
FORTY YEARS OF EDUCATION:
WILL THE NEXT FORTY BE ANY BETTER?
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A favorite clichd of historians is 
that those who do not remem 
ber the past are condemned to 

repeat it, but I believe there are condi 
tions today that have no precedent 
in the past. The future that we must 
understand includes two such condi 
tions: nuclear weapons and the wom 
en's movement.

The reality of nuclear armaments 
is that human beings now have the 
potential for destroying most of the 
civilizations on this planet or poison 
ing the whole earth so that viable life 
is impossible. Nothing in the annals 
of diplomacy or statecraft, nothing in 
the rulebooks on protocol tells how 
to negotiate with total annihilation.

The women's movement has arisen 
from another unprecedented scientific 
contribution—effective birth control 
methods. In addition attitude shifts 
have resulted in legalized abortions 
not only in the United States, which 
is predominately Protestant, but also 
in Catholic countries like France and 
Italy; abortion has long been legal in 
China, Russia, Japan, England, and 
Scandanavia. No longer bound by the 
roulette chance of pregnancy, women 
are free, if they wish, to make the 
same personal and career choices 
that men have made. This freedom 
means a shift in the power structure 
of the family, a new view of how and 
when families are created, and who 
does what to maintain them. Nothing
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Educators can deal 
with changing sex roles 
and the threat of 
nuclear war— 
if we have the 
commitment.

in the past tells us how to deal with 
this radical change in our social rela 
tionships. 1

Salvation By Education?
When we cannot look to the past for 
help in dealing with the future, edu 
cation, at least, can give us the tools. 
As always, the schools have two chief 
tasks:

1. Education of the intellect, in 
culcating socially essential knowledge 
and the skills for gaining new knowl 
edge

2. Socialization in the processes of 
governance and the solving of social 
problems through socially accepted 
common norms, etiquettes, and lan 
guage.

Can education help us deal with 
nuclear weapons and the women's 
movement? That depends on the 
institution's response. Let us look for 
a moment at the record. How well 
has the school system responded to 
past events and to changing times?

Since I first became a student of 
education, in the fall of 1940, I can 
testify to the awesome inertia of 
institutions. I did not come to educa 
tion a complete innocent: When I 
was in the 3rd grade my father was 
taking an M.A. at Columbia Univer 
sity, in the heady days of Counts, 
Kilpatrick, Rugg, and Dewey. His 
own long career as a high school 
teacher of chemistry was deeply in 
fluenced by this experience, and I 
suspect I learned by osmosis a pro 

gressive stance toward the practice 
of institutional education. At Reed 
College, I survived a rigorous intel 
lectual program, without any grades, 
and this in a college which, long 
before it was fashionable, took women 
students as seriously as men students. 
Later, at Stanford, I encountered a 
book which became a milestone in my 
commitment to education, the newly 
published Learning the Ways of De 
mocracy, a compilation of good 
school practices gathered by the 
Educational Policies Commission of 
the National Education Association. 1 
I read the book and wept with joy. 
This was why I wanted to be a teach 
er! I too could go out and do great 
things. How right—and how wrong— 
I was.

What was "best practice" in 1940 
could be "best practice" in 1980. And 
what was true then could be true 
now: there were good schools and 
good teachers here and there, in this 
schoolroom, or school or school dis 
trict, but not everywhere. Good prac 
tices, I have learned, are not catching. 
Nor are they lasting. A school which 
boasts the most avant-garde program 
this year, may be "back to basics" 
next year. The teacher education 
program in which I teach is little 
different from the one through which 
I gained my teaching credentials in the 
early 40s, although the normal school 
graduate of the first quarter century 
probably knew more about genuine 
pedagogy than do our students today.

When I visit new schools today I 
see the same ugly lockers in the same 
barren halls, the same seats in rows, 
the teacher at the front of the class 
room talking, talking, talking, cowed 
boys slouching outside the vice- 
principal's office, the furtive (or 
brazen) pre-delinquents smoking be 
hind the building, and the terrible 
cafeteria food. Why has so little 
changed and what can we learn from 
this lack of change? Does past educa 
tional inertia mean that the schools 
will be of no help in the era of
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nuclear war and the revolution in sex 
role definition?
Substantive or Cosmetic Change?
Despite the seeming lack of change, 
schools have responded to several 
influences or events that shook the 
structure, the substance, o f education 
and made a difference:

1. John Dewey. Dewey's ideas 
shifted the emphasis in the classroom 
from outcomes—what the pupil had 
learned—to a consideration of the 
pupil who was a product of the cul 
ture and who had feelings and moti 
vations. Instruction and even school 
organization had to shift to accom 
modate this concept, and shift they 
did, though schools have never be 
come as humane as Dewey advo 
cated.3

2. The textbook. Although the 
McGuffey readers and the Webster 
spellers were early forerunners of the 
textbook, the mass marketing of text 
books involving an investment of 
millions is a 20th century phenome 
na. The national textbook has cre 
ated a national curriculum, which is 
the result of sensitive accommodation 
by publishers to the prejudices and 
preferences of provincial school 
boards and their administrators. 4

3. Moveable furniture. When I 
went to school the desks were tightly 
screwed to the floor. Some genius in 
the 1940s, just when the baby-boom 
hit the schools, invented the moveable 
desk-chair combination and also the 
separate desk and chair. Small 
groups, open classrooms, role-play 
ing, games and simulations, values

clarification—all kinds of "new" 
methods and materials and even con 
tent became possible when desks and 
chairs could be moved.

4. The school bus and all-weather 
roads. Schools could be consolidated, 
curriculum could expand, more serv 
ices could be offered, a wider range 
of options could be included in the 
curriculum. 5 Schools became large 
enough to lock into place the age- 
graded progression which dominates 
school organization.

5. Machine-scored objective tests. 
The full impact of mechanized testing 
has yet to be assessed. Instruction 
geared to the right answer out of four 
"possibles" is instruction that cannot 
develop depth of conceptualization 
or provide the time for the meander- 
ings of inquiry. Expository writing is 
eliminated, and SAT scores of course 
go down. Sale of duplicating paper 
for short answer tests is rising while 
sale of lined composition paper is 
down. 6

6. The Carnegie Unit. When An 
drew Carnegie wanted to give pen 
sions to poor professors in 1908, the 
result was the Carnegie Unit7 which 
forever froze the secondary school 
into the 45 or 50 minute period 
for each subject five days a week. 
The Carnegie Unit was so amen 
able to the accounting needs of 
schools that it was swiftly adopted 
by both high schools and colleges and 
determined the way knowledge would 
be packaged and doled out from then 
on. 8 The efforts to open up the sched 
ule during the exciting days of school

experimentation in the late 60s and 
early 70s were directed at undoing 
the mischief the Carnegie Unit had 
done to the logic of instruction. Un 
fortunately, both the Carnegie Unit 
and the resulting schedule were so 
entrenched that most such experi 
mentation collapsed.

7. The invention of the IQ. Before 
we knew that each of us had an IQ, 
teachers rewarded students who did 
well, behaved themselves, and had 
influential parents. Now the system 
is supposed to be organized so that 
students who ought to do well be 
cause of their IO do so. The con 
tinued controversy over what the IQ 
measures and whether educators 
should pay attention to it reflects in 
part the insistence by the lower 
classes that sdhools be truly merit 
ocratic, and the resistance by the upper 
classes to inroads on their control of 
privilege. The IQ has provided a 
handy way to sort, track, and group 
students so that the tracks and groups 
coincide with student social class. 
The structure of the school and the 
content of instruction has been 
marked indelibly by the invention 
of the IQ.8

The above influences take into 
account most of what has happened 
in the schools over the last two or 
three decades; the rest is decorative 
embellishment or follows from one 
of the above.

The Transitory Nature of 
Innovations
Many observers have remarked on 
the transitory nature of innovations.
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As I reviewed the school happenings 
that really made a difference I was 
struck by the shallow roots of many 
new programs.

The influence of Sputnik? Yes, 
there was a flurry of interest in sci 
ence, mathematics, and foreign lan 
guage. Today? We teach less foreign 
language than ever before, 10 and 
advanced science and math enroll 
ments are about where they were 
before Sputnik. Programmed learn 
ing? Effective for some kinds of 
lessons, but if used widely students 
would be out of phase with their 
classmates. When everyone moves up 
together, you can't have some lagging 
or some too far ahead." Programmed 
instruction couldn't make it because 
the structure of the school could not 
and would not shift; the graded 
school is too ingrained in our ac 
counting system to be modified for 
a procedure that had other handicaps: 
no creative role for the teacher, the 
defects of individualized and lonely 
learning, and the threat to the grading 
system.

Individualized instruction? Learn 
ing is too social an activity for indi 
vidualized instruction, no matter how 
ingeniously packaged, to do more 
than help some students at marginal 
times in their day. Only isolated and 
withdrawn persons can long bear to 
"do their own thing" apart from 
others. Mastery learning? That is a 
marvelous concept except that it runs 
head on into the failure-based model 
on which the total instructional pro 
gram is based. Some students must do 
very well; some must do very poorly. 
The "normal curve," you know. 
Without failure, the schools cannot 
do the sorting job society wants them 
to do. Thus mastery learning can be 
argued on all kinds of humanitarian 
and educational terms but there is no 
social mandate. 12

Open space schools are being 
converted to enclosed space because 
the instructional model on which 
open space schools were built did 
not fit the social needs of youngsters 
nor the expressive needs of teachers. 
In an open space school teachers 
cannot yell at their classes, but nei 
ther can they lead their students in 
exuberant song or impassioned de 
bate. The lack of tradition of collegia! 
cooperation encourages the rebuild 
ing of walls.

Will mainstreaming have a signifi 
cant impact on schools? Probably
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not. "Ramps will be built but the 
content and structure of the program 
will go on as usual. In fact, some of 
the gains made in the education of 
handicapped youngsters, particularly 
the deaf and blind, may be lost when 
they are entrusted to teachers who 
do not know sign language nor how 
to communicate with a nonsighted 
person. It is even probable that the 
multiple distresses of the emotionally 
disturbed will only be exacerbated by 
mainstreaming. Certainly the average 
classroom will not become a therapy 
group, nor should it.

Some innovations are killed with 
guilt by association—an old story. 
The Building America series of 
pamphlets for students on current 
social issues, co-sponsored by the 
Progressive Education Association 
and ASCD, was effectively killed by 
local and national attacks on the PEA 
as a communist front, if not a com 
munist-inspired organization. The 
PEA also died. 13 I was at Stanford 
in the 1950s during the first attacks 
on Building America, and I witnessed 
the withdrawal from confrontation by 
once-liberal educators like Stanford 
professor Paul R. Hanna.

In the 1940s there was the same 
agonizing over sex education as there 
is today. Efforts in this field have 
been countered by every argument 
there is; the enduring one is that it 
takes away the prerogatives of the 
family, though the family today is 
not what it used to be, nor have fami 
lies, yesterday or today, told their 
children the truth about sex. Parents 
have always been too scared to touch 
it. And they still are. 14

The recurrent argument over the 
teaching of evolution shows how long 
it takes for acceptance of those ideas 
that require readjustment of other 
basic belief systems. 1 * The sad story 
of "Man: A Course of Study" re 
minds us that science is still a new 
comer to human thought. 16

"Values clarification," an effort to 
translate our avowed interest in a 
pluralistic society into educational 
terms, is denounced as an invasion of 
privacy and manipulation of chil 
dren's values. It is nothing of the 
kind. In fact, it is a procedure ideally 
suited for developing respect for 
cultural value differences "; yet the 
schools are not supposed to be teach 
ing anything except mainstream 
American values.

It has been an uphill battle for

multicultural education; we were 
teaching all about this in the heady 
days of the 1940s during the found 
ing of the United Nations and 
UNESCO. The lessons didn't stick; 
we seem to be teaching the same 
things all over again. 18 We teach 
about the contributions of all races 
and the pictures in our schoolbooks 
are integrated, but racial segregation 
and separatism in America are still 
as much a problem today.

Many of us have given years of our 
lives to the research, the study, and 
the work that goes into curriculum 
development and curriculum innova 
tion. Our beautiful materials gather 
dust on the shelves of storerooms. I 
worked for three years on "Subject 
to Citizen," the curriculum material 
which was to continue what "Man: 
A Course of Study" started. 19 I firmly 
believe that some of that material is 
the most exciting I have encountered. 
Who knows about it? Where is it 
now? Why do such innovative mate 
rials disappear from the educational 
marketplace?

The Fate of Innovations
Some major innovations flounder 
against the intractable institutional 
structure20 and some are plain wrong.

In a most interesting study, prob 
ably the first one to ask teachers why 
innovations were dropped, Marker 
discovered nothing mysterious: "The 
abandonment of innovations is a 
normal part of the cycle of change. 
... Teachers, student bodies, admin 
istrators, and the society in general 
change over time. . . ." and therefore 
what was appropriate at one time is 
inappropriate a few years later.21 
Other causes, such as the loss of 
funding, the departure of the original 
innovator, general staff changes, are 
of course all responsible.22 And an 
innovative text or curriculum package 
may be exchanged by a teacher not 
out of dissatisfaction with the mate 
rial but out of a very human wish to 
do something different.

Even more fundamental, however, 
are two factors that inhibit the re- 
sponsiveness of schools to the big 
unanswered questions facing us in the 
future: nuclear war and the women's 
movement. One factor is inherent in 
the school system and one is societal.

What is remarkable to me as an 
observer of schools for 40 years is 
the astounding resistance of the sys 
tem to outside forces. In my school
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days educational radio was touted as 
the new classroom teacher. The only 
time I heard a radio in school was 
for the last games of the World Series. 
Educational film plays a modest but 
persistent role in illuminating the dull 
chapters of the text or saving the 
teacher's nerves on Friday. And now 
when students spend so much time 
absorbing the marvelous and dubious 
messages of the tube, the school acts 
as though TV doesn't exist. TV may 
have made a quantum difference in 
the way children grow up, their 
values, self-concepts, understandings 
of reality, but one would never know 
it in the schoolroom. The system is 
as well insulated now as it was in 
1941 when I started to teach left-over 
7th and 8th graders in an over 
crowded junior high school in San 
Leandro, California.

Why hasn't the quality of schooling 
improved?

Some time we college types who 
produce research, train researchers, 
and bow down daily before the god 
of statistical significance must face 
the fact that about 99 percent of 
school practice derives from folk 
intuition about what works rather 
than the findings of our most careful 
experimental studies. Why are educa 
tional practitioners so disdainful of 
educational research? Why are edu 
cational researchers blithely uninter 
ested in whether their research makes 
any difference in practice at all?

The societal reason that schools 
change so little is not one that I can 
do much about, however, because 
this is a function of the kind of society 
we have and what that society wants 
of its schools. The public looks to the 
medical profession and to medical 
institutions for new answers to old 
diseases. The same public looks to 
educators and to the schools for old 
answers to new problems.

The public will allow a certain 
amount of modest tinkering. Soon we 
will see word processing machines in 
typing classes and aerobic dancing in 
physical education. And it was the 
vociferous criticism by the public 
which shamed the schools into a 
closer look at student performance, 
resulting in the "back to basics" 
movement. Since the schools had not 
really left the basics but had only 
neglected to see if students in fact 
had learned them, the return to the 
basics has been relatively painless. 
It will be interesting to see how the

development of exit-competencies for 
high school graduation will be manip 
ulated so that the essential sorting 
function of the school 23 will not be 
affected.

Despite the baffling nonresponsive- 
ness of the system, the resistance to 
basic reorientation or restructuring 
towards a more humane or socially 
responsible model, one can have some 
modest hope for the schools. For one 
thing, something has to be done, if 
only to deal with what I believe to be 
a true crisis: hostile students, de 
feated and burned out teachers, 
administrators hiding behind state and 
federal forms, and massive shifting of 
undergraduates from education as a 
career.

Hope exists in the continued faith 
of most of the public that education 
and educators can and will be good 
for the next generation. We still be 
lieve there are ways of developing 
better teachers and designing better 
school social systems for more stu 
dents in more benign environments.

If this backward look seems to 
show few substantive changes, and 
those only in response to a few selec 
tive events or inventions, perhaps the 
future may be different. We have the 
capability of re-creating our institu 
tion to deal with challenges of the 
future; I hope we have the necessary 
commitment, vigor, and true grit. • 
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