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The various
commis-
sions,
panels,
and
task forces
issuing
reports on
American
education
reveal an ap-
palling lack of
understanding
of the function '
of general
education in a

free society.
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Leopards break into the temple, and drink
the sacnificial chalices dry. This occurs repeat-
edly, again and again; finally it can be
reckoned on beforehand and become a part of

the ceremany
S education has been buffeted inces-
Sal]ll_\" l)\ C(Jllﬂl(.'fl"g CI}.H".(JTS f()'l'
reform. Each clamor for reform is even-
tually met by a clamor for counterre-
form to undo the excesses of the previ-
ous one. The schools have become so
inured to attacks from every conceivable
and inconceivable source that they have
come to regard these attacks as part of
the ceremony
Yet the schools have not been intran-
sigent. Nor have they sought to marshall
their defenses against destructive attacks
while moving to beneft from construc-
tive criticism. Instead, by and large, the
ceremonial response of the schools has
been to ride the dominant sociopolitical
tide of the times. Witness how readily
the schools shifted from the back-to-
basics retrenchment of the early 1950s
to discipline-centered curricula and the
pursuit of academic excellence—with
priority on the sciences and mathemat-
ics—during the late 50s and early 60s.
From there, the schools responded to
the call for “relevance” and “humaniz-
ing” the curniculum in the late 60s and
early 70s, only to return to the basics in
the late 70s and early 80s. And now,
heading toward the mid-80s, they are

—Franz Kafka

ince midcentury Amernican public
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once again secking “academic excel-
lence”—with priority on the scienges
and mathematics.

Witness also the shift from emphasis
on the gifted and talented during the era
of the Cold War and space race, to the
prionity given the disadvantaged dunng
the “war on poverty,” and now back
again to the gifted and talented. Innova-
tions have been promoted and discarded
segmentally like fads and fashions—
instructional television, teaching ma-
chines and programmed instruction,
team teaching and differentiated staff-
ing, modular-flexible scheduling, inde-
pendent study, mastery leaming, and so
on. Reforms ranging from the new
mathematics to the open classroom
have been painstakingly adopted and
painlessly discarded

No less than anv other era, the con-
temporary scene is marked by waves of
conflicting and contradictory criticism
and reinvented demands for reform
Following an era of damaging retrench-
ment, public school educators may be
justified in hesitating to find fault with
any of the recent reports and studies of
our schools when these documents call
for a vast increase in our investment in
education. But unless the profession
sorts out the contradictory demands and
prescriptions for reform, the schools will
continue to be buffeted by conflicting
demands and will nde whatever socio-
political tide 1s dominant.

A Nation at Risk
In the current welter of reports and
studies, the media have devoted the

“Unless the profession
sorts out the
contradictory
prescriptions for reform,
schools will continue to
be buffeted by
conflicting demands and
will ride whatever
sociopolitical tide is
dominant.”
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most attention to A Nation at Risk, the
report of the National Commuission on
Excellence in Education, appointed by
.ne U.S. Secretary of Education. As an
official federal document, this report in
particular was bound to attract attention;
but it is the sensationalistic language of
A Nation at Risk that gamered the
widest media coverage and the most
intensive discussion and debate. No re-
port on education in recent memory has
been so casily and readily identified and
encapsulated in a single sentence: “If an
unfriendly forcign power had attempted
to impose on America the mediocre
educational performance that exists to-
dav. we might well have viewed it as an
act of war.” The report alleges that the
position of the United States in com-
merce, industry, science, and techno-
logical innovation 15 being overtaken by
Japan and other competitors throughout
the world as a result of “a rising tide of
mediocrity in our schools that threatens
our very future as a Nation and a peo-
ple.”! In fixing the blame on our
schools, the report goes on to state that
“The citizen 1s dismaved at a steady |5-
vear decline in industrial productivity as
one American IT'IdII\tF\ dﬂCT L”]Ufh(_"l'
falls to world competition.”"? The Na-
tional Commission does not blame this
decline on our existing political, indus-
tnal, and scientific lcadership, or even
on our mstitutions of higher education

Instead, it targets the public schools

However illogical, contradictory,
hypocritical this may seem. the public
schools have always been the easy scape-
goat. For those who see a positive side to
such attacks, namely the prospect of a
great infusion of federal and state funds
for public education, it should be
stressed that misguide ! attacks tend to
lead to misguided and unbalanced
“remedies.”

Several aspects of A Nation at Risk
are indeed puzzling. For instance, the
Commussion states that its frst charge
was to “assess the quality of teaching
and learning in our Nation's public and
private schools, colleges, and universi-
ties."* Yet the report proceeds to identify
a host of deficiencies in our schools and
prescribes a number of needed curricu-
lar reforms, but makes virtually no men-
tion of any deficiencies in our colleges
and universities, except for achievement
test scores, and offers no curricular pre-

or

| scriptions for higher education, even

though the 18-member Commission in-

“Most of the recent reports
on educational reform point
to the need for a common
core of studies in our
secondary schools.”

cluded three university presidents (one
of whom chaired the Commussion), a
community college president, and two
university professors (one of whom had
served as a university president)

Earlv in the report, under a section
captioned “Indicators of Risk,” 15 a list
of 13 “documented indicators. ” Cited at
the very top of the list 1s the allegedly
poor performance of American students
on the international compansons of
school achievement of a decade ago
Yet not until page 34 (of this 36-page
report) 15 1t acknowledged that this very
same international studv of educational
achievemnent actually revealed that no
nation approaches the Umted States in
the proportion of vouth completing high
school and going on to higher educa-
tion, and that, furthermore, the top 9
percent of American secondary students
compared favorably in achievement
with their peers in other nations

Only a month prior to the release of A
Nation at Risk, the director of the
International Project for the Evaluation
of Educational Achievement, Torsten
Husén, was impelled to wnte in an
American education journal that the
current waves of attack on schools in the
United States resemble the criticisms
following Sputnik . He went on to
reiterate the finding that the best Ameri-

can students are comparable in achieve-
ment to those of other advanced na-
tions. Morcover, “The comprehensive
systems, where the net 1s cast more

[ widely, result in a bigger ‘talent catch,’

while those who are less able to get a
better opportunity to develop their po-

| tential than in the selective systems of

the traditional European type.™ Husén
concluded that the most serious prob-
lem on both sides of the Atlantic 1s the
educational underclass of school fail-
ures. Unfortunately, neither A Nation
at Risk, nor anv of the other reports,
provides any focus on this problem

Most of the recent reports on educa-
tional reform point to the need for a
common core f}f \til(l“_'\ in our \(.'('U“(.I-
arv schools. A Nation at Risk criticizes
schools for the prevailing “curricular
smorgasbord,” and lists as its hrst rec-
ommendation that state and local high
school graduation requirements consist
of a core of four vears of English, three
vears of mathematics, three vears of
science, three vears of social studies,
and a half-vear of computer science
Health and physical education and rec-
reation go unmentioned, and the arts
are relegated to ancillary status. Most
unfortunately, stead of seemng the
comiImaon core U{ \tlldl[_'\ ds flllFl“lT'lg ti'l(.'
function of general education, A Nation
at Rusk labels the core as the “Five New
Basics.”

-lh(' 1s5uc 15 E}]l maorc H'I'dﬂ 4 mere
label. The conception of general educa-
tion that cmcrgcd in Amernican second-
ary and higher education in this century
was directly linked with the ideals and
functions of a democratic society. Gen-
eral education was conceived as that
common universe of discourse, under-
standing, and competence necessary for
effective membership in a free society.®
In recent vears, some of our leading
colleges and universities have rediscov-
ered the need for a coherent core of
studies for general education. However,
our secondary schools are being admon-
ished to stress the “New Basics. ™

A Nation at Risk advocates adminis-
tering national standardized tests to cer-
tify levels of achievement at various
transition points in schooling; requiring
far more homework for students; length-
(_'l'IIT'Ig 'hc \CI!U(]I dil\' a"d vear, and
instituting merit pay and the employ-
ment of teachers on an 11-month basis
The report also calls for making text-
books and other curricular materials
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| more rigorous in content. but makes no
mention of the need to combat the

curricular matenals. The report gives lip
service to our world as a “global village™
and the democratizing function of our
schools, but fails to broach the need for
mternational understanding.  Instead,
| the schools are regarded narrowly as
instruments  for regaimimg our domi-
nance over world markets. No mention
15 made of the fact that the largest and
fastest growing sector in the world econ-
omy is in military production and trade.
No mention 1s made of the cost of this
global militarv-industnial commerce to
the health of our nation’s cconomy and
the corresponding neglect of our social
well-being
In short, this thin report of 36 pages,
completed at a cost of almost half a
million dollars over a penod of almost
two vears, 15 a great disappointment.
Chaired by the recently apponted Presi-
dent of the University of Califorma and
IIICIII(IHIK_: in ats TT'll'”]I'I(_'I\IIIp kli(.'ll dca-
demic lumimanes as A Bartlet Gia-
metti, President of Yale, and Glenn T
Seaborg, Nobel laurcate and former
President of the Unnersitv of Califor-
mia, the report of the Commission on
Excellence should have produced a par-
agon of excellence Instead. the Com-
mission resorted to superheial analysis,
distortions of data, and reckless accusa-
tions

Action for Excellence

Within weeks of the appearance of A
Nation at Risk, the Task Force on
Education for Economic Growth, spon-
sored by the Education Commission of
the States, 1ssued ats report, Action for
Excellence. The membership of the
Task Force meluded 13 governors, 14
chief executives of major corporations,
six educators, four leaders of education-
al organizations, and one head of an
industnal labor umion. The tone and
content of Action for Excellence are very
similar to A Nation at Risk. Such words
and phrascs as “emergency,” “urgency,”
“crucial to our national survival,” “mo-
bilizing,” and “global competition™ ring
through the opening pages of Action for
Excellence. "'Japan, West Germany and
other relatively new industnal powers
have challenged Amenica’s position on
the leading edge of change and techni-
cal invention,” it declares.® In a text of
only 42 pages, the Task Force offers the

censorship of school books and other |

“Other recommendations of
the Task Force include
raising teacher salaries and
instituting merit pay,
increasing federal aid to
education, and establishing
Eartnerships between
usinesses and schools.”

needed prescription for regaming our
preeminent position in global industnal
| competition Fchomg  the National
Commission on Excellence, it calls for
| broadening the dehnition of basic skills
| and cmphasizimg “mastery of higher
order skills” to meet the demand for
“highly skilled human capital™ in the
“new cra” of “global competition.™

Manv educators may take heart from
the recognition, however belated, that
the era of reducing the curniculum to
minimum  competencies and  lowest
common-denominator  skills  through
back-to-basics has led to a decline in
thinking abilities. and that a new cra of
curriculum reconstruction has arnved.
However, the Task Force reveals no
concephion of general education to meet

| broadened basic skills identified in Ac-
tion for Excellence are geared to indus-
tnal-business productivity. Appearing in
the Appendix of the report is a list of
“basic skills and competencies for pro-
ductive emplovment”™ as developed by
the business-industrial membership of
the Task Force. In addition to basic
skills of reading, wniting, speaking and
listening, mathematics, and science,
the Task Force identifics competencies
in reasoning, cconomics, computer lit-

the needs of vouth mn a free society. The |

eracy, and basic emplovment. “Good™
citizenship 1s listed under “basic em-
plovment.” The Task Force does not
mention democratic citizenship and
what this entails m terms of cnticallv
examiming the pervading problems and

our historic expenience.  The  arts,
health, physical education, and recrea-
tion are conspicuously absent. More
time and intensive work are advocated
in the academic subjects while “soft,
nonessential” courses are to be eliminat-
(.‘(i.

Other recommendations of the Task
Force mclude raising teacher salanes
and institutmg ment pav, improving
teacher education. increasing federal
| aid to education to meet national prior-
| 1hes, momtonng pupil achievement and
the attamment of specific skills through
penodic testing, and cstablishing part-
nerships  between  businesses  and
| schools. In connection with these “part-
nerships.” the Task Foree advocates that
business and industnal leaders “share
with school managers (sic) their exper-
| tise in planning. budgeting and man-
agement,” establish “customized job-
traming cfforts between businesses and
schools,” and conduct “courses actually
taught m ofhees and factones.™ Existing
federal-state supported programs of vo-
cational education arc ignored. No
mention i1s made of the dismal failure of
carlier programs for engaging business
and industny in education and job tran-
| ing for our vouth. such as through the
job corps programs conducted by busi-
ness and industny wath federal funds.

Earlv in this century, John Dewey
wamed that an enlightened. democratic
social order requires “a vocational edu-
cation which does not subject vouth to
the demands and standards of the pre-
| sent svstem, but which utihizes its scien-
tific and social factors to develop a
courageous intelhgence. and to make
intelligence practical and executive.™
To Dewey, a frée society cannot use the
public school simplv to tum out more
efficient workers adapted to the present
economic regime, but must equip indi-
viduals to control their own economic
| careers and to develop their insight to
help bring about a rcorganization of
industry consonant «ith a democratc
socictyv. In contrast, the Task Force
seeks to mold the nising generation to fit
| the needs of the existing industnal ma-
chinen

issues of our times in the perspective of |
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“In seeking to
reestablish the priority
of science and
mathematics over other
subjects, the NSB
Commission ignores the
need to build a coherent
curriculum in general
education.”

Action for Excellence finds no fault
with our industrial-business and politi-
cal leadership for the decline in our
nation’s position of dominance over
world industrial markets. Instead, the
blame rests with our schools. The

| schools are to be renewed by our busi-

ness-industrial leadership, who will
show school managers the “effective
management techniques.” The report
makes no reference to the responsibility
of our business-industnial leadership for
the shoddy products, false and mislead-
ing advertising, intellectually retarded
television fare, irresponsible environ-
mental pollution, appalling cost over-

runs through the military-industrial
complex, or the failures of our political
leadership at national, state, and local
levels to meet their campaign promuises.
No mention is made of the reduction of
federal support of school lunch and
nutrition programs, nor of the effects of
inadequate nutnition on learning.

Like the National Commission on
Excellence, the authors of Action for
Excellence fail to recognize the need for
a coherent curnculum in general edu-
cation—a curriculum so conceived that
our rising generation can develop the

| social power and insight necessary for

effective citizenry and good government

| in a free society.

School leaders may be reluctant to
fault a report that calls for strong federal
commitment to education backed by
greatly increased fnancial support. In-
deed the precedence for such a commit-
ment 15 well-established at all levels of
education—elementary, secondary, and
higher. But if there is a lesson to be
learned from the federally supported
curricular reform programs of the Cold
War era, it 15 that the wider public
interest must not be sacrificed for nar-
row nationalistic interests. Judging from
Action for Excellence, we have not
learned this lesson.

Educating for the 2Ist Century

A more considered report, couched in
somewhat less inflammatory language
than ecither A Nation at Risk or Action
for Excellence—yet one that 1s likely to
raise at least as many problems and
1ssues as it seeks to solve—is the report
by the Cormmission on Precollege Edu-
cation in Mathemetics, Science, and
Technology. This Commussion, ap-

| pointed by the National Science Board

of the National Science Foundation,
issued its report in September 1983
under the title, Educating Americans for

| the 21st Century: A Plan of Action for

Improving Mathematics, Science, and
Technology for All American Elemen-
tary and Secondary Students So That
Their Achievement is the Best inthe
World by 1995. The National Science
Board (NSB) Commission, chaired by a
former U.S. cabinet member, included
five college administrators, five college
professors, three industrialists, a former
Air Force Chief of Staff, one state
school administrator, two school ad-
ministrators, one head of an educational
organization, and one TV entertainer.

“The Nation that dramatically and

] boldly led the world into the age of

technology 15 failing to provide its own
children with the intellectual tools
needed for the 21st century,” begins the
report, which goes on to warn that
“Already the quality of our manufac-
tured products, the wiability of our
trade, our leadership in research and
development, and our standards of liv-
ing are being challenged. " Toward the
end are the following statements, remi-
niscent of the era of the Cold War and
space race:

Prepared citizens lespecially in science,
mathematics and technology as well as other
basic academic and technical subjects) are
required for the operation of the Nation's
essential industnes and services, the ability
of those industries to compete internation-
ally and for mibitary secunity

Federal involvement 15 necessarv when
certain critical skills are extremely short or
when there is a great need for an urgent
program to produce vital talent (e.g., short-
ages of trammed doctors or other medical
personnel in wartime or the national re-
sponse to Sputnik)

Under the caption, “Lessons from
Other Countries,” the NSB Commis-
sion proceeds to point to the Interna-
tional Study of Mathematics Achieve-
ment of 20 vyears ago and the
International Study af Science Achieve-
ment of 13 years ago as evidence of our
failure. This alleged fatlure is docu-

| mented with a reference to Torsten

Husén, despite the fact that Husén
warned against making the kind of mis-
interpretations of the findings made by
the NSB. In -appallingly unscientific
fashion, the NSB compares the mass of
Amencan |8-year-olds with a small ehite
of other nations, 1ignonng Husen's clear
and repeated warnings against compar-
ing a small elite school population, such
as in the European nations, with the
large comprehensive, and cosmopolitan
school population of the U.S. Only
after upholding Japan as the appropriate
standard does the NSB Commission
acknowledge that Japan has a culturally
homogeneous student population, and
that Japanese high school students must
survive an examination cauldron under
a system of relatively limited opportuni-
ties for higher education and upward
social mobility,

“We must return to basics, but the
‘basics’ of the 21st century are not only
reading, writing, and arithmetic,” de-
clares the NSB Commission. “They

8
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| mclude  commumication and higher

problem-solving skills. and scientific
| and technological hteracy—the think-
ing tools that allow us to understand the
technological world around us. """ As in
the casc of other reports of national
commissions on education, the schools
are blamed for a decline in student
thinking abilities. And although the Na-
tional Assessment test scores are cited as
evidence of this decline, the report fails
to note the analvsis made by the Nation-
al Assessment staff attnibuting this de-
cline to the back-to-basics retrenchment
that was imposed on the schools during
the 19705

In addition to raising the require-
ments 1n mathematics, science, and
technology in K-8, the NSB Commis-
sion calls for mimmum state-mandated
requirements for high school graduation
to include three vears of mathematics
including one vear of algebra, and at
least three vears of science and technol-
ogy, including one semester of comput-
er science. Statewide performance stan-
dards should be instituted, and the
| f('d{'r&l' gn\'t‘rnnlt‘l!l hll(]lll(l d(_'\'(.'l()p and
maintain a national mechanism to mea-
sure student achievement in order to
| make national, state, and local compan-

sons. College entrance requirements

should mclude four vears of high school
| science, icluding physics, chemistry,
and one semester of computer science;
and four vears of mathematics, imclud-
ing a sccond vear of algebra and course
work in probability and statistics.

Although the NSB  Commnussion
rightly criticizes the existing segmented
| and fragmented science curniculum,
and calls for curnculum articulation in
science, it overlooks the need to address
the social implicatons of science and
technology through correlation of the
sciences and the social studies for pur-
poses of general education. In secking to
reestablish the prionity of science and
mathematics over other subjects in the
curniculum. the NSB Commussion ig-
nores the need to build a coherent
curriculum n general education. More-
over, the Commussion fails to address
the needed relationships between tech-
nology and vocational education. Voca-
tional education is virtually dismissed as
being concerned with narrow job-relat-
ed skills.

Choosing to overlook the shortcom-
ings and failures of the unprecedented
national curmnculum-reform  projects

during the Cold War era of the 50s and
60s, when the National Science Foun-
dation expended hundreds of millions of
dollars for the “new” mathematics and
“new” science disciplines in our
schools, the NSB Commission recom-
mends that, “The National Secience
Foundation, which has recognized ex-
pertise in leading curmculum develop-
ment, should again (sic) take the
leadership in promoting curriculum
evaluation and development for mathe-

matics, science and technology.™ It also |

recommends spending several billion
federal dollars for this effort over the
next six vears, as a necessarv imvestment
in “our Nation’s human capital ~

Finally, the NSB Commuission calls
on the President of the U.S. to immedi-
atelv appoint a permanent National
Education Council to report regularly to
the President and to provide leadership
in developing, coordinating, and imple-
menting plans to improve and maintain
the quality of the nation’s elementary
and secondarv education in mathemat-
ics, saence, and technology. The
Council would establish national goals
for education, ensure the necessarv as-
sessment of student achievement, and
monitor and report annuallv on the
progress being made.

The wider ranging implications of the
report of the NSB Commission raise
incalculable dangers of establishing the
same mechanisms employed by the
USSR in subordinating education to the
interests of the state. In 1916 Dewey
pointed to this danger in tracing the
evolution of German nationalism,
which tumed the schools to senving the
interests of the military and in struggles
for international supremacy in com-
merce. As a consequence, the “state”
was substituted for humamty and cos-
mopolitanism gave wav to national-
ism, '

The Paideia Proposal
Mortimer Adler has long been an advo-
cate and populanzer of the perenmialist
school of thought. In The Paideia Pro-
posal: A Curniculum Manifesto,'* Adler
speaks for members of his “Paideia
Group” in calling for a general, one-
track curriculum for all throughout the
12 vears of “basic schooling”™—with no
electives except for the choice of a
second language.

His 22-member Paideia Group is
dominated by fellow perennialists from

the higher echelons of academe, includ-
g three Van Dorens from Adler’s Insti-
tute for Philosophical Research, two
leading members of the Council for
Basic Education. and a former head-
master of Phillips Academv. However,
considering that the membership also
included the school supenntendents of
Chicago and Atlanta. a pubic high
school principal. and the President of
the Camegic Foundation for the Ad-
vancement of Teaching, it is surpnsing
that there are no dissenting opinions in
the report

Adler’s one-track cumculum would
consist of:

® The acquisiion of orgamized
knowledge by means of didactic instruc-
tion in language. literature, and fine
arts: mathematics and natural science;
and historv, geography, and social stud-
1es

® Development of intellectual skills
of reading, wniting, speaking, listening,
calculating, and exercising critical judg-
ment l

® Enlarged understanding of ideas |
and values through Socratic question-
ing.
Adler’s conception of mind as a mus-
cle to be developed. or as a vessel to be
filled, is expressed throughout. He sees

Ve
e
—
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“Adler’s conception of
mind as a muscle to be

deve , or as a vessel

to be filled, is expressed
throughout.”
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the mind being improved by the acqui-
sition of information; drill and exercise
{with the teacher functioning as an ath-
letic coach); and, fnally, “raising the
mind up from a lesser or weaker under-
standing to a stronger and more fuller
one” by Socratic questioning.

In various sections of the report, Ad-
ler misrepresents Dewey's views on vo-
cational education. Dewey was unalter-
ably opposed to vocational training as
social predestination. But Dewev called
for a kind of vocational education in the
comprehensive secondary school that
would enhance social sympathy and
insight in a democracy, and lead to the
improvement of social conditions

Mortimer Adler's Manifesto should
be read by educators as a curious artifact
of perenmiahist/essentialist notions on
the school curriculum and the nature of
the learner

The Carnegie Foundation Report

If any of the current wave of reports on
the state of Amenican public education
stand out in avoiding accusatory and
condemnatory language, and in seeking
constructive avenues for improvement,
they are High Schoal by Ermest Boyer,
President of the Carnegie Foundation
for the Advancement of Teaching, and
A Place Called School by John I. Good-
lad, former Dean of Education at
UCLA. Both of these reports involved
actual study of conditions in selected
schools throughout the nation, as well
as the analvsis of other data in formulat-
ing recommendations on needed re-
forms in educational policy and prac-
hice.

The Boyer report for the Carnegie
Foundation is based on the observations
of 25 educators who each spent 20 days
visiting 15 public high schools repre-

| sentative of a “cross-section of American
public secondary education.”'* A panel
of 28 educators and lay citizens served
in an advisory capacity. The aim was to
dentify, through the held visits, ways of
improving secondary education. Selec-
tive literature and data on education
from a variety of sources were also used.

The Boyer report identifies four es-

| sential goals and functions of the high
school namely that it should help all
students:

® Develop the capacity to think cniti-

| cally and communicate cffectively
through a mastery of language

® Learn about themselves, the hu-

| serminar on work,

“Boyer warns that the
separate courses must
be connected. . .. How
this is to be done is left
to the teachers and
students to work out.”

man heritage, and the interdependent
\’\"”fll] m w hi(,l! ”'If.'\ ]I\'(' Il!r”llgll a corc
curriculum based on consequential hu-
man experiences common to all people

® Prepare for work and further educa-
tion through a program of clectives that
develop individual aptitudes and inter-
ests

® Fulfll their social and civic obliga-
tions through school and commumty
service

The Bover report appropriately criti-
cizes the many school-reform proposals
fﬂr lilf.kll'lg o |.lrg('r VIS10T, SUcC h d5 repre-

sented by the above goals or functions of |

the high school. Although Bover cniti-
cizes the use of the bookkeeping device
known as the “Carnegie unmit” in inven-
torying academic credits, he proposes a
core of common learning listed by “aca-
demic units” that arc virtually identical
to Camnegic umits. This core, totaling
142 umits, is to consist of the following
language, 5 units (Basic Enghish: writ-
ing, | umt; literature, | umt; speech, 2
unit; foreign language, 2 units; arts, /2
unit); history, 2V2 units (U.S. history, |
unit, western civilizahon, 1 umt, non-
western studies, 2 unit); civies, | unit;
science, 2 units (physical and biologi-
cal, 1 umt each); mathematics, 2 units;
technology, 2 umit; health, 2 unit;
Yz umt; and semor
independent project, 2 umit

Boyer warns that the separate courses
must be connected to reveal how they
relate to “our independent, intercon-

| social studies

nected, complex world.” Unaccount- |

ably, he calls on the teachers of individ-
ual subjects to “bring a new

10

interdisciplinary vision into he class-
room’ by making the necessary “con-
nections between the disciplines.” How
this 15 to be done with a hist of 17
different required courses 1s left to the
teachers and students to work out. But it
1s the senior independent project of one-
half credit (a wnitten report focused on
one contemporary 1ssue) that will draw
on the vanious academic subjects and
connect them so as to reveal “the world
as a compheated place,” contends Bover
I'hat a single-semester course 15 too little
and too late to accomplish such a func-
tion should be apparent from our expe-
nience with the old Problems of Demaoc-
racy course. Morcover, all of our
expenience should have made it clear by
now that faculty and students will not
derive from a hist of disjointed courses a
coherent curniculum revealing the nec-
essary interdependence of knowledge
Even the faculties and students at our
leading colleges will not accomplish
such a task unless it is built into the very
structure and function of the total cur-
nculum i general education. High
school students need to be engaged in
L‘.\'[('nd(‘(] “TI“I'IE |)r(]1t:(,‘[.‘. on [)('T\'Eldll]g
\”(_Iii] 1550105 [}ITIJlIE:}I (Iil)‘tl'_"v not l}lll\-' mn
English composition, but in literature,
social studies, and history. The applica-
tions of mathematies and statistics in the
sciences, social sciences, and vocational
studies must be made continuously
Problems in public health need to be
broached in hiology (ecology) and the
Bover holds that “the
study of health must become a prionty
in our schools. ™ Yet his proposal calls
for only one-half unit of health. No
provision 1s made for physical education
and recreation as part of the common
core

But the most baffling aspect of the
common core in the Bover proposal 15
the requirement of two vears of a second
language for all students in high school,
built on an earlier study of a second
language in elementary school. No
mention is made of the great failure of
the efforts to develop second-language
fluency despite the expenditure of enor-
mous federal funds under the National
Defense Education Act, when foreign
languages were offered almost universal-
ly in our elementary schools and elabo-
rate electronic language laboratories
were installed in our secondary schools.
Language 15 a living process and the
absence of opportunity to communicate
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in a second language in daily life would
leave us with hittle more than another
empty curricular requirement. In fact,
the Bover proposal provides for a total
core requirement of only 2%2 units in
English in high school. It would appear
to be far more profitable to offer foreign
'Iangllagt:s as electives and to increase

| the core of Enghsh to four vears, with a

concerted emphasis on correlating and
synthesizing the work in composition
and literature with social studies and
history

Despite acknowledging the appalling |

problem of vouth unemplovment, the
expressed interest of many of our vouth
in vocational education, and the recog-
nition on the part of the general public
of the need for carcer preparation in
high school, Boyer dismisses vocational
education in high school as inadequate
or arrelevant. Using the same logic,

| Bover would be hard pressed to justify
| most of the so-called academic subjects
| n the curniculum. Yet he emplovs such

logic in denving the noncollege-bound
students access to the federal-state sup-
ported programs in vocational education
(unless they opt to enroll in a specialized

| vocational school). Instead, theyv would

pursue “elective clusters™ in career ex-
ploration or selected academic subjects
during the last two vears of high school.
The result. according to Bover, would
be a single-track program for all stu-
dents. He correctly calls for the elimina-
tion of the three-track system—academ-
ic, vocational, and general—as did
Conant a quarter of a centurv ago. But
unlike Conant, who advocated the
availabihty of federal-state supported
programs of vocational education within
the structure of the comprehensive high
school. Bover confuses the enrollment
in such programs with tracking. Track-
ing occurs when students in vocational
and college preparatory programs are
separated from one another not only in
their respective programs, but also in
their courses in general education and
other studies. One unanticipated out-
come of present-day arrangements
whereby students attend an area voca-
tional center on a shared-time basis 1s
that, upon returning to ther. home
school, they are tracked together in their
academic and clective classes, and even
in physical education

Bover also confuses classes in indus-
tnal arts and general automotive shop
with vocational education. Such classes

were never intended to meet a vocation-
al education function. His proposal
would lead to the further decline of the
comprehensive high school as vocation-
al education would be left to the segre-
gated, specialized vocational school. In

effect, the comprehensive high school |

would be reduced to a college prepara-
torv/general academic school, and the
makings of a dual system of education
would be m place. In seeking wavs to

| improve the quality of learming in our

high schools, the Bover report falls prey
to the historic academic/vocational du-
alism whercby the quality of mind is the
province of the academic side of the
curniculum. The report fails to recog-
mze the possibilities whereby the van-
ous sides of the curriculum can be
mutually enniching. such as in the case
of our great land-grant universities

A Place Called School

A Place Called School by John Goodlad
is denived from the Andings of an eight-
vear project, “A Study of Schooling,”
which involved a sample of 38 schools,
including 12 high schools, in 13 com-

| munities in seven sections of the na-
tion. '* A team of data collectors devoted |

almost a month 1in each community
where svstematic obsenations were
made in over a thousand classrooms.

| Goodlad buttresses his own findings

with an arrav of data from other studies

as well as drawing upon source matenal |

from other professional literature. Al-

| though he claims that the schools in the |
| study were selected for “diversity and

representativeness.” he states at the start

that because schools varv so widelv, no |

single set of recommendations are vahd |

for all schools. though he sees the prob-
lems that emerge as being common to
most. At the same time, he acknowi-
edges that his agenda for improving the
schools extend bevond manv of the
specific topics investigated, and that the
reader bringing different values to anv
such agenda would be justified in reach-
ing quite different recommendations.
Goodlad notes that onlv 73 percent of
class time is devoted to instruction and
that the overwhelming proportion of
this time 1s in the mode of teacher
“telling.” Onlv rarelv are students ob-
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served making any decisions about their
learning. He also find that tests and
quizzes stress mainly the recall of specif-
ics and narrow mechanical skills.

Goodlad observes that school admin-
istrators and teachers rarely exhibit con-
cern for gathering and examining data
relevant to the development of a bal-
anced curnculum. He warns against
state mandates of specific required
courses and college entrance require-
ments being apphed uniformly to all
schools. Referring to the Harvard Re-
port of 1946 (which likened the various
branches of study to fingers emanating
from a single hand), Goodlad proposes
that student programs be drawn up as
follows: 18 percent in literature and
language (English and other); up to 18
percent in mathematics and science; up
to 15 percent in each of the other major
curricular fields (social studies; the arts,
and the vocations), and the remaining
10 percent or more in free electives. He
recommends that about two-thirds of
studies would constitute a common core
of concepts, principles, skills, and ways
of knowing. (In contrast, the Harvard
Report recommended that the core
studies for general education comprise
about half of the student’s time in high
school, and that approximately one-
third of the time be allocated to voca-
tional studies for those youngsters not
going to college. |

Goodlad appropriately recognizes the
vital need for general education in a free
society, and he reveals an awareness of
the rich literature on general education.
Yet he does not adequately address the
problem of how the “separate fingers”
are to function as a “hand"—how the
various branches of studies might be
interrelated in a coherent way. At one
point he describes one set of studies as
cognitive (mathematics, physics, com-
puter programming), another set as lin-
guistic (foreign language, creative writ-
ing), and vet another as artistic. Isn't
creative writing also artistic and cogni-
tive? And isn't language a mode of
thinking?

Goodlad found that where students
are grouped by ability levels, the upper
groups are accorded a relatively rich
curnicular experience, whereas the low-
er groups experience far more drill and
rote learning. But he also found that
heterogeneously grouped classes tended
to resemble the high rather than the low
ability-group classes in terms of the

“Goodlad recognizes the
need for general education
in a free society, and reveals
an awareness of the rich
literature on general
education.”

richness of studies and the more favor-
able classroomn climate. The heteroge-

neous class would appear to present |

enormous positive implications for gen-
eral education. In the high school, elec-
tive curricular options provide all kinds
of mechanisms for self-selection group-
ings. The general education class is the
one place where students of different
backgrounds and destinies can address
common concerns. The rich and vast
literature on general education in the
secondary school and college, stemming
back to the 1930s and 40s, reveals that
the function of general education re-

quires concerted effort at developing |

curriculum correlation, fusion, and
systhesis.'* Goodlad gives insufficient
attention to this need

Like Bover, Goodlad tends to look to
the limitations of the vocational studies
as they are presently provided for stu-
dents who are not going on to college.
In sections of his report, Goodlad ap-
pears to confuse the diffused shop classes
with vocational programs. He advocates
career exploration and guided work
experience as part of the general educa-
tion of all students. But for those not
going on to college, any systematic pro-
gram of vocational education would
have to be found outside of high school.
Hence, as in the Boyer report, the
comprehensive high school would be
virtually eliminated. In fact, the term
comprehensive high school does not even
appear in the index of Goodlad's report.

Goodlad appropriately criticizes the
practices of tracking and ability group-
ing in the high school. But instead of
showing how tracking can be eliminated
in the comprehensive high school, he
opts for the elimination of existing fed-

eral-state supported programs of voca-
tional education.

In a final chapter, Goodlad calls for
the total restructuring of our education-
al system. Instead of 12 years of school-
ing beginning at age six and ending at
age 18, he advocates beginming at age
four and ending at age 16. Goodlad
contends that this would reduce the
“extraordinary costs in developing cur-
ricula” and,

The age of the undergraduate population
would drop, as would the age of entering
professional and graduate schools—at a time
when the length of professional preparation
continues to increase. The resulting early
entry into occupations and professions would
increase the average person’s earning years
and provide a longer penod of payment into
social security, helping to bail out this sink-
ing beneht of retirement '®

Aside from the likelihood that there
must be far better ways to bail out the
social secunty system, Goodlad over-
looks the extraordinary costs to the indi-
vidual and society in providing produc-
tive employment for an army of 16-year
olds. He also overlooks the fact that his
proposal for reducing the age of college
entrance by two years was tried during
the early 50s under grants from the Ford
Foundation. It was found that although
the earlv:admissions population had sig-
nificantly higher aptitudes and achieve-
ment records than the control groups, it
also had a significantly higher rate of
attrition and encountered more adjust-
ment problems. Upon completion of
college, the overwhelming majority of
the successful carly-admissions students
expressed reservations about such accel-
eration. Moreover, the success of the
program was open to serious question
because the dropouts were not included
in the comparisons, and the control
population was not accorded the full
scholarships and other amenities provid-
ed for the early-admissions group.'”

Our existing structure of 12 years of
schooling does not preclude accelera-
tion for high-aptitude and high-achiev-
ing students. They can participate in
advanced-placement programs, and
they can carry additional courses in high
school s0 as to graduate early. In some
states they can leave high school early
by passing a state test.'® The fact that so
few adolescents avail themselves of such
vehicles for acceleration 1s testimony to
the efficacy of the high school as it has
evolved over many decades in a chang-
ing society.
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| school.

The American High School: Its
Responsibility and Opportunity

The current flurry of reports calling for
the reform of American secondary edu-
cation reflects many conflicting and
contradictory prescriptions. Conspicu-
ously absent from these documents is
any consideration of our historic strug-
gle to develop the unitary, cosmopoli-
tan, comprehensive high school. This
institution has given our nation the
greatest educational vield in the world;
at the same time, the attamment of our
most intellectually talented vouth is
fully comparable to that of any other
nation’s school system. No concerted
attention is given to the unfinished task
of meeting the needs of vouth for voca-
tional education within the umitary
structure of the comprehensive high
Conspicuously absent from
these documents 1s any concerted con-
sideration of the lessons to be learned
from the rich heritage of literature on
the role, function, and structure of the
comprehensive high school—such  as
the work of the American Youth Com-
mission and the Educational Policies
Commission, the Eight-Year Study, the
Committee on the American High
School of the John Dewey Society un-
der the chairmanship of Hollis Caswell,
and the work of James B. Conant on the
comprehensive high school.

The negativism toward Amernican
public elementary and secondary educa-
tion in the recent era of sociopolitical
retrenchment contrasts sharply with the
positive and optimistic attitude that pre-
vailed at midcentury, an attitude that
could impel Henry Steele Commager to
make this assessment:

No other people ever demanded so much
of education as have the American. None
other was ever served so well by its schools
and educators.

Because we are a “new’ nation we some-
times forget how very old are some of our
avid practices. The U.S —today the oldest
republic—also has the oldest public school
system in the world

For a century and a half American schools
have served and strengthened the common-
wealth, They provided a citizenry as enlight-
ened as any on earth. They justified and
vindicated democracy’s promise. 1

A decade and a half later, amidst the
rising national concern for the disadvan-
taged, Commager reiterated his faith in
the power of education by declaring that
“education is the beginning of social
reform and regeneration.”? Before the

turn of the century, Dewey had written,
“I believe that education is the funda-
mental method of social progress and
reform."2! Throughout the first half of
this century the very idea of progress was
intimately linked with progressive edu-
cational reform. The attitude was not
one of naive optimism. Universal sec-
ondary education and open-access high-
er education became a reality. And this
was accomplished against all odds with
the most heterogeneous population of
any modern nation. Had we adopted the
divided school system of the Old World,
higher education would have remained
restricted to a pnvileged ehte. The
unique unitary structure of the cosmo-
politan comprehensive high school kept
the educational arteries open and gave
the United States the highest education-
al yield of any nation without sacrificing
the quality of achievement that accrues
to those of highest ability.

Despite these accomplishments, the
seventies were an era of retreat, as sever-
al “national commissions” called for the
lowering of the school-leaving age to 14,
shortening the school day and school
vear, and dismantling the comprehen-
sive high school in favor of specialized
high schools. 2 Nevertheless, the conta-
gion of education had spread farther and
penetrated deeper with each generation
and. in the process. each generation of
parents sought more and more formal
education for their own children. No
national commission could convince a
generation of parents to lower their ex-
pectations for the education of their own
children. Yet a price was paid as a result
of efforts to undermine public conh-
dence in public education, to reduce
the curriculum to the “basics,” to cut
back on our investment in education,
and to abandon our commitment to the
unitary structure of the comprehensive
high school.

In recognizing the failure of the past
decade of educational and cumcular
retrenchment, we appear to be at a new
crossroads. The road taken will be deter-
mined not by the fantasies of crystal-ball
gazing and futurology, but rather by
what we do here and now in attacking
our most pervasive problems through
means that are consonant with the dem-
ocratic ideal of optimizing educational
opportunity for all.C]
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