Common
Experience
Versus Diversity
in the Curriculum
Robert J. Havighurst
We can tell what curriculum should be like in the years ahead by surveying develop
ments in education over a twenty-year period and by considering what post-indus
trial society will be like.

The curriculum should help youth prepare
themselves for life in the society of the next
generation of adults. This means they should
learn the basic mental skills of literacy, numeracy,
and more.
The "and more" is what concerns us in this
essay. The curriculum must be effective with pu
pils of all social classes in the teaching of the 3
R's, and this is a major educational problem.
Beyond this lies the all-important question of the
content and structure of the curriculum as prepa
ration for successful living.
To consider this question, we look ahead to
the nature of American society during the rest of
this century. Daniel Bell's description of the com
ing post-industrial society stresses the shift of
the workers out of production of goods and into
the provision of human services. In 1950, half of
all workers were engaged in the production of
goods; by 1980, 70 out of every 100 workers will
be in services. These will be professional, techni
cal, managerial, and clerical services. Today, these
occupations make up 41 percent of the labor
force. The new service economy will also employ
many more women. 1
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The post-industrial society needs great num
bers of people with at least a high school diploma.
Education will provide the ladder of access to
social status, income, and privilege.
Not only will the curriculum of secondary
school and college train youth for careers; the
curriculum will also be aimed to help them be
come competent citizens of an urban, democratic
society.
The following will examine what kind of
curriculum is needed for the next quarter-century
using a survey of the past two decades, 1955-65
and 1965-75, which show some interesting and
puzzling contrasts.

The 1955-65 Period
The decade following 1955 was one of con
structive change and improvement in American
education. The American economy was prosper
ous, and the public school system was generally
1 Daniel Bell. "The Coming of Post-Industrial So
ciety." The Educational forum 40:575-79; 1976.

approved by parents and community leaders. The
National Science Foundation became interested
in supporting collaboration of research scholars
and school teachers to improve the curriculum.
The NSF made its first big grant in 1956 to
support the work of the Physical Sciences
Study Committee (PSSC) headed by Jerrold R.
Zacharias, professor of physics at Massachusetts
Institute of Technology.
John Walsh, a staff writer for Science, d e
scribed the NSF initiative and parallel develop
ments in an article entitled "Curriculum Reform,"
which appeared in S cience in 1964. He called the
late 1950s a "new deal" in science and math for
the high schools. 2 Supported mainly by the Na
tional Science Foundation, the following curri
culum projects were carried through:
Biological Sciences Curriculum Study
(BSCS)
School Mathematics Study Group (SMSG)
Chemical Bond Approach (CBA)
Chemical Education Material Study
(CHEMS)
During this decade James B. Conant, former
president of Harvard University and then U.S.
Ambassador to West Germany, returned to the
U.S. and accepted a Carnegie Corporation grant
of $350,000 to conduct a study of the American
high schools. Recruiting several practitioners of
public secondary education to assist him, they
visited 55 "typical" schools in 18 states over a
period of several months, and he then wrote the
book that appeared in 1959 under the title The
American High School Today. He favored the
comprehensive high school as a model, with the
standard curriculum that was then being devel
oped by the groups just named. It is interesting
to compare this with the Report of the ASCD
Commission on the Education of Adolescents,
published also in 1959. Headed by Kimball Wiles
and Franklin Patterson, one a southern educator
and the other a New Englander, the report was
entitled The High School We Need. "The second
ary school should be a comprehensive school" is
the first general proposition. There is slightly more
emphasis on "general education" than Conant
proposed. General education courses consist
largely of social studies and humanities, and

should provide one-third to one-half of the credits
essential for graduation.
Bruner and "The Process of Education"
During this same fruitful 1955-65 period,
the psychologists who were interested in educa
tion produced a synthesis of learning theory and
social psychology that laid the basis for a new
approach to the structure of the curriculum. By
this time Piaget's major work on the develop
ment of intelligence from infancy to maturity
had been translated into English and was being
studied by curriculum-makers.
In the summer of 1959, the Harvard psy
chologist Jerome Bruner secured funds from the
National Academy of Science to pay for a tenday conference at Woods Hole, Massachusetts,
which brought a dozen psychologists together
with the directors of several curriculum groups.
Out of this conference came the book by Bruner
entitled The Process of Education. 3 The human
mind was conceived in this conference not as a
storehouse of information, but as an instrument
for learning. This led to Bruner's famous dictum
that "any subject can be taught usefully to any
child at any stage of development." This fore
shadows the general idea that runs through
present-day curriculum making: pupils should be '
taught the "structure" of a subject, rather than a
summary of its content. They should learn certain
habits of mind, ways of looking at the world,
and ways of asking questions and organizing
facts that will make their factual knowledge in
telligible. Also at this time, J. Richard Suchman,
then teaching at the University of Illinois, came
out with his inquiry method of teaching elemen
tary school pupils.
The Shake-Up: 1965-1975
There was a marked change in the tone and
content of curriculum discussion and writing be
ginning about 1965. Reasons for this include:
2 John Walsh. "Curriculum Reform." S cience 1 44:
642-46; May 8, 1964.
3 Jerome S. Bruner. T he Process o f E ducation. C am
bridge, Massachusetts*Harvard University Press, 1960.
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1. Passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964
and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
of 1965. These called attention to the poor educa
tional achievement of low socioeconomic and
some minority groups in the public schools and
brought out proposals for compensatory educa
tion of disadvantaged students.
2. The vigorous writings of a group of
philosophical anarchists, disciples of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, who opposed rules and institutions set
up by society to regulate the conduct and devel
opment of its members. The ablest spokesmen of
the anarchist group were Paul Goodman, John
Holt, and Ivan Illich. Paul Goodman wrote: "We
can, I believe, educate the young entirely in terms
of their free choice, with no processing whatso
ever." 4
John Holt, in a 1971 book, answered a ques
tion directed to him by an educational journal: If
America's schools were to take one giant step
forward this year toward a better tomorrow, what
should it be? His answer:
It would be to let every child be the planner,
director and assessor of his own education, to allow
and encourage him, with the inspiration and guidance
of more experienced and expert people, and as much
help as he asked for, to decide what he is to learn,
when he is to learn it, how he is to learn it, and how
well he is learning it.
It would be to make our schools, instead of
what they are, which is jails for children, into a re
source for free and independent learning, which
everyone in the community, of whatever age, could
use as much or as little as he wanted. 5

Of course, there were many criticisms of the
anarchist writers. For instance, B. F. Skinner, the
famous psychologist at Harvard University, writ
ing in the P hi Delta Kappan for September 1973
on "The Free and Happy Student" said, "the
modern version of the free and happy student to
be found in books by Paul Goodman, John Holt,
Jonathan Kozol, or Charles Silberman is also
imaginary." True personal freedom can only be
gained by disciplined study of the real world,
he argued, and this requires the assistance of a
teacher. "The natural, logical outcome of the
struggle for personal freedom in education is that
the teacher should improve control of the student
rather than abandon it."
3. Leaders of disadvantaged minority groups
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wanted schools with curricula that would be most
useful to their particular cultural groups. They
were opposed to de-schooling; they wanted
schooling that would accomplish two quite dif
ferent objectives: (a) improve the basic mental
skills of the pupils, and (b) help them become
aware of and appreciative of their identity as
members of a minority racial, language, or re
ligious group. They want a pluralistic society,
with schools helping to maintain such a society.
Their position was strengthened by the passage
of Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act of 1967, known as the Bilingual
Education Act. This provides federal government
money for programs of bilingual-bicultural edu
cation.

Curriculum for a Post-Industrial Society
Out of the present perplexity and complexity
of the curriculum, and looking ahead to the
nature of our post-industrial society, we may
state three basic propositions:
1. The curriculum should stress the s tructure
of the subjects that are studied, rather than the
student storing up discrete bits of information.
This will make use of much of what was done in
the productive 1955-1965 period.
2. The curriculum should support a con
structive and democratic cultural pluralism. This
will contribute to:
a. Mutual appreciation and understanding
of every subculture by the other ones
b. Freedom for each subculture to practice
its culture and socialize its children
c. Sharing by each group in the economic
and civic life of the society
d. Peaceful coexistence of diverse life styles,
folkways, manners, language patterns, religious
beliefs and practices, and family structures.
This policy will support the efforts of certain
subcultural groups to maintain their separation
from the economic and civic mainstream of Amer
ican life for example, the Amish and the Hut4 Paul Goodman. "Freedom and Learning: The Need
for Choice." Saturday Review 73; May 18, 1968.
5 John Holt. The Underachieving School. New York:
Penguin Books, Inc., 1971. See also Los Angeles: Pelican,
1972. p. 5.

terites, and some Alaskan Eskimos and native
Americans. However, their youth will have the
option of getting an education to help them move
into the mainstream, if they wish to place less
stress on their subcultural identity.
3. The curriculum should convey to all
youth a body of shared knowledge and experi
ence that helps them to grow up and live success
fully in the post-industrial society. This applies
especially to the area of the social sciences, with
the middle school and the high school teaching
what is appropriate to the maturity of the student
on the following topics:
Technology of post-industrial society, in
cluding energy policy and problems
Population problems
The civics and economics of metropolitan
areas, including renewal of the central city
Monetary problems and issues inflation
World interdependency of nations.
Finally, there must be a concern for a curri
culum that teaches a cohesive civic unity, with
full opportunity for diversity of life styles. This
has been stated cogently by R. Freeman Butts of
Columbia University:
Achieving a sense of community is the essential
purpose of public education. This work cannot be
left to the vagaries of individual parents, or small
groups of like-minded parents, or particular interest
groups, or religious sects, or private enterprisers or
cultural specialists. ... I believe that there must be
a mobilization to insist that the public schools con
centrate as they never have before on the task of
building a sense of civic cohesion among all the
people of the country." ^fj
6 R. Freeman Butts. "The Public School: Assaults on
a Great Idea." The Nation 1 6-24; April 30, 1973.

For Prospective Employers—
Job opportunity center
tor Detroit
conference Participants
An office for job recruitment will be maintained
during the Annual ASCD Conference (March 3-7.
1979). This is an opportunity for employers to: (1)
report positions available or anticipated; (2) review
and obtain candidate resumes; and (3) schedule
interviews at the Placement Service.
The Job Opportunity Center will be located
adjacent to the conference registration area at
Cobo Hall and will be open on Saturday, March
3 (9:00-3:00), Sunday. March 4 (9:00-4:00), and on
Monday, March 5 (9 00-4:00).
If you are seeking applicants for a position in
your institution, please complete the job vacancy
report below and send it by February 9, 1979 to:

Job Opportunity Center
ASCD
1701 K St., N.W., Suite 1100
Washington, D.C. 20006
ASCD Annual Conference Placement Service
Job Vacancy Report*
Name of Employer, Institution, School District
Address (street and number, city, state, zip code)
Name and Title of Person to Contact
Position Available
Position Description
Educational Requirements
Experience Requirements
Salary

Robert J. Havighnrst is
Professor of Education
and Human Develop
ment at the University
of Chicago.

Application Deadline

Will you be interviewing in Detroit?
___yes

___no

If yes, name and title of representative attending
conference.
* If extra space is needed, please attach addi
tional information.
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