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1. What Knowledge Is of Most Worth
Harry S. Broudy
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[1] What knowledge is of most worth? Herbert Spencer @
made this question famous in his 1859 essay, but it has preoc-
cupied educators from the beginning of formal schooling. This is
so for a number of reasons: first, human life is multi-valued and
the values are not always in harmony; second, formal schooling
entails an investment of limited time and money, so that choices
always have to be made. Furthermore, educators are always aware
that mistakes in schooling are not easily corrected. The pupil
cannot be de-programmed at will, any more than rubber worn off a
tire can be restored by running the car in reverse.

[2] Socrates ® and Isocrates® were for part of their careers
contemporaries in Athens. Isocrates established a famous school
for young men where he taught the arts of rhetoric and oratory as
well as other subjects related to success in political life. This was
the knowledge of most worth for ambitious young Athenians; the
success routes of the day called for these skills,

[3] Socrates also taught young men. He could have taught
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them the skills of rhetoric, but he spent most his time questioning
them about whether the success routes of the day were worth
traveling. He wanted to inquire with them as to whether there was
a special art and technique of teaching virtue that could make life
truly worthwhile.

[4] The two schools differed not only in style and emphasis
but in results as well. Isocrates’ students achieved distinction in
political and military pursuits. While Socrates had brilliant stu-
dents, some ended up in disgrace politically, and Socrates himeslf
could not convince a jury of Athenians that in criticizing the
success routes of the day he was not corrupting the youth of A-
thens. It is ironic, therefore, that few today read or remember
Isocrates while Socrates is an everlasting culture hero and his
dialogues, as recorded or imagined by Plato ® are still
best-sellers of a sort.

[5] The Socrates-Isocrates split is repeated in every era. The
schooling the dominant group in society judges to be needed for
success automatically becomes the criterion of “quality” educa-
tion.... Their values for all practical purposes represent the
good, the true, and the beautiful.

[6] With multiple success routes and lifestyles, adolescents
may have trouble deciding among them. Fortunately, they have a
yardstick by which to measure the value not only of a career but
of virtually every aspect of life. It is the price something can
command on the market. The media tell us about a $250, 000 bid
for a painting, a $250, 000 salary for a baseball player, and a
$250, 000 lottery prize ® . If every thing equal to the same price is

equal to each other, then speculating on what knowledge is of
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[7] 1t is very difficult for citizens, young or old, not to

most worth is unnecessary—just watch television.

measure importance by price tag or—what comes to the same
thing — by publicity. For publicity determines the size of the
market for a product or an idea, and this determines the price
tag. It is not that the media are against virtue or the “finer
things”, as some mistakenly confirm; on the contrary, they would

feature Socrates, Jesus, and any other critic or materialistic val-

ues—if the program could command a decent Nielsen rating. . . .
The market tells us, including the adolescent, which knowledge is
of most worth. It is “how to” knowledge. It is knowledge and skill

designed for a programmed result or a competence that has some

B

market value, preferably a high one. “How to” books on every
subject from making love to getting rid of one’s spouse or excess
weight sell briskly. Teachers are told to practice specific behavior
competencies and to concentrate on learnings that can be mea-

sured by minimum competency tests ® . If there is a firm educa-
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tional generalization, it is: Don’t bother with general principles.
[8] Reading and discussing and thinking about the problems
of the day are the ways we as citizens use our schooling. I have
called these uses of schooling associative and interpretive to dis-
tinguish them from the repeatable and practical. In these uses we
think and feel with the images and concepts that we have en-
countred in our school studies. Not having been exposed to these
studies shows up in poverty of association and context. There is
nothing very mysterious about these uses: the curriculum in gen-
eral education builds up lenses through which we see and make

sense of reality. Each subject matter stencil exposes a situation to
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the context of a discipline; each stimulus elicits images that clothe
it with the depth of meaning that makes language usage intelli-
gible.

[9] It is this associative and interpretive use of knowledge
that may turn out to be one of the most worth, not only in the long
run but in the short run as well ®—for adolescents fighting their
way into maturity as well as for retirees who now have time to
reflect upon what they lived through. It is of worth, not because it
has the approval of the social elites and not because it will have a
direct occupational payoff in the success routes of the cul-
ture. Rather it is because this kind of context-building knowledge
gives form to everything we do and think and feel, on the job, in
the voting booth, in the home. It is the form of the educated mind.
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