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~ Text A ~

The Revolution That Turned Education Sentimental

At some point in the mid-1960s the picture of the classroom in the national imagination
changed. Before, it consisted of ranks of traditional, slope-surfaced wooden desks at which sat uni-
formed children, their heads bowed, before an authoritarian and perhaps eccentric teacher. After,
there were tables organized into groups, no uniforms and a nice, friendly teacher who probably
liked the same pop music as his pupils.

This is a cartoon view ,but it depicts a real change.
It was an educational revolution that was well-meant, be-
nignly inspired by concern for our children and apparent- ;
ly ,endorsed by some of the greatest minds of our age. I
ideal was to help children grow and its politics were e-
galitarian. With Shirley Williams’ abolition of most |
grammar schools and the introduction of comprehen-

sives,the plan was in place.

It was,as we and the Prince of Wales now know ,an unmitigated disaster. Understanding why
we did it and why it fails is a gloomy but necessary business.

Perhaps it was simply because it seems like a nice thing to do. Of course teachers should help
children to grow up; of course comprehensives should break down class divisions; of course grim
authority should give way to happy enthusiasm. These were simple ideals, but they were created
by a thought process and it is this that now has to be dismantled.

The first point is not to be confused by the politics. Today’ s teachers are not the raging ex-
tremists of Tory and tabloid mythology. Indeed, more than 50% of them, according to one esti-
mate , vote Conservative.

The real root of the problem is inadequately understood and misapplied theory. Take, for ex-



ample , the specific issue raised by the prince—why Shakespeare was not being widely and enthu-
siastically taught. The immediate reason is that educationists and teachers have colluded on a view
that contemporary and multicultural work is more relevant and that Shakespeare, indeed all pre-

- 1990 literature , is left to be inaccessible to less able pupils.

At one level this is a result of the “child-cen-
tered” philosophy defined by the Plowden report in the = Questions

1960s. Lady Plowden’ s committee led us all into un- /- What was the intention of British education
¥ starting in the 1960s?

structured classrooms and the accompanying glorifica- 2. What is the consequence of this educationalyy

: Tdich 3 : - . revolution?
tion of childish ignorance. It effectively wrote the script " 3. Why was Shakespeare not widely read and
for the liberal education establishment that has domina- enthusiastically taught?

4. How did structuralism and post-structuralisms
4 influence British literature?

Keeping the Plowden faith alive now is the wildly  »3. What is the author's view on Prince Charles’
intervention in the educational system,

ted our schools ever since.

misguided figure of Frank Smith, preacher of the “real
books” approach to reading. This is the liberal theory in its most decadent phase: children are ex-
pected to read almost solely by being in the presence of books. Some benign osmosis is supposed
to function. What Smith and his followers cannot see is that reading is an artificial activity,an ar-
bitrary code demanded by our culture.

Emerging from ill-digested Freud, which, in turn, was modified Nietzsche, and a corrupted
version of Rousseau,the beliefs of these people aspired to turn education into a process whereby
the child dictated the pace. The whole educational emphasis swung from transmitting a culture to
nurturing individual development. It encouraged sentimentality, the primary emotional evil of our
day ,and a sort of caring blandness. More alarmingly , it offered teachers the chance to be social en-
gineers.

In practical terms, it undermined the authority of what was being taught. It is not necessary,
indeed it is impossible, for a primary school child to understand the principle behind the eight-
times table. Numbers of theorists over the world would dearly like to know that principle for them-
selves. But child-centeredness demands understanding rather than learning,so tables are not taught
properly and children are severed from a culture which depends for its coherence on the simple,
authoritative certainty that seven times eight is 56.

Literature in schools was specifically compromised by other cases of remote high-intellectual

theories trickling down into the classrooms. In the late 1960s and the early 1970s, structuralism

swept through British universities to be followed later by post-structuralism. A whole generation of
French thinkers—Derrida, Barthes, Lacan, Levi-Strauss,, Foucault—appeared to have discovered

that literature was dead.



All that was left was “the text”. Great authors and their intentions were exposed as elaborate
delusions. Meaning was unconsciously embodied in the text, any text. Hamlet, from this perspec-
tive , has no greater intrinsic worth than the list of ingredients on a can of beans.

Barthes and Derrida were brilliant and Rousseau and Freud, the cultural grandfathers of the-

1960s revolution,, were geniuses. The average teacher has probably never read any of them, but
without knowing, he has absorbed an intellectual tradition that had distorted their thought into
cheap sentimentality. Handing such tradition to a low-grade educational establishment is like giv-
ing a Kalashnikov to a four-year-old.

There is one final layer of intellectual corruption that needs to be exposed—cultural relativ-
ism. This is the most deeply hiddén of all because it is the most pervasive. In essence, it is the
deadening conviction that all cultures are equal and that, therefore, ours is of no special value. It
can even be glimpsed in the current moronic Nationwide Building Society television advertisement
in which dancing natives carrying spears are unquestioningly characterized as springing from an
“older,wiser” culture. Hamlet and the eight-times table are cast aside. Anything can be taught.

Why do we feel the need to believe this? Why have we lost the power to celebrate what we
are?

Yet cultural relativism is the instinctive belief of our entire educational éstablishment and,
consequently , of their pupils. It explains all the supposedly “relevant” material that makes its ways
into classrooms as well as the abject “multiculturalism” that destroys our ability to assert that
Hamlet is better than either a baked bean can or the latest rap star.

Prince Charles began to see the point when he read of a speech delivered by George Walden,
the Tory MP,in June 1990. Walden is the Jonathan Swift of our age, hurling dangerously literate
abuse at the tat and trash of our culture.

The speech, ostensibly on the subject of diplomacy, veered into a withering evocation of a
culturally depraved nation—whose economic recovery is as recent as it is likely to change , whose
educational and cultural levels remain lamentably low,and whose main conurbations—which al-
ready include some of the most desolating cityscapes in Europe—are becoming environmentally
suffocated. He spoke of “a trashed society , trashy broadcasting, trashy newspapers, trashy values,a
national past trashed by a trashy education system”. We were “the thick man of Europe”.

It is difficult to imagine anybody wishing to be King of such a place. So Walden, who is very
clever, met Charles,who is not,and helped to steer him in the direction of education as the root of
the malaise. ;

As with architecture, it was a potentially explosive populist issue. People seemed unable to
get what they wanted from a band of haughty professionals. And, as with architecture, throwing

3 B



the prince into this morass was to play a highly risky wild card.

The key to what the prince,and therefore Walden,is saying is bewilderment. After 12 years
of radical Tory rule and in a climate of popular conviction that the state education system has been
a disastrous failure , why are our schools still so bad? And why do they still seem so vulnerable to
the kind of ideas that have proved so disastrous for so long?

The political problem was that schools never made Margaret Thatcher angry in the same way
as unions or nationalized industries. She felt that people ought to look after themselves and bad
schools became, in this context,a kind of bracing ,self-improving hazard of life.

It was a terrible , tragic mistake. Of all the failed establishments of post-war Britain, education
was the one most urgently in need of a Thatcher revolution. But her ministers, with their children
at private schools,never did enough to force her to re-examine her prejudices.

So the bewilderment of the prince is inspired both by a political failure and by deeply-embed-
ded intellectual corruption. The hope must be that his intervention will focus the popular convic-
tion that something is badly wrong and force the issue out of the wilderness to which Thatcher
consigned it.

Unfortunately taking on the liberal educational establishment is like trying to disperse a fog
with hand grenades. To discuss the issue with them is to run into a damp barrier of terrifying com-
placency. They will focus on “resources” ,on the specialist expertise of teachers or on the availa-
bility of Shakespeare on video. What they will not do is to accept the bad and violent failure of the
education system to transmit the most glorious cultural heritage in the world. This is, of course,be-
cause they themselves are substantially ignorant of that culture.

The prince is aspiring to exalted company. Apart from Walden,in this country the historian,
Correlli Barnett, has damned the education system for producing “a segregated, subliterate, un-
skilled , unhealthy and institutionalised proletariat hanging on the nipple of state maternalism” . And
in America,Allan Bloom with his book, The Closing of the American Mind, has indicted liberal
educationists for the almost total destruction of the nation’ s culture.

But the truth is that,both in the United States and Britain , these prophets are surveying a de-
feat. The damage has been done. As a result, both countries have resigned themselves to living
with a swelling , disaffected , subliterate underclass.

Teaching Shakespeare or tables has nothing to do with such vast social problems, the liberals
will say. The horror is that they still believe it.



~ Text B

Engineering Schools Neglect Innovation

An engineering school that merely imparts information is an expensive waste. So began
“Education for Innovation”, an article by Daniel V. De Simone questioning the relevance of
standard engineering education. A staff member of the U. S. Department of Commerce ,De Simone

maintained that real-life problems were losing out to mysterious scientific discovery.
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- His fear was that the busingss of engineering, de-
g% fined as the synthesis of invention and innovation for the
extension of man’ s capabilities, was being subverted by
a lack of creative design courses in U. S. engineering
: schools. He expressed alarm that Ph. D. candidates often
i focused on science,not on likely uses for their work.
This situation was, he felt, the fallout of a shift in
. the philosophy of academia. Though engineeriﬁg schools
still taught the fundamentals well , he said, they had failed their students—and socigty as a whole—
by emphasizing the “knowledge and skills of analysis to the virtual exclusion bf all else” . Remar-
king on U. S. engineering schools’ reaction to the launch of Sputnik by the USSR, he reminded
readers that “this spectacular feat of engineering innovation. . . was hailed. . . as a scientific mira-
cle,and the educational reforms thereby generated. .. were science-oriented. ” In his view, this
emphasis had caused the art of creative engineering to be orphaned by the schools.

De Simone insisted that skills and attitudes essential to innovation can be nurtured in an envi-
ronment where their elements are taught and divergent thinking is both encouraged and required.
He felt the problems of modern society would not be solved under the system in place in 1968 be-
cause “original or unconventional approaches to problems were discouraged and their proponents
often penalized. ”

Sensing that U. S. society was being shaped increasingly by the technologies of communica-
tion and information processing , foresaw its being “at the center of an electrically contracted glob-
al village. ” A possibility he imagined was the erosion of boundaries between formal disciplines.

He also mentioned a benefit computers would provide freedom from the chére of managing
- masses of data. As he saw it,computers would perform many of the computational and analytical
functions that preoccupied students, freeing them to devise creative solutions to social problems.



