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Concem about the quality of education has been expressed by philosophers,
politicians, and parents for centuries. There has been a perpetual and unre-
solved debate regarding the definition of education, the relationship between
school and society, the distribution of decision-making power in educational
matters, and the means for improving all aspects of the educational enterprise.

In recent decades the growing influence of thinking drawn from the
humanities and the behavioral and social sciences has brought about the
development of interpretive, normative, and critical perspectives, which
have sharpened the focus on educational concerns. These perspectives have
allowed scholars and researchers to closely examine the contextual varia-
bles, 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 philosophi-
cal assumptions, theories, and visions that find their way into real-life edu-
cational situations. The application situation, with its attendant political
pressures, sociocultural differences, community expectations, parental
influence, and professional problems, provides a testing ground for con-
tending theories and ideals.

This “testing ground” image applies only insofar as the status quo is
malleable enough to allow the examination and trial of alternative views.
Historically, 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 The Quest for Identity
(1958), social institutions by definition tend toward solidification and pro-
tectionism. His depiction of the dialectical development of civilizations
centers on the tension between the security and authoritarianism of “institutional
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processes” and the dynamism and change-orientation of “instrumental
processes.”

The field of education seems to graphically illustrate this observation.
Educational practices are primarily tradition bound. The twentieth-century
reform movement, spurred by the ideas of John Dewey, A. S. Neill, and a
host of critics who campaigned for change in the 1960s, challenged the
structural rigidity of schooling. In more recent decades, reformers have
either attempted to restore uniformity in the curriculum and in assessment
of results or campaigned for the support of alternatives to the public school
monopoly. The latter group comes from both the right and the left of the
political spectrum.

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 social
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 pres-
sure groups.

The struggle to find the most appropriate answers to these questions
now involves, as in the past, an interplay of societal aims, educational pur-
poses, and individual intentions. Moral development, the quest for wisdom,
citizenship 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. and Ken-
neth P. Bailey, Historical and Philosophical Foundations of Western Education;
Harry Good and Edwin Teller, A History of Education; Adolphe Meyer, An
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Educational History of the American People; Robert L. Church and Michael W.
Sedlak, Education in the United States: An Interpretive History; Merle Curti, The
Social Ideas of American Educators; Henry ]. Perkinson, The Imperfect Panacea:
American Faith in Education, 1865-1965; Clarence Karier, Man, Society, and
Education; V. T. Thayer, Formative Ideas in American Education; H. Warren But-
ton and Eugene E. Provenzo, Jr., History of Education and Culture in America;
David Tyack and Elisabeth Hansot, Managers of Virtue: Public School Leader-
ship in America, 1820-1980; Joel Spring, The American School, 1642-1990; S.
Alexander Rippa, Education in a 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.

These and other historical accounts of the development of schooling
demonstrate the continuing need to address educational questions in terms
of cultural and social dynamics. A careful analysis of contemporary educa-
tion demands attention not only to the historical interpretation of develop-
mental 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 (1976), Seymour Itzkoff examines the
interplay between informal and formal education, concluding that eco-
nomic and technological expansion have pulled people away from the in-
formal 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
produced 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 integra-
tion, 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 disci-
pline, 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 viewpoints.



