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/i?tt#y interpretations of the concepts of 
freedom, helping relationships, and

purpose have contributed to 
misunderstandings about humanism

in the schools. ••••••«•*»•••••»••»««•«»««»•«•••»•*»

Three
Misconceptions

About Humanistic
Education

M isconceptions about freedom, 
helping relationships, and 
purpose account for much of 

the discrepancy between humanistic 
education and what sometimes passes 
for it.

The concept of freedom is central 
to humanism, but freedom is often 
misunderstood by educators because 
they see freedom as something 
granted to students or earned by 
them. Teachers may "let" students 
choose their learning activities. Oth 
ers may assume, whether they say so 
or not, that before students are al 
lowed to make choices, they must 
first accomplish certain required tasks 
imposed on them by the teacher or 
the institution. The students earn 
limited "freedom" by demonstrating 
their ability to handle it—by per 
forming tasks prescribed by someone 
else.

In the literature on existentialism, 
freedom is neither a right nor a gift. 
While it has clearly defined limits, 
these limits do not alter the position 
that freedom is an unavoidable condi 
tion of human existence. Individuals
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must make choices because there are 
no predetermined essences that define 
their humanness. As part of the 
process of being human, they must 
define their own meaning and pur 
pose.

The grounds for this freedom were 
put succinctly by Sartre (1976) when 
he asserted that "existence precedes 
essence." The essence of being human 
is not found in a predetermined real 
ity or ideal, but is whatever human 
beings make of it through their 
choices at each moment. We are 
"free" in the sense that our choices 
and actions reflect a concept of what 
we think we should be.

Another misconception is that em- 
pathetically understanding another 
person's needs and perceptions is a 
useful tool for guiding that person to 
appropriate behaviors. This misun 
derstanding of helping relationships 
has left humanism with isolated and 
at times contradictory orientations. A 
way to clear up the inconsistency is 
for those involved in helping rela 
tionships to recognize and support 
self-determination as basic to human 
existence, growth, and meaning.

Basic principles of perceptual psy 
chology support relationships that are 
noncontrolling, open, and authentic. 
One such principle is that perceptions

greatly affect subsequent behavior. 
Each person possesses unique views 
of personal environments and experi 
ences, and these affect actions 
(Combs and Snygg, 1959). Another 
is that individuals choose to think 
about things particular to themselves. 
From a field of mass stimuli only 
those stimuli important to the individ 
ual and his or her personal purposes 
are created, chosen, and processed 
(Kelley, 1947). Therefore, behavior 
is in accordance with the purposes of 
the person and the way things seem 
to him or her.

Because the person is in charge of 
what and how he or she perceives, 
free will is a psychological given. 
Therefore, support of self-determined 
choices is a logical purpose of hu 
manistic relationships and humanistic 
educational environments (Maslow, 
1968). Mandating or insisting that 
students learn one thing or another 
is psychologically bootless and may 
in fact stand in the way of meaningful 
growth.

Maslow suggested that individuals 
choose what is good for personal 
growth if environmental conditions 
support really free choices. Individ 
uals who are growing personally are 
not to be feared. Unfortunately, 
Maslow's explanations of this theory 
are grossly misused. Teachers and 
administrators are often admonished 
to memorize Maslow's hierarchy of 
needs so they can control or mani-
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pulate subordinates. If the focus of 
helping is to control or change an 
other person, it is not humanistic. 
External control and imposed change 
falsify encounters and prevent those 
being controlled from portraying 
their true humanness through self- 
determined choices and actions.

A third misconception concerns 
the purpose of humanistic learning 
environments-^"We are only at 
tempting to achieve the same goals 
as any other classroom, but with dif 
ferent methods." If we take into ac 
count the misconceptions of freedom 
and helping relationships, we must 
acknowledge that the primary pur 
pose of a humanistic learning en 
vironment is significantly different 
from other types of school settings.

Humanistic theory represents a 
sharp departure from the philosophy 
of most schools because it recognizes 
choosing as basic to human growth 
and existence. How well people per 
form according to external standards 
is irrelevant. Instead of spending time 
evaluating people externally, human 
istic educators encourage individuals 
to select their own purposes and eval 
uate themselves according to their in 
ternal standards (Kelley, 1947).

T o correct these misconceptions, 
humanistic educators must be 
courageous and willing to take 

risks. Acting in accord with our val 
ues must become more important to 
us than appeasing bureaucracies.

Situations often arise when it seems 
necessary to compromise our belief 
in self-determination. At such times 
we should ask ourselves:

— Does the institution own me 
and the people in it?

— Does anyone know what is best 
for another person?

— Is it my responsibility to take 
risks so another can be self-determin 
ing?

— How can I share these risks with 
the people involved?

— Am I aware of the compromise 
or trade-off? What am I trading off 
and why?

The beliefs we hold, the way we act 
on them, and our awareness of both 
define our humanity and reflect our 
concept of what human existence and 
education should be.

Humanistically oriented people 
must address the issue of how to exist 
in organizations resistant to change 
and diversity. One promising strategy 
—alternatives—comes from humanis 
tic theory itself.

A pitfall of early efforts to use 
humanistic theory in education was 
the notion that everyone should use 
it. As a result, many educators said, 
and even believed, they were operat 
ing humanistically when they weren't, 
which created nominal humanism 
and even more confusion about the 
theory. By providing humanistic en 
vironments as alternative choices, we 
can create attractive and meaningful

surroundings for ourselves and the 
students selecting that option. In ad 
dition, we can escape the trap of try 
ing to "make" people be more hu 
manistic.

To clarify the state of the art, alter 
native educational environments and 
alternative leadership styles are 
needed that are clear and consistent 
representations of humanistic theory. 
These environments and leadership 
behaviors have to be created and 
practiced by educators who under 
stand and value the theoretical tenets 
ot humanism. The "humanistic" label 
would be saved for educators trying 
to use the theory completely.

Practicing humanistic theory means 
that people are free to make their own 
choices. Humanistic environments 
cannot be imposed on people and still 
be humanistic. •
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JOB OPPORTUNITY CLNTER
This is an opportunity for employers to 
report positions available, review and 
Obtain candidate resumes and schedule 
interviews during the Annual Conference. 
(March 7-10, 1981)

Those persons seeking employment 
may browse through the job listings, leave 
resumes in job boxes, and schedule inter 
views with available employers

The job Opportunity Center will be 
located on the 2nd level of the Cervantes 
Convention Center in Room 254 and will 
be open from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. on Saturday, 
Sunday, and Monday, march 7, 8, and 9.

If you are seeking'applicants for a posi 
tion in your institution, please complete 
the job vacancy report below and send it 
by February 15, 1981 to: ^ 

Job Opportunity Center
ASCD

225 N. Washington Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314

Name of Employer, Institution. School District

Address

Name and Title of Person to Contact

Position Available

Position Description

Education ft* Experience Requirements

Salary Application Deadline

If interviewing in St. Louis, 
name of person present
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