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Preface

Educators generally agree that education takes place in a specific sociocul-
tural context. But we are not always clear and precise about the myriad of
ways in which cultural factors influence the processes of schooling, teaching,
and learning. More often than not, our insensitivity to and the lack of knowl-
edge regarding the rule of culture in education lead to unsound educational
policies, ineffective school practices, and unfair assessment of learners.
Accordingly, the primary purpose of this introductory text is to examine edu-
cation as a cultural phenomenon and the implications of this perspective for
schooling, multicultural education, educational development, and the
processes of teaching and learning.

Cultural Foundations of Education is designed to provide educators and
prospective educators with knowledge essential to making decisions about
teaching and learning. It is not a methods textbook; rather, as the title
implies, it is intended as a foundation for thinking about curriculum and ped-
agogy. We are in a time of sociocultural as well as educational change, and
educators must be equipped with the knowledge and understanding neces-
sary for effective analysis of educational issues. Teachers cannot close their
classroom doors on cultural influences on education. It is our intention that
this book will contribute to more thoughtful dialogue about education in its
cultural context.
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Use of This Text

Most of the concepts, theories, and issues presented in this text, along with
their educational ramifications, will require further probing and elaboration;
therefore, instructors are encouraged to introduce their own materials, expe-
riences, and insights to these topics as well as to the influences of political,
economic, and religious variables on education and schooling.

Case studies involving African American, Asian American, Hispanic
American, Native American, and white American groups are presented at the
end of each chapter. The contents of individual chapters will help readers
analyze the cases; also, additional sources in anthropology and education,
opinions of other students, and the instructor’s guidance will be useful in
gaining varied and alternative insights.

New to This Edition

A number of changes have been introduced to this second edition. Many sec-
tions have been updated, including the discussions of core values in chapter
2 and multicultural education in chapter 5. The extended discussion of cur-
rent reform efforts in chapter 4 should help readers consider these efforts
within the context of cultural issues. The overview of theories about the role
of schooling in chapter 5 has been reorganized and extended to include a
look at the postmodern perspective. Several end-of-chapter cases have been
replaced with newer examples for student analysis. Other updates, while
changing the text in only minor ways, are aimed at keeping the text con-
nected with current trends and theories, as well as with the experiences of
readers.
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PART ONE

Culture and the
Educative Process







Introduction

WHY STUDY THE CULTURAL
FOUNDATIONS OF EDUCATION?

Today there are widely divergent views of education. Some people see it as the
process by which individuals are helped to become the best they can be on
the basis of their ability and personally envisioned possibilities; others regard
it as the development of the intellect through which learners acquire essential
cognitive and social skills and perennial knowledge (truths). Still others pre-
fer to view education as a process, fundamentally similar to that of industrial
production, in which certain human behaviors are shaped and maintained so
that they may become useful to the individual and others at some future time.
Indeed, it is important to examine critically the relationships between these
and other concepts of education, with their varied philosophical and ideologi-
cal perspectives and their practical implications, for our ideas do make a dif-
ference in what we do and how we act. But the meanings of these ideas and
their influence on human behaviors, thinking processes, and learning styles
vary according to the society’s prevailing worldview and values. This being
the case, it is not surprising that each society has its own conceptions of what
liberal education, well-rounded perso}z, and even basic skills mean. Moreover, the
relative worth of special goals and educative means is rooted in the social, cul-
tural, political, and economic contexts in which people learn and educational
institutions function. There is no escaping the fact that education is a socio-
cultural process. Hence, a critical examination of the role of culture in human
life is indispensable to the understanding and control of educative processes.

3
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PART 1: CULTURE AND THE EDUCATIVE PROCESS

Regardless of how education is defined, from a cultural perspective it
can be viewed as the deliberate means by which each society attempts to
transmit and perpetuate its notion of the good life, which is derived from the
society’s fundamental beliefs concerning the nature of the world, knowledge,
and values. These beliefs vary from society to society and culture to culture.
To put it differently, if we accept English anthropologist Edward B. Taylor’s
definition of culture, “the complex whole which includes knowledge, beliefs,
art, morals, law, custom and any other capabilities and habits acquired by
man as a member of society” (Gould & Kolb, 1964, p. 166), then we may
regard education as the intentional attempt to pass on such a complex whole
from one generation to another. Because educational practice is the design by
which cultural contents are relayed to the next generation, the structure of
the educational system, the role of the school, and the teacher-learner rela-
tionship reflect the social organization and the cultural norms of the society.
For example, in a society where individuals treat each other as equals, the
teacher-learner or parent-child relationship tends to be informal, and com-
munication styles tend to be open with frequent reciprocal exchanges. On the
other hand, in a culture where individuals see others as either above or below
their own status (a hierarchical perspective), we are likely to find a formal
teacher-pupil relationship with a communication style characterized by com-
mands and demands issued from teachers to learners, who are seen as occu-
pying a lower status.

In another sense, the aims and the ways of educating the young are not
only influenced by the conditions of society and its culture, but they may also
be viewed as responses to societal and cultural needs. This means that in a
culturally diverse society such as ours, the various educational agents, espe-
cially the schools, must deal with the issues, problems, and needs arising out
of the relationship between the dominant and minority cultures. In sum, no
part of the educative process, neither its contents nor its products, is free
from cultural influence. Educators need to realize that the processes of teach-
ing and learning are influenced by the core values, beliefs, and attitudes as
well as the predominant cognitive and communication styles and linguistic
patterns of a culture. Further, the educative process, whether formal or infor-
mal, is equally affected by the socioeconomic status of the learner, peer pres-
sures, the nature of the relationships between dominant and minority groups,
and the impact of technology on the society.

As inextricable as the connection between culture and education is,
education as a field of study has not always been concerned with this impor-
tant relationship. Traditionally, the study of education and teacher educa-
tion programs has placed much greater emphasis on the psychological
rather than the sociocultural dimensions of teaching-learning processes. As
well-known educational anthropologist George D. Spindler (1973) points
out:
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Educational psychology has clearly dominated the scene, partly because of
a historical accident that institutionally wedded psychology and education
rather early in America and partly because the need for tests and mea-
surements and applied principles of learning have been particularly obvi-
ous in the educational milieu of American schools and have been appro-
priate for psychological applications. (p. 101)

Even in other foundational fields, the sociocultural areas that are usually
called educational sociology are primarily concerned with the relationship
between socioeconomic stratification, social change, bureaucracy, sex roles,
demographic trends, and so on, in education and schooling. It is true that in
the early 1900s Edgar C. Hewet wrote about anthropology and education
(1904) and ethnic factors in education (1905), and a significant number of
works on education and culture by such well-known scholars as Margaret
Mead, Jules Henry, Clyde Kluckhohn, Solon Kimball, Dorothy Lee, and oth-
ers appeared in the 1940s and 1950s. But serious attempts to utilize the tools
and the findings of anthropology in dealing with matters related to general
education, schooling, and teacher education did not begin until the early
1960s. Even today, cultural foundations of education are usually subsumed
under educational sociology, educational psychology, or social foundations of
education or even history and philosophy of education.

The fact that the study of the cultural foundations of education is not
yet a clearly established, distinct discipline should not diminish its importance
as practitioners attempt to examine how cultural variables affect education,
teaching, learning, and the growth and development of all learners. The rele-
vance of such a field in the study of education rests on the fact that world-
views, values, cognitive and communication styles, linguistic patterns, child-
rearing practices, tool making, knowledge acquisition, and the different ways
in which people relate to each other are all culturally bound. They also have
substantial impact on how people of all ages learn and become educated.
Moreover, our knowledge of how these and other related factors influence
human behavior may enable us to expose the cultural assumptions underly-
ing the ways in which we and others think, analyze, and observe. Indeed,
studying cultural foundations (bases) of education may give us a critical tool
with which we can more accurately assess our work as educators and facilitate
the development of more effective and just educational strategies and
resource allocations so that optimal learning may be assured for all.

~

ANTHROPOLOGY AND EDUCATION

Given the nature and function of the cultural foundations of the education
field as just described, anthropology should be considered its parent disci-
pline and knowledge base. Anthropology, a science (logos) of man (anthro), is
concerned with describing, analyzing, and comparing the physical, social,



