought us from whole 
sale condemnation of Russia to an almost 
frantic clamor to turn out scientists and 
engineers in the Russian way. A tide of 
concern and criticism of American edu 
cation, unprecedented in recent genera 
tions, has lately been channeled into calls 
for greater rigor, more selectivity, more 
science and mathematics, mass-produc 
tion methods.

The truth is that the relationships of 
men and nations, the perceptions we 
have, the goals we seek, and our ability 
to understand ourselves and others  
these are the social learnings which will 
determine our survival and development. 
How we think and feel provides motive 
power far greater and more decisive than 
how we split atoms.

What is good enough for Khrushchev is 
not good enough for America. We have a 
great technology, great scientists, and 
effective training for them. Yet we have 
something far beyond this, in the Ameri 
can ideal of equality of opportunity and

the notion that the state exists for man, 
not vice versa; that the full development 
of the human individual is the highest 
value of our social organization.

We try for the education of all our 
people. The state does not select 1 of 10 
for advanced education as do the Rus 
sians and as much of the Western world 
has done. Much is to be improved, con 
tinuously we may hope, but we can have 
confidence in the democratic way to be 
flexible and productive in science as in 
other fields. Our main problem is not 
how to educate for mass destruction or 
for developing nuclear power. It is how 
to educate in the social relationships 
which will enable us to reach the goals 
of a free society.

Needs of Our Time

Men are primitive still, and their social 
systems are groping. Governments are 
often too busy to think. Yet the course 
of social evolution is steadily toward 
more recognition of individual per 
sonality as our highest value; more free 
dom and equal justice for more people; 
more achievement through the use of 
many kinds of talent rather than through 
reliance on the single or authoritarian 
leader; more encouragement of search 
ing curiosity, creativeness, the humane 
quality in living.
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We witness facts which indicate need 
for these directions of effort:

 the fact that the relatively new con 
cept of education for all, which America 
was the first to institute, is sought through 
out the world, and particularly among dis- 
advantaged peoples;

 the fact of the momentary, though 
conceivably fatal, lack of symmetry in the 
development of physical science and tech 
nology over that of social relations practices;

 the spread of collectivism and the less 
ening of individual independence

 revolutions against old political and 
economic empires; and

 the survival of preatomic power poli 
tics in an age which calls for full use of 
new methods in the communications of 
peoples and the employment of space, time 
and resources.

We witness the power of ideas to move 
millions of colonial peoples. We see that 
creativeness is the essence of great engi 
neering and research triumphs. We see 
war, which General MacArthur long 
since pointed out is outmoded, is "no 
longer a feasible instrument of national 
policy," absorbing many times the bil 
lions that peace and education cost.

We see teachers and administrators 
struggling to make education more truly 
professional while they are hampered by 
a current popular use of the schools as 
a scapegoat for national anxieties. We see 
Negroes in the U. S. A., 16 million of 
them, determined to live by the U. S. 
Constitution and supported in that de 
termination by the U. S. Supreme Court, 
yet thwarted by some political leaders 
and lacking the help of others.

We witness the beginning of a new 
awareness of an interrelated world by 
service personnel who may- have been the 
first in their families to go more than 50 
miles from home, but at the same time, 
we see a tightening of restrictions on 
free exchange of persons. We have heard 
a long succession of cries for aid and 
understanding from oppressed people, 
beginning with the Russians themselves 
and not too long since in Hungary. Great 
moral issues have been raised for us by 
those who have appealed to this country 
as one which itself came into being by 
throwing off the yoke of a distant and 
autocratic government. We see in our 
own homes and communities that there 
is great need for, and that there is avail 
able for use, a great new store of research 
knowledge which can enable us to en 
hance the inherent drives for belonging 
and growth. Yet we persist in a thousand 
other uses which block such develop 
ment.

In short, we glimpse a great horizon, 
lit with human promise, as we live in 
anxiety, and cling to fetishes.

Needed Emphases

The school, in such an era of anxiety 
and of genii-like power, can be an in 
strument of retreat, of flight into the 
past. The school can easily become in 
volved in petty quarrels and attempts at 
self-justification. The school can muddle 
along.

But if the school is to contribute to a 
free society, to the best that is known 
about human development, it will be 
through the doing of a daily job that is 
informed and permeated with the best 
of modern knowledge on human develop 
ment and social relationships. In such a 
school, there will be recognition of the 
points of focus, the needed emphases 
which the conflicts of our time have 
pointed out. Some of these points of
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focus in social relations education are 
the following:

Subject Emphases
Race likeness and difference 
Religious likeness and difference 
National culture likeness and difference 
Economic class problems and values 
Sex differences 
Age differences
The Oldtimer and the Newcomer 
Family relationships

Process Emphases
Choice-making and participation
Experimental methods in problem-solving
Analytic processes
Creative processes
Social control discipline, government,

facilitation
Interpretation and expression 
Increasing contact with the widest possible

range of people, ideas, materials and
methods.

It can he seen that these points of 
focus are widely applicable in planning 
the whole curriculum. There is no subject 
field which cannot make use of the 
processes.

Goals

Education that focuses on these mat 
ters, whether it be conducted in the 
social sciences, home economics, physical 
education, biology, mathematics or other 
classrooms will seek the following goals 
 goals which have been shown to he 
obtainable in extensive classroom tests:

Recognition and acceptance of difference 
and the contributions as well as the dis 
advantages of difference

Integration of differences within working 
groups in the classroom of ethnic, tem 
perament, intelligence, skill and leadership 
difference, for example to the end of more 
productive association

Drawing stimulus and knowledge from 
a wide range of contact with people and 
materials, and learning to distinguish the

special case from the representative case
Adventure and exploration in a variety 

of forms of group organization and the 
encouragement of individual progress. A 
conception of every class and every interest 
group within a class as an opportunity for 
the study of social relationships and devel 
opment

Better relationships between classes, 
grade levels, schools and the school and 
community

Learning and contributions to com 
munity, national and international living 
through free expression and discussion of 
contemporary questions, and through spe 
cial projects

Faith in human intelligence to solve 
human problems

Understanding of the dynamics 'of be 
havior

Understanding the difference between 
authority and authoritarianism

Clarification of social purpose.

The Administrator and the Teacher

If it be truly attempted, a program of 
social learning of this kind requires 
administrators of perception and cour 
age. Of its teachers it requires faith and 
understanding of the goals of a free 
society, and awareness and feeling for 
the issues which confront attempts to 
achieve that society. The teacher who is 
himself a practicing citizen, taking re 
sponsible part in political struggles and 
efforts for the social welfare, will ob 
viously he far more highly aware of his 
own and others' prejudices, of the pre 
cise meanirigs of social issues, and of the 
time and skills -required to improve the 
human lot. Thorough master} of the con 
tent of his special field, and a knowledge 
of historical perspective go hand in hand 
with effective citizenship and profes 
sional contributions. Honesty and a de 
sire for rigorous evaluation are requisites, 
and, with all the rest, these may be 
achieved best in a sch(>ol where there is 
a sense of common cause and mutual
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support between teachers, teachers and 
administrators, and school and com 
munity.

Sources of Help

Though they have not received the 
dramatic treatment that has been given 
to the physical sciences, the findings of 
social science research in the past 15 or 
20 years have profound meaning for hu 
man relations and social development. 
Examples of such findings will be given 
briefly, and some suggested readings.

First, however, it is wise to recognize 
that while research can yield reliable 
and'valid answers to many of our ques 
tions, research cannot and does not try 
to usurp the function of the philosopher 
and the artist. The synthesis of evidence 
and thinking necessary to establish the 
aims or directions in which we wish to 
go, and for which we wish to employ the 
best resources is left to us to borrow or 
develop. Each individual and each 
group, then, that undertakes work in the 
social relations field must necessarily be 
gin with its own formulation of broad 
purposes and specific objectives.

In the democratic society, there are 
many sources from which we may de 
rive aid in making these formulations. 
Among the founding fathers of our na 
tion, Jefferson stands out as one who 
expressed most clearly the fundamental 
trust in humanity, and in the intelligence 
of the electorate to reach wise decisions. 
John Dewey's whole life as philosopher 
and educationist was devoted to elabo 
rating a democratic faith and its ra 
tionale. W. H. Kilpatrick followed with 
clear indication of the implications of 
the democratic creed for school prac 
tices. There is likewise wide literature 
available on this subject, including year 
books and articles published by profes 
sional organizations such as ASCD, the 
AASA, the ACEI, the ACE, the second 

ary and elementary principals associa 
tions and the social studies division of 
the "NEA.

In short space it is not possible to 
illustrate in anything like adequate 
measure, the extent and quality of the 
research now available to aid the social 
relations educator. Some of the follow 
ing, however, are concepts and research 
ers of immediate value to education for 
the goals given earlier.

First of all, field theory, as taken from 
physical science and translated into prin 
ciples of human development by such 
psychologists as Wheeler and Perkins in 
America,- and by Kurt Lewin first in 
Germany and later in this country. The 
great contribution of field theory to our 
subject is in its establishment of the 
relatedness of all phenomena, physical or 
psychological, with such'implications as 
the need to look for many forces or 
"causes" for behavior. Wolfgang Ktihler 
and the whole school of Gestalt showed 
us, also, that what we perceive in learn 
ing and acting, is due to interplay be 
tween the environment and the individ 
ual or group, and receives always its 
special organization in each individual 
nervous system. Field theory also has 
given strength to the idea that develop 
ment, the release of dynamic potential in 
human beings, depends on situations 
which allow and trigger such release. 
All good teachers know how true this is, 
and how important it is in facilitating 
all learning that is, all self-teaching.

Sigmund Freud and other psycho 
analysts have revealed the existence and 
the tremendous power of the submerged 
or unconscious feelings and motivations 
in each of us. Carl Rogers and the non- 
directive or client-centered school of psy 
chotherapy have demonstrated the value 
of catharsis, and the power of the in 
dividual to grow in his emotional accept 
ance of reality and self. Gordqn Allport
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has made an exhaustive study and sum 
mary of personality: drives, styles of be 
havior, and many other aspects of being. 
Along with other psychologists, and with 
biologists and anthropologists, Allport 
has also investigated bigotry and preju 
dice how these develop and how they 
damage both the individual and the 
social group.

Adorno and others, in their monu 
mental study of the "authoritarian per 
sonality" have established the existence 
of rigid, fearful and aggressive types, 
who derive comfort from conformity and 
rejection of difference to what may be 
come a pathological degree. Ruth Bene 
dict, Margaret Mead and other anthro 
pologists have shown the vital, often 
dominant part that the culture plays in 
shaping our reactions and lines of de 
velopment, even our ability to love and 
hate certain objects and persons. Dollard, 
Warner, Havighurst and Davis have 
made us realize the existence of caste and 
class lines throughout our culture, and 
the obstacles to free movement of mind 
and ability which these can place before 
us.

In the whole field of groups, group 
productiveness and group structure, the 
work of Helen Hall Jennings, Moreno, 
Lippitt, Lewin, Bradford and many 
others has led us to recognize that ac 
ceptance or rejection by the group plays 
a central part in development; that demo 
cratic group structure aids the growth of 
initiative and learning in ways that au 
thoritarian or laissez faire leadership 
cannot; and that it is possible for any 
teacher to identify, by relatively simple 
means, the true leaders and the basic 
reactions (in feeling as well as intellect) 
of group members to the content and 
method of conducting classes.

A recently completed study by the 
present author, of apprentice teaching at 
Shady Hill School in Cambridge, Massa 

chusetts, may be of interest. Its findings 
show that nearly all of the whole body 
of apprentices studied, taken from a 21 
year period, testified to the fact that the 
way of life of their associates there the 
personal relationships constituted the 
single most powerful influence on their 
professional development during the ap 
prentice year. The Trager and Yarrow 
study of prejudice among primary age 
children in the Philadelphia schools 
showed that the teacher, as a human 
being, was the most important change 
factor. No one can doubt that in our 
relations to others, as these examples 
illustrate, and as is true from babyhood 
to old age, we find the chief determinants 
of what we seek and become. Knowing 
this, the wise teacher has always sought 
to establish such rapport, and such 
methods of group administration as will 
put fewest obstacles in the way of the 
seeking mind, and give maximum en 
couragement to all forms of learning.

The wise teacher uses constantly prin 
ciples, now amply supported by research 
evidence, such as these: acceptance and 

_Jaelonging as necessary to growth; the 
recognition and understanding of differ 
ence; the primary need for self-respect 
if there is to be full progress; the natural 
eagerness to succeed, to do well; the 
facilitation of true learning by joint plan 
ning, joint evaluation and by inclusion 
of both group and individual studies; 
the giving of clear-cut function, status 
and recognition.

In every home, school and community, 
the vast number of problems which chal 
lenge the attention of the alert teacher in 
the realm of self-understanding arid the 
understanding of others, forms an equally 
vast source of teaching desiderata in 
every subject and educational experi 
ence. Here we speak of the relationships 
between the deep demands of the human 

(Continued on page 63)
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educational conditions in Nepal as they 
existed in 1954. The major part of the 
book, however, is devoted to a master 
plan for education in Nepal from the 
primary school level through the uni 
versity level, including adult education. 
This section provides a thrilling example 
of educational planning on a large scale 
where there were few traditions and 
precedents to hamper the thinking of the 
group. The Commission set as its major 
goals: universal primary education in 
25 years; adult education for all who 
desire it in 15 years; a national Univer 
sity in 10 years; improvement and expan 
sion of secondary education; and teacher

training programs necessary to attain 
these goals. The final chapter is a re 
view of the activities of the University 
of Oregon Contract Team which, work 
ing under the United States Operations 
Mission in Nepal, has been responsible 
for the development of the educational 
program thus far.

This book will be of particular interest 
to those concerned with, teacher educa 
tion, or comparative education, or those 
who are interested in a challenging story 
of our foreign aid program at work.

—Reviewed by CHARLES D. BYRNE, 
chancellor emeritus, Oregon State Sys 
tem of Higher Education, Eugene.

(Continued from page 31) 
organism, and the possibility that learn 
ing—both of subject and method—can 
occur at its best, as a means to continu 
ing development.

The outcomes of social relations edu 
cation will be infinitely varied, but the 
direction will be toward that freeing of 
the person from the narrow view and 
experience which may bring countless 
new ideas and techniques to the con 
structive resolution of the social con 
flicts of our time.

Suggested Readings
ADOHNO, T. \V., ELSE FRENKEL-BHUNSWIK. 

DANIEL J. LEVINSON and R. NEVITT SANFOHD. 
The Authoritarian Personality. New York: 
Harper and Brothers. 1949.

ALLPORT, GORDON W., issue editor. "Con 
trolling Croup Prejudice." The Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social 
Science. Philadelphia: the Academy, March 
1946.

BENEDICT, RUTH, and GENE WEI.TFISH. The 
Races of Mankind. New York: Public Affairs 
Committee. 1943.

COLE, NATALIE R. The Arts in the Class 
room. New York: The John Day Company. 
1940.

DUNN, L. C.. and TH. DOBZHANSKY. Hered 
ity, Race and Society. New York: Mentor 
Books. 1946.

GILES, H. HARRY. Education and Human 
Motivation. New York: Philosophical Library. 
1957.

JENNINGS, HELEN H. Leadership and Isola 
tion. New York: Longmans, Green and Com 
pany. 1943.

KILPATHICK. WILLIAM H. Modern Education 
and Better Human Relations. New York: Anti- 
Defamation League of B'nai B'rith. 1949.

PHILADELPHIA PUBLIC SCHOOLS, CURRJCULUM 
OFFICE. Toward the Open Mind. Philadelphia: 
the Schools. 1951.

SAENGER, GEHHAHT. The Social Psychology 
of Prejudice. New York: Harper and Brothers. 
1953.

TABA, HILDA, and WILLIAM VAN TIL, 
editors. Democratic Human Relations. 1 6th 
Yearbook^ National Council for the Social 
Studies. Washington, D. C.: the Council. 1945.

TRACER, HELEN G., and MARIAN RADKE 
YARROW. They Learn What They Live. New 
York: Harper and Brothers. 1952.

WAHNEH, W. LLOYD, and associates. Democ 
racy in Jonesville. New York: Harper and 
Brothers. 1949.

October 1958 63



 
 
 
Copyright © 1958 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




