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PREFACE

Controversy is the basis of change and often of improvement. Its lack signifies
the presence of complacency, the authoritarian limitation of viewpoint expres-
sion, or the absence of realistic alternatives to the existing circumstances. An
articulate presentation of a point of view on a controversial matter breathes
new life into abiding human and social concerns. Controversy prompts reex-
amination and perhaps renewal.

Education is controversial. Arguments over the most appropriate aims, the
most propitious means, and the most effective control have raged over the
centuries. Particularly in the United States, where the systematic effort to
provide education has been more democratically dispersed and more varied
than elsewhere, educational issues have been contentiously debated. Philoso-
phers, psychologists, sociologists, professional educators, lobbyists, govern-
ment officials, school boards, local pressure groups, taxpayers, parents, and
students have all voiced their views.

This book presents opposing or sharply varying viewpoints on educational
issues of current concern. Part 1 offers for consideration five topics that have
endured through history and are still debated today: the purposes of educa-
tion, curriculum content and its imposition on the young, the motivational
atmosphere in which learning takes place, the problem of church-state sepa-
ration, and compulsory school attendance. Part 2 features issues that are fun-
damental to understanding the present circumstances that shape American
education: the resurgence of moral education, the push toward a multicul-
tural curriculum, the problem of desegregation and opportunity equalization,
the federal role in reforming education, and the assessment of the effective-
ness of public schooling. Part 3 examines more specific issues currently being
debated: vouchers and choice plans, charter schools, the influence of the
religious right, mainstreaming and inclusion policies, Afrocentric curricula,
bilingual education, violence prevention, school uniform policies, computers
in education, community service, and teachers’ unions.

I have made every effort to select views from a wide range of thinkers
—philosophers, psychologists, sociologists, professional educators, political
leaders, historians, researchers, and gadflies.

Each issue is accompanied by an introduction, which sets the stage for the
debate, and each issue concludes with a postscript that considers other views
on the issue and suggests additional readings. I have also provided relevant
Internet site addresses (URLs) on the On the Internet page that accompanies
each part opener. By combining the material in this volume with the infor-
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mational background provided by a good introductory textbook, the student
should be prepared to address the problems confronting schools today.

My hope is that students will find challenges in the material presented
here—provocations that will inspire them to better understand the roots of
educational controversy, to attain a greater awareness of possible alternatives
in dealing with the various issues, and to stretch their personal powers of cre-
ative thinking in the search for more promising resolutions of the problems.

Changes to this edition This 10th edition offers six completely new issues:
Should School Attendance Be Compelled? (Issue 5); Are School Integration Efforts
Doomed to Failure? (Issue 8); Can Federal Initiatives Effectuate School Reform?
(Issue 9); Can Charter Schools Revitalize Public Education? (Issue 12); Do School
Uniforms Promote Safety and Improve Discipline? (Issue 18); and Do Teachers’
Unions Have a Positive Influence on Reform? (Issue 21). In addition, for Issue
6 on “character education,” Issue 7 on multiculturalism, and Issue 16 on
bilingual education, one of the selections has been replaced to provide a new
point of view. In all, there are 15 new selections.

A word to the instructor  An Instructor’s Manual With Test Questions (multi-
ple-choice and essay) is available through the publisher for the instructor
using Taking Sides in the classroom. A general guidebook, called Using Taking
Sides in the Classroom, which discusses methods and techniques for integrating
the pro-con approach into any classroom setting, is also available. An online
version of Using Tuking Sides in the Classroom and a correspondence service for
Taking Sides adopters can be found at www.cybsol.com/us ingtaking-
sides/. For students, we offer a field guide to analyzing argumentative
essays, Analyzing Controversy: An Introductory Guide, with exercises and tech-
niques to help them to decipher genuine controversies.

Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial Educational Issues is only one
title in the Taking Sides series. If you are interested in seeing the table of
contents for any of the other titles, please visit the Taking Sides Web site at
http://www.dushkin.com/takingsides/.

Acknowledgments Iam thankful for the kind and efficient assistance given
to me by David Dean, list manager for the Taking Sides series, and the staff
at Dushkin/McGraw-Hill. I was also greatly assisted in my work by the
suggestions from the many users of Taking Sides who responded to a ques-
tionnaire sent by the publisher. Their comments have enhanced the quality
of this edition of the book and are reflected in the new issues as well as the
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INTRODUCTION

Ways of Thinking About
Educational Issues

James Wm. Noll

Concern about the quality of education has been expressed by philosophers,
politicians, and parents for centuries. There has been a perpetual and un-
resolved debate regarding the definition of education, the relationship be-
tween school and society, the distribution of decision-making power in edu-
cational matters, and the means for improving all aspects of the educational
enterprise.

In recent decades the growing influence of thinking drawn from the hu-
manities and the behavioral and social sciences has brought about the de-
velopment of interpretive, normative, and critical perspectives, which have
sharpened the focus on educational concerns. These perspectives have al-
lowed scholars and researchers to closely examine the contextual variables,
value orientations, and philosophical and political assumptions that shape
both the status quo and reform efforts.

The study of education involves the application of many perspectives to
the analysis of “what is and how it got that way” and “what can be and how
we can get there.” Central to such study are the prevailing philosophical as-
sumptions, theories, and visions that find their way into real-life educational
situations. The application situation, with its attendant political pressures,
sociocultural differences, community expectations, parental influence, and
professional problems, provides a testing ground for contending theories
and ideals.

This “testing ground” image applies only insofar as the status quo is mal-
leable enough to allow the examination and trial of alternative views. Histori-
cally, institutionalized education has been characteristically rigid. As a testing
ground of ideas, it has often lacked an orientation encouraging innovation
and futuristic thinking. Its political grounding has usually been conservative.

As social psychologist Allen Wheelis points out in Quest for Identity, social
institutions by definition tend toward solidification and protectionism. His
depiction of the dialectical development of civilizations centers on the tension
between the security and authoritarianism of “institutional processes” and
the dynamism and change-orientation of “instrumental processes.”

The field of education seems to graphically illustrate this observation. Ed-
ucational practices are primarily tradition bound. The twentieth-century re-
form movement, spurred by the ideas of John Dewey, A. S. Neill, and a host

Xiv
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of critics who campaigned for change in the 1960s, challenged the structural
rigidity of schooling. The current situation is one of contending forces: those
who wish to continue the struggle for true reform, those who demand a
return to a more traditional or basic model, and those who are shaping a
new form of procedural conformity around the tenets of behaviorism and
competency-based approaches.

We are left with the abiding questions: What is an “educated” person?
What should be the primary purpose of organized education? Who should
control the decisions influencing the educational process? Should the schools
follow society or lead it toward change? Should schooling be compulsory?

Long-standing forces have molded a wide variety of responses to these
fundamental questions. The religious impetus, nationalistic fervor, philo-
sophical ideas, the march of science and technology, varied interpretations
of “societal needs,” and the desire to use the schools as a means for so-
cial reform have been historically influential. In recent times other factors
have emerged to contribute to the complexity of the search for answers—
social class differences, demographic shifts, increasing bureaucratization, the
growth of the textbook industry, the changing financial base for schooling,
teacher unionization, and strengthening of parental and community pressure
groups.

The struggle to find the most appropriate answers to these questions now
involves, as in the past, an interplay of societal aims, educational purposes,
and individual intentions. Moral development, the quest for wisdom, citi-
zenship training, socioeconomic improvement, mental discipline, the rational
control of life, job preparation, liberation of the individual, freedom of inquiry
—these and many others continue to be topics of discourse on education.

A detailed historical perspective on these questions and topics may be
gained by reading the interpretations of noted scholars in the field. R. Free-
man Butts has written a brief but effective summary portrayal in “Search
for Freedom—The Story of American Education,” NEA Journal (March 1960).
A partial listing of other sources includes R. Freeman Butts and Lawrence
Cremin, A History of Education in American Culture;S. E. Frost, Jr., Historical and
Philosophical Foundations of Western Education; Harry Good and Edwin Teller,
A History of Education; Adolphe Meyer, An Educational History of the Ameri-
can People; Robert L. Church and Michael W. Sedlak, Education in the United
States: An Interpretive History; Merle Curti, The Social Ideas of American Edu-
cators; Henry J. Perkinson, The Imperfect Panacea: American Faith in Education,
1865-1965; Clarence Karier, Man, Society, and Education; V. T. Thayer, Forma-
tive Ideas in American Education; H. Warren Button and Eugene E. Provenzo,
Jr., History of Education and Culture in America; David Tyack and Elisabeth
Hansot, Managers of Virtue: Public School Leadership in America, 1820-1980; Joel
Spring, The American School, 1642-1990;S. Alexander Rippa, Education ina Free
Society: An American History; John D. Pulliam, History of Education in America;
Edward Stevens and George H. Wood, Justice, Ideology, and Education; and
Walter Feinberg and Jonas F. Soltis, School and Society.
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These and other historical accounts of the development of schooling demon-
strate the continuing need to address educational questions in terms of cul-
tural and social dynamics. A careful analysis of contemporary education
demands attention not only to the historical interpretation of developmental
influences but also to the philosophical forces that define formal education
and the social and cultural factors that form the basis of informal education.

EXAMINING VIEWPOINTS

In his book A New Public Education, Seymour Itzkoff examines the interplay
between informal and formal education, concluding that economic and tech-
nological expansion have pulled people away from the informal culture by
placing a premium on success in formal education. This has brought about
a reactive search for less artificial educational contexts within the informal
cultural community, which recognizes the impact of individual personality
in shaping educational experiences.

This search for a reconstructed philosophical base for education has pro-
duced a barrage of critical commentary. Those who seek radical change in
education characterize the present schools as mindless, manipulative, factory-
like, bureaucratic institutions that offer little sense of community, pay scant
attention to personal meaning, fail to achieve curricular integration, and
maintain a psychological atmosphere of competitiveness, tension, fear, and
alienation. Others deplore the ideological movement away from the formal
organization of education, fearing an abandonment of standards, a dilution
of the curriculum, an erosion of intellectual and behavioral discipline, and a
decline in adult and institutional authority.

Students of education (whether prospective teachers, practicing profes-
sionals, or interested laypeople) must examine closely the assumptions and
values underlying alternative positions in order to clarify their own view-
points. This tri-level task may best be organized around the basic themes
of purpose, power, and reform. These themes offer access to the theoretical
grounding of actions in the field of education, to the political grounding of
such actions, and to the future orientation of action decisions.

A general model for the examination of positions on educational issues in-
cludes the following dimensions: identification of the viewpoint, recognition
of the stated or implied assumptions underlying the viewpoint, analysis of
the validity of the supporting argument, and evaluation of the conclusions
and action-suggestions of the originator of the position. The stated or implied
assumptions may be derived from a philosophical or religious orientation,
from scientific theory, from social or personal values, or from accumulated
experience. Acceptance by the reader of an author’s assumptions opens the
way for a receptive attitude regarding the specific viewpoint expressed and
its implications for action. The argument offered in justification of the view-
point may be based on logic, common experience, controlled experiments,
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information and data, legal precedents, emotional appeals, and/or a host of
other persuasive devices.

Holding the basic model in mind, readers of the positions presented in
this volume (or anywhere else, for that matter) can examine the constituent
elements of arguments—basic assumptions, viewpoint statements, support-
ing evidence, conclusions, and suggestions for action. The careful reader will
accept or reject the individual elements of the total position. One might see
reasonableness in a viewpoint and its justification but be unable to accept the
assumptions on which it is based. Or one might accept the flow of argument
from assumptions to viewpoint to evidence but find illogic or impracticality
in the stated conclusions and suggestions for action. In any event, the reader’s
personal view is tested and honed through the process of analyzing the views
of others.

PHILOSOPHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Historically, organized education has been initiated and instituted to serve
many purposes—spiritual salvation, political socialization, moral uplift, so-
cietal stability, social mobility, mental discipline, vocational efficiency, and
social reform, among others. The various purposes have usually reflected
the dominant philosophical conception of human nature and the prevail-
ing assumptions about the relationship between the individual and society.
At any given time, competing conceptions may vie for dominance—social
conceptions, economic conceptions, conceptions that emphasize spirituality,
or conceptions that stress the uniqueness and dignity of the individual, for
example.

These considerations of human nature and individual-society relationships
are grounded in philosophical assumptions, and these assumptions find their
way to such practical domains as schooling. In Western civilization there
has been an identifiable (but far from consistent and clear-cut) historical
trend in the basic assumptions about reality, knowledge, values, and the
human condition. This trend, made manifest in the philosophical positions
of idealism, realism, pragmatism, and existentialism, has involved a shift in
emphasis from the spiritual world to nature to human behavior to the social
individual to the free individual, and from eternal ideas to fixed natural laws
to social interaction to the inner person.

The idealist tradition, which dominated much of philosophical and edu-
cational thought until the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, separates the
changing, imperfect, material world and the permanent, perfect, spiritual or
mental world. As Plato saw it, for example, human beings and all other phys-
ical entities are particular manifestations of an ideal reality that in material
existence humans can never fully know. The purpose of education is to bring
us closer to the absolute ideals, pure forms, and universal standards that
exist spiritually, by awakening and strengthening our rational powers. For
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Plato, a curriculum based on mathematics, logic, and music would serve this
purpose, especially in the training of leaders whose rationality must exert
control over emotionality and baser instincts.

Against this tradition, which shaped the liberal arts curriculum in schools
for centuries, the realism of Aristotle, with its finding of the “forms” of things
within the material world, brought an emphasis on scientific investigation
and on environmental factors in the development of human potential. This
fundamental view has influenced two philosophical movements in educa-
tion: naturalism, based on following or gently assisting nature (as in the
approaches of John Amos Comenius, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Johann
Heinrich Pestalozzi), and scientific realism, based on uncovering the natural
laws of human behavior and shaping the educational environment to maxi-
mize their effectiveness (as in the approaches of John Locke, Johann Friedrich
Herbart, and Edward Thorndike).

In the twentieth century, two philosophical forces (pragmatism and existen-
tialism) have challenged these traditions. Each has moved primary attention
away from fixed spiritual or natural influences and toward the individual
as shaper of knowledge and values. The pragmatic position, articulated in
America by Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey, turns
from metaphysical abstractions toward concrete results of action. In a world
of change and relativity, human beings must forge their own truths and values
as they interact with their environments and each other. The European-based
philosophy of existentialism, emerging from such thinkers as Gabriel Mar-
cel, Martin Buber, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Paul Sartre, has more recently
influenced education here. Existentialism places the burdens of freedom,
choice, and responsibility squarely on the individual, viewing the current
encroachment of external forces and the tendency of people to “escape from
freedom” as a serious diminishment of our human possibilities.

These many theoretical slants contend for recognition and acceptance as
we continue the search for broad purposes in education and as we attempt
to create curricula, methodologies, and learning environments that fulfill our
stated purposes. This is carried out, of course, in the real world of the public
schools in which social, political, and economic forces often predominate.

POWER AND CONTROL

Plato, in the fourth century B.C., found existing education manipulative and
confining and, in the Republic, described a meritocratic approach designed
to nurture intellectual powers so as to form and sustain a rational society.
Reform-oriented as Plato’s suggestions were, he nevertheless insisted on cer-
tain restrictions and controls so that his particular version of the ideal could
be met.

The ways and means of education have been fertile grounds for power
struggles throughout history. Many educational efforts have been initiated
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by religious bodies, often creating a conflict situation when secular authori-
ties have moved into the field. Schools have usually been seen as repositories
of culture and social values and, as such, have been overseen by the more con-
servative forces in society. To others, bent on social reform, the schools have
been treated as a spawning ground for change. Given these basic political
forces, conflict is inevitable.

When one speaks of the control of education, the range of influence is
indeed wide. Political influences, governmental actions, court decisions, pro-
fessional militancy, parental power, and student assertion all contribute to
the phenomenon of control. And the domain of control is equally broad—
school finances, curriculum, instructional means and objectives, teacher cer-
tification, accountability, student discipline, censorship of school materials,
determination of access and opportunity, and determination of inclusion and
exclusion.

The general topic of power and control leads to a multitude of questions:
Who should make policy decisions? Must the schools be puppets of the gov-
ernment? Can the schools function in the vanguard of social change? Can
cultural indoctrination be avoided? Can the schools lead the way to full so-
cial integration? Can the effects of social class be eradicated? Can and should
the schools teach values? Dealing with such questions is complicated by the
increasing power of the federal government in educational matters. Congres-
sional legislation has broadened substantially from the early land grants and
aid to agricultural and vocational programs to more recent laws covering aid
to federally impacted areas, school construction aid, student loans and fel-
lowships, support for several academic areas of the curriculum, work-study
programs, compensatory education, employment opportunities for youth,
adult education, aid to libraries, teacher preparation, educational research,
career education, education of the handicapped, and equal opportunity for
females. This proliferation of areas of influence has caused the federal ad-
ministrative bureaucracy to blossom from its meager beginnings in 1867 into
a cabinet-level Department of Education in 1979.

State legislatures and state departments of education have also grown in
power, handling greater percentages of school appropriations and controlling
basic curricular decisions, attendance laws, accreditation, research, and so
on. Local school boards, once the sole authorities in policy making, now
share the role with higher governmental echelons as the financial support
sources shift away from the local scene. Simultaneously, strengthened teacher
organizations and increasingly vocal pressure groups at the local, state, and
national levels have forced a widening of the base for policy decisions.

SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS

The schools often seem to be either facing backward or to be completely
absorbed in the tribulations of the present, lacking a vision of possible futures
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that might guide current decisions. The present is inescapable, obviously,
and certainly the historical and philosophical underpinnings of the present
situation must be understood, but true improvement often requires a break
with conventionality—a surge toward a desired future.

The radical reform critique of government-sponsored compulsory school-
ing has depicted organized education as a form of cultural or political im-
prisonment that traps young people in an artificial and mainly irrelevant
environment and rewards conformity and docility while inhibiting curiosity
and creativity. Constructive reform ideas that have come from this critique
include the creation of open classrooms, the de-emphasis of external motiva-
tors, the diversification of educational experience, and the building of a true
sense of community within the instructional environment.

Starting with Francis Wayland Parker’s schools in Quincy, Massachusetts,
and John Dewey’s laboratory school at the University of Chicago around
the turn of the current century, the campaign to make schools into more
productive and humane places has been relentless. The duplication of A. S.
Neill’s Summerhill model in the free school movement in the 1960s, the open
classroom /open space trends of recent years, the several curricular variations
on applications of humanistic ideals, and the emergence of schools without
walls, charter schools, privatization of management, and home schooling
across the country testify to the desire to reform the present system or to
build alternatives to it.

The progressive education movement, the development of “life adjust-
ment” goals and curricula, and the “whole person” theories of educational
psychology moved the schools toward an expanded concept of schooling
that embraced new subject matters and new approaches to discipline during
the first half of this century. Since the 1950s, however, pressure for a return
to a narrower concept of schooling as intellectual training has sparked new
waves of debate. Out of this situation have come attempts by educators and
academicians to design new curricular approaches in the basic subject matter
areas, efforts by private foundations to stimulate organizational innovations
and to improve the training of teachers, and federal government support
of the community school model and the career educational curriculum. Yet
criticism of the schools abounds. The schools, according to many who use
their services, remain too factorylike, too age-segregated, and too custodial.
Alternative paths are still sought—paths that would allow action-learning,
work-study, and a diversity of ways to achieve success.

H. G. Wells has told us that human history becomes more and more a race
between education and catastrophe. Whatis needed in order to win this race is
the generation of new ideas regarding cultural change, human relationships,
ethical norms, the uses of technology, and the quality of life. These new ideas,
of course, may be old ideas newly applied. One could do worse, in thinking
through the problem of improving the quality of education, than to turn to
the third-century philosopher Plotinus, who called for an education directed
to “the outer, the inner, and the whole.” For Plotinus, “the outer” represented
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the public person, or the socioeconomic dimension of the total human being;
“the inner” reflected the subjective dimension, the uniquely experiencing
individual, or the “I”; and “the whole” signified the universe of meaning and
relatedness, or the realm of human, natural, and spiritual connectedness. It
would seem that education must address all of these dimensions if it is to
truly help people in the lifelong struggle to shape a meaningful existence. If
educational experiences can be improved in these directions, the end result
might be people who are not just filling space, filling time, or filling a social
role, but who are capable of saying something worthwhile in their lives.
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