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S . This publication clarifies the basic educati Lo
‘dovi:ment by placing it in 'a historical and philosophical coatgxt. In
: ”ig@jwpgygi the basic education movement of the 1970s is part of‘a -
;.. continuus .of similar -movements in Américan education that have

i ‘occurred with almost clocklike regularity--appearing in rather .

'~ Tegular cycles since the 1930S. First, the curreat basic education
. movement thit originated in the 19705 is reviewed. Criticisas made by
:  ‘proponents of basic education ‘and sqme remédiés proposed stkat may

., -cure. the “problems believed to exist today in public schooiing are

" presented. The Esseitialist movement of the 193us is then examined.
.- The: Essentialists were a group of professional educatozs who

: .-chalXenged the then -progressive trends in American educaticn. Like

i 1 today'sadvocates of basic education, tlie Essentialists charged that

public education, despite its vast extent and.Leavy cost to society,

P vas appalling, weak, and ineffective. They believed it/was crucial
. - that the curriculus be organized systematically and sequentially and

! -that -instruction stress logical, chrondlogical and causal,
.. Telationships. They argued that the teacher should be restored to a
" position of central autkority in the classroon. lastiy, the
" publication’ discusses arguments of the educational critics of the
19508, A nev educational’ movément called "Life Aajustment Education®
- 'brought about by World War II became the target for a group of
educational critics. The proponents of Life Ad justment’' Education
maintained that the purpose of the schools should be broader -in scope
‘than stictly academic.programs. The critics perceivea of the function
: 'Of the schooi ‘in academic terms. (Author/RH)
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“Introduction - -

. ) s )
ring the 1970s, a pervz%‘sive educational mood in :h_e_qug. was
expressed by the stogan, "Let's get back 16 the basics.” I call it a mood’
~ " -rather-than'an organizeg movement becaus“t‘:, unlike other movemenys
' in educational history, the drive for bﬁsic education differed initigllyin
‘that'it involved few leaders of a national political or educatior/lal tat. >
. ure; nior were thie basic education advocates enrolled jn a single préi
*- zation. While the back-to-basics proponents varied widely in
. . strategies, a common philosophical stravi ran throu
. s, ‘menis. ' '
‘ The unique characteristic of the cu'rrent basic edu ation move

. . *

ni-

their.
their,argu-.
7

\
m‘ent

was that it qriginated-at the local and state levels arfiong parents
iehs} and l?ym‘en. ()ccasionally,l apolitician wouldsqund the prai

giti-
Ses of

et e

e et

- .

.
‘.
)
N
1

the basics, but professional educators were generally Yissing frorh the
basic education ranks. Although a few could be found\in the Cotricil

3 "
forBasic Education, established two decades eariier in the 1950s, the

-majority-of professional edurators, be they professors .of etucation, .
school administrators; or classroom teachers, were generall;mr
from or apprehensive about the movement. When _challenge'd by basic.
.ed‘ucq'tioir Proponents, professional educators genetally replicmat‘
ihey: did pot understand the movement, could not identify what was
tgiisig about | basic educatign, or took such & broad view of basiceduca-

. -tion'that they considered the current curriculum to be basic.“When pro-
3 -fessional educators finally responded to,be\sic eiﬁsqdbn demagds in.s

¥ H

" the laie 1970, they were uswally identifiedfvith testing and evaluatiop

‘and were attethpting to identify minim

s stiidents at specific grade levels had att
. -

- . . ep ¢
al c3mr~tencnes todetermine if |
. Y M o . . ‘
ained certain,minimal skills in

” \
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read)g, m%and computauon As thet1980s bcgan the lmpactof
thegyrrent bagic ¢ducation movement
1. The doﬁland for ateturn to the basics was still being hcard at the
Iocal and state levels from- mdmduals and groups who believed that
pubh"s'hool graduates were deficient in basic literacy and mathcmau-
cal competencies. - :
9, {.cglslatures, school boards, aidd offlccs of cducauon ina numbcr
"of states had gnand:ned some form of competency-based testing and ~
occas;onally some form of competency -based curnculum.
3. Profcssxonal educators and their orgamzauons were responding
to the movemnent either by debating the meaning of basic education or
by Jo5nmg the effort to devise competency-hased c’u_rpeula 4nd tests.
That the basic education movement of the 1970s has continued into
_the 1980s and that 1t will havea significantimpact on p?ofcssnonal edu-,
cators, school* administrators, and-American cducauon in general is’
.wndcly accepted. Like other movements in American educationsuch as
progressivism in the smly tw'cnucth century, the, contemporary hasic
education movcment 1soften mlsundcrstood I he confusion surround- .
ing basic cdu(‘mon emanates from sever-al SOUTCas: 1) The amorphous (‘
characteristics of the movement contribute to misunderstanding in
that it means di’ffcrenl thingsto dlff(ru;l people; 2) Some proPcssnonal
cducators who feel threatened by the critical naturgof the movement
h.xvc choset not to understand 1t. Indeed, basic edutation proponcgts ’
w lp qucsuon the competency of prof(séwnal educators often appear to
be on ig)nfronmuon course with the"sc hool-based gstablishment.
In this fastback L,hall ¢larify the basic educatioft movement by
* placing 1t n a hisgorical ap(l philosophvical context. In many ways, the
basic education moyement of the 1970s 1s part of a continuum of simi-
movements m Amenican education that hmc occurred with almost
clotkllkc rcgularlly-—appc:lrmg in rather rcgular cycles since the
- 1930s. I shall. l)rcwcw the current basic é\luc.mox\ movement that ori-
i /gma. d in the‘19705 '2)examine the Lssenmhstmovcmcntoflhc 1930s,
nd*3) ¢xamine the .lrgum(;nls of theeducational critics of the 1950s. As
" these three episodes_in recenit American educational hlsmry are exam-
mned, 4 philosoptiteal rationale that cml(.ucs the myjor d persistent
\"{""ms in basic education wiil emerge.”
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,he Currént Basic Education Moveigent
¥ . . LI
R R S ement
N N M " i 7 : . » . ~ - ,q'
: therthan follow 3 strict chronology lg_t me identify the major
T ‘rends of the current basic education movement and-compare them

: with the Essentialists of the 1930s and the critics of the 1950s, Today's

. basi¢ education movement is strong bt amorphous. While national in
scope, its impact_ is most evident at the state and local levels. Often,
school board“members :ire elected basic education platforms. Some
local and state superintendents of e ucation have built reputations as
basic education advocates. Grassroots organizations of parents argue
fox curmgulumy revision bused ona return to the basics. Taxiconscious
eitizen’s watchdog committees viten argue to cut the frills and fads and
i to get back’to the basics. At times, both political conservatives and
H 4 o S . ; .

< - leaders (af minGrity groups may be found supporting the general goals
©ot of-basic’education. : J [ e

g - Xhe ambiguity surroundin basic educidtion moved BenBrodinsky
i, guity surro g T ! y
‘toé'ritc: . S, / {
: J . )
ot L . {
P There isa movément in American education which irritates some educa-
o tors, baffles others, and raises high'the h:vklcs of still others. 16§ stirrings
N * . e ' * . - N »
s put many a school administrator and scholar on the defensive, It is usq-

- ally led by parents, ministers, businessmen, and politicials.)

+ Since it lacks precise definition; aTist of itsarguments will help to show
he current face of the basic education movement. ‘

-

: Criticisms and Remedies >
“ollowing are som¢é criticisms made by proponents of basic educa-
tion and sorhe remedies they propose that will cure the problems they
belicve exist portiyein pyblic schooling: , . )
1. Cliticgsm: Educatlional. experimentation, social promogc;”n, and

Tafe w3 o
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“ihe neglect of basic shalls have led to .mnuun of academic sl.md.mls in
.v pur clcmcnmr)\srhmls Many .\nwm.m(Inldwn either have not been
prepared .l(k(]ll.ll(]) i basic shailyor have been promoted with inade-

. qu,'\tc.n“*cp.:muun in‘these ,.ue.is/
 Remedy. Basic skills 1cading, w nmu.,..md .mlhmc!l( should be

-

\»Mglllphnlsllul more strongly melementary schools. Teachets and admin-
lstr.nors should -be held accountable for seeing that students .lbhl('\ v
llwsc skills before promotng them 1o higher grades. Furthermore,

lnslruumn n Language ants, natural scicnce, and Social suglu sshould

. cmph.lsuc the learming of essential facts, (unu_p!s. and Principle

2, -('nlmsm Along wjth the dotcn()muun of skill les

' mcnmr) wihools, smn(l.mls of academic achievement in secondary
schgols have dedlmed. This declime hay been aggravated by sot ial pro-
‘mun.zn pohiciey, peimussiveness, and a downgrading 1 of dcademic disci-
N plines, wnh af attendant emphasis on electives, nmmmdcml( pro-

grams, .md mm:courscs , , e
Remedy., Amencan secondary schools should stress, \.1( Cadermic \

—  courses m English, bastc saaences such a5 iemisiry and physica, math-
emangs, .m(l history. A Iimuted number of vocational courses may be
J— mduded, A ve all, thc cmph.ms should be on the lmrnm;, of faas,
coneepts, prinaples, and the” .lppll(.mun of subject nwter in a no-

nonsense, direct fashion. . -

3. Cniiaasm, Amencan soucty has shown a dedline in fundamental
moral, ethical, and avic values, A general weahening of family, reli-
grous, and patnonc values has occurred in twentieth century America

: In schools, this moral dechine has been reflected inincreased violence,
vandahism, sexual promiscuity, drug abuse, and alcoholism.

Remedy. Public schoo! teachers and adminystrators should trans-
‘mut basic values and txhmlt»\\.glj;d('ﬁn((L.sm]ul.lr(la of behavior Ad-
. mmustrators and teachers should occupy posittons of respedhand use
this position 1o assert the basic values of punictuality, hard wiyrk, re-
spect for authurity, obedience to the law, and a general affirmation of
— traditional American values. :

- 4. Critraasm. Many educators have contubuted to the decline of
standaids by de-emphasizing competition, by advocating social pro-

‘.




~ .

motion, and by downgrading the lc1dcmxc n'mlrc of the schuol Be-
cause the academic function of the SChOOLh.lb bccn obscused and di-
luted by nonacademic activities, .uhnlms(r.uors and teachers have
blurred their areas of responsibility Z(nd Lhave not been sufficiently
accountable for the academic achievet) wng ‘of (hclr students.
Remedy: Public school administfuors and teachers should recogs
nize (h.u itheir primary 1esponsibility is theifstudents’ academic
achiey -ement. They should doeveryt 1ing possible to promote acadenc
skill v arning and academic achievfment. To make sure that they ful-
fill this responsibility, they should be held strictly accounmaple for the
stccess or failure of‘thcir,s(udcl?s through the use of tests and other

types of evaluation.

5 Criticism: Instruction in publu schools has (lcwrlurmul be-
cause of \he introduction of so-called i inngrative pr()(uylurcs. the em-
ployment of poorly prcp'lrc(l teachers, lh(‘ emph.xsn on sensitivity
tr'umng and other group processes, aud the uw()fpw -packaged educa-
tional materials In some cades, students are given (um))lm- ficedomto
rhoose \[\h.u they want 1o learn. Many mu\hc:s are unable o mamtad
discipline, /

Remedy: "Feachers should be mature, ethical peisons, \\h() know
the content of their discapline and who are expertin teaching it. Teach-
~¢rs should spend time on academic instruction and not on nonaca.
dcmlc social, or emotional adjustment activities. Instruction should
focus on textbooks, include drill, and feature reatanions, daly home-
work assignments, and frequent testing and évaluagon.

6 Criticismi- Professional educators tend 1o make se hoohing overly
complicated They use jargon that is generally imprease, ofien non-
sesical, and usually confusing for parents and Guzens. Often, they
engage in ill-conceived social experimentation rathcr than concentrat-
ing on Lasic skills and knowledge. T hey tend to prefer the uptested and
expefimental to the tried and true.

" Remedy- ¥ ducators should b honest and direct with the public and
respond to their (lcm.m(ls, criticisms, and questions in clear and direct
language They should not hide behind c(lu(.u‘iun.ll jargon. Rather
than encourage social or psychological experimentatton, they should
O

[




do what the pul)h( pays themto do—u-.uh basic shills and subject mat-
ter to students. —-

.” ’ -
7. Critiasm. Since the 1960s, there has been wo much nntested in-
gosation m the puhllc schools. The “new math,”
+and "new science.” were mtroduced without adequate testing. Today,
e students’ performance on SAT exanunations reveal a continuing de-
dline in academic performanee. Team teaching, open space, individn-
1 o aled instmction, modutar schedubling, and other “inovations’” have

New soc i il studidy,

Served to obscure the academic purpase of the school and havecreated .
a pedagogical junglefor parents.

Remedy. It is the time to stop the wholesale adoption of innova-
tions nh.u (.mn detract from the teaching of the baste shills .mclsulum
matter. They ave expensive and have not prodnced measmable, aca-
demic adhierenmient. The most effecthe mstructional arrangement 1s
the self-contained classroom m the dementary school and subject mat-
’#-r deparuments in the high school. - ,

8 Critiasm. Amenéan pubhe edncation has grown mcreasingly
s+ bu cuumm,.md expensive. Many school admingstrators are highly
p.n\m anagers who 1gnore orneglet academic learning. eachers are
uinonized and have sought sncreased economic rewards that are often |
unrelated to educational purposes. Many costly socual services have
heen introdyced into the schools that detract from the hasic curricn-
Jum,
Remedy. It1s ume to restore a strictly acadennd focus to lhc schools.
Such conrses as sex ulu(.myn driver trammng, gnidance, and drog e dn-
caton should be ‘hmm.md along \\uh other Inlls. Public school
burcaucracies shou!d be cut back so that funds can be spenton shilland
. subject matter teaching rather than be dissipated on myriad nonacd
demic activitices, !

- 9. Critictsm. Student aclnevement in American public schools is
impreaisely measured. Parents are often nncertain as to the criteria used
to evaluate their children. Often nonacademic social criteria are used
for promotion. The most serious threat to academic achievemnent in the
-"'"hc schools has beén the social promotion policies nsed in many

ERIC .
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schools. As aiesult, acadenncally smpicpared studants e promoted to

Tigher grade levels re '.l_r(flc;:(;im-(‘:n'll.f)&-( ney. Thousandsof fune-
tional illiterates e graduated from hagh schools without competeny
in basic skills, Notonly has soc, al promotion lowered acadenic stan-
dards, it also has lowered national ccononne productiny, ,

Remedy. Academic achievament canbe measmed preasely, Promo-
tons from grade 1o grade aad graduation friom high school should be
penmitted only after nustery of shills and knpw ledge has been demon
strated on tests, that acanatcly measure astdant’s competency, There
must he an end 1o the policy of the soaal promotion of funcuonal i lhe-
crates in Amaican schools,

1 .
The foregomg aiticsms of ;i pubhic schools and the propused
remedies are the essentiad thames of the contemppary basie education
movement, in light of these current thancs, et us now examme them
in o carlier buz simlar movanants—the Essennalism of the 1930s
and the school critits of the 1950s.
Fiwt, llli\l('x.lglllll.lll()ll will demonstrate that many of the current

. themes of basic education are not new but hase occunred m the recent
past The recurrence of these themes suggests that professional edu-
cators have not answered some fundamental quotons rased repeat-
edly iu recent Amierican educational history. Second. exammng these
two historical. basic cdudation movanents from the 1ecent rast makes
it possible todemify and ilhmunate some of the persistent philo-
sophical thieads that underlie the anrent basic education posture.

~
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NS ol v . .
o The“l".s?,cnii’al‘ist movement of the 1930s rgis.ea: some significant bui:‘
-, often néglected Guestions about the nature and condition of American v
. .public education. The Essentialists, 2 group of professional educators
‘who challenged- the then progi'«?ssi\fe‘trends in, Amefican education,
were philosophical compatriots to many current basic education advo-
-.cafes. ‘ . -
Rejecung much of progressivism, a committee of professional edu-
cators consisling of Michael Demiashkevich, Walter,H. Ryl&, M. L.
Shane, Louis Shores, and Guy M. Whipple met in Atlahtic Cityin'1988
“to prepare a remonstrance against declining scholasticstandards and to
prdc:laign' the Essentialist platfom}’. Essentialism, a term used by
Démiashkevich, saw the school’s primary function as the preservation
of thc}bgs?c=eléments of human culture and the transmission of them to '
A tﬁ??pqng. In announcing their position, the Essentialists asked:

.

A e bR G

7. Shatild not our public schools ﬂtggare boys and girls for adult responsi-
: bility through systematic training in such subjects as reading, writing,
- nrithmctfc_,"hig:or:y, and English, requiring mastery of such subjects, and,
when ﬁcccg_sﬁ}i, stressing discipline and obedience??

E'lss_entialisx'fz‘s most articulate spokesman was William C. Bagley
,35 (1872-1946), a professor of education at Teachers College Columbia
University and editor of School and Society, who set down the Essen-
. tialist critique ar}d t.;rcc.:ommendations for improving American educa-
tion, & e - .
*"""I&ike“todqy's‘ adl'\_logé?t‘f;s of basic education, Bagley charged that
;}‘: @espi‘sc “its vast extcn‘t\ and heavy cost to society, pu‘blic educauon in
a2 thé{Um‘ted Spates is in many ways appalling, wea|'< and ineffective.” As
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Arthur Béstor and Admiral Rickover would do in the 1950s. Bagley
compared, American public education with European systems and
found Americn schools to be academically inferior. At the elementary

\Ic\el he charged that "Age for age. theaverage pupil of ourelementary

schools does not mecet the slandards of achievement jn the fundamen-
tals of education lhalpre-auamed in the eiementary schools of many
other countries.””3 Further, Bagley found the gradnates of American
high schools to be scholastically befind those of, ether countries.
Bagley also claimed that many American high school graduates were
essentially illiterate. He and his Essentialist colleagues charged that the

:increase in the number of functional illuerates with high school diplo-

mas was caused by a decline in reading effectiveness. Deficiencies -at
lower grade levels in reading_Bagley alleged, had resulled\:'n the need
for remedial reading classes in any high schools. Bagley s criticism of
reading tastruction in American education was a charge that was re-
pealed by the critics of the |95Qs and by the basic cducauon proponents
of the 1970s.

Writing in the 1930s, Bagley commented on his pcrceplion that the
crime rate had increased at the same ume that public school attendance
had also increased. He reasoned that the increase in school attendance
by a larger number of Awiericans should have reduced the crime rate.

Bagley's commenis on the faiiure ofcpmpulsory school attendance
to reduce the aime raie resemnbled the charges of aurrent eritics that
public schools are not only ineffective in reducing the crime rate but
often have become, in many mstances, centers for drug dbuse, violence,
and vandalism rather than agenaes for culusating a sense of law and
order. Like contempotary cmtics. Bagley severely indicted the pracuce
of social promotion, wluch. he saud, led to “the c(;m;)lcic abandonment .
in many schools of ngorons standards of scholastic achievenient as a,
condition of promotion from grade to grade, and the passing of all
pupils ‘on schedule’.” Soaal promouon, Bagley, charged, produced
academically han(lu.lppul o cn,mdul secondary students who lac lu.(l
mastery of fundamentals, .

The Essentialists believed it was auaal that the curriculum be
organized systematically and’sequentially and that ms(rucuon stress

1"‘"((-!] dnouologu.ll. and causal relanouships. In parucnlar, Bagley
»t
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v condemned the “incidental lcammg theory advanced by such pro- -
gressives as William Heard Kilpatrick. his colleagne at Teachers Col-~
lege, who claimed that students would learn fundamental skills and
knowledgé concomitanily or incidsmalh as 1hey solved prob'eins,
~participated in group activities, and worked on projects. Bagley
charged that many American educators had substituted mcidenial
learning for structured, organized, teacher-initiated and directed in-

struction, TheEssentialist attack on incidental learning wassnmgl.’sr 10
> the criticism that current basic education qdvocates have leveled

againstriew curricular i mnomuu,ns espectally thoseof the 19505 such
as the “new mathemarics,” the * nc\\ social studies.” and the various
new approaches to science educhtion. While Bagley decried the de-
= emphasis onlthe “exact and exacting studies™ and the “disparagement
of-system and sequence in learning,” contemporary critics of the cur-
ricular innovations of the 1960s have charged that the * dlscown
~ ., method” or "inquiry method™ i inefficient and causes students to
. Ureinvent lh(- wheel” rmher l‘h.nfm.lsur the funded know ledge of the
piast in an (‘;‘rdcrly way. Contemporary critics argue that the process
and method of learning has been overemphasized to the detriment of
content. While the innovators of tlic 1960s promised tha they would
teach children how to think, the critics of the 1970+ and l.)80s have
argued that, in order to think. students st hune something 1o think
about Like Bagley. they argue thaeihe curriculum should have a con-
tent that is logically or chronologically structured,

During the laie 1930s when the Essentialist platform appeared, the
U'S. was gripped by 1he Grem Dep eshion. In response 1o the soaal,
cconomic. and political problems of the Depression-ridden era, George
) S Counts asked the question. Dare the School Build a New Social
: Order? Counts’ query stimulated the growth of the Social Reconstruc-

: tionist movement, which called upon profcssmn.ll educators ¢ jom
J other pros,u-xsm. individuals and I.,roups 1o create @ new society based
’ on an ideology of* (lunocmuc collectivism.” Adam.ntly rejecting the
- notion that educators should use the schools as agenaes of soaal engi-

neering. Bagley attacked the Social Reconstructionist proposition as
: committing the schools to a particular polital ideology that would
: "Cf' '0 llu mdoctrinztion of studemns. :
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Instead of indoctrinating children and youth, Bagfey argued that

¢ democratic intérests Woyld be served bcst by a schoo, program that
emphasized fundamental skills and the learning of l\nowlcuge tf;;n was
of inquestioned permanence and value. Bagley r¢asoned that a demo-

cratic society requires literale citizens. A hter;:}tc soc,lety, knowledge-
able in fundamcntalgkl knowledge, was, for hiin, the "basis for
intelligent undérstant nd for the collective thought and judg-
ment that are the essehce of democratic instituzsionsi*s
Bagley's judgment thatin democrdtic society nz-eded dlsuplmc
methods of inqug&y anucnsfted "Arthur E. Bestor's call in the 1950s for
the reassertion of fundamemal mtellectual dlsuplmes in the American
__secondary school cymculum Bagley s rejection ot' using schools fo
soci#hgeconstruction is similar to the arguments of current basic edvica-
tion proponentf™who oppose using the schools as agencies of social
expcriment_ation and directed social change. :
Like today’s bastc education,advocates, the Essenuz;llsts argued
four decades earlier that the teacher shodkLbc restorcd toa posmon of
“ central authority in the classroom. Agam and agam Bagley argued
that children had a right to expcct and to reccxvc adult guldancc and

P

direction. | /'
The Essent:ahst Rationale g;r Educauonal Theory and Practice
An articulate educator, Ba .y’clearly identified the key concepts of
an Essentialist philosophy of education. Smce the cohtemporary basic
educatiin movement badly needs a coheum philosophical rationale,
its advocates would be well advised to eXamine Bagley's work for sug-
_gestions toward a philosophy for basic educdtion. It would also bead-
visable for the opponents of basic edugation {o reflect on the funda-
memaj but still unanswered, questions that Bagley raised more than 40%
years ago. What follows are they key charactcnsncs of an Essentialist
rationale. .
An emphasis on effart. Learning valuable skills and knowledge re- ¢
qu:res the expendnure of time and cffort. Many of the permanent and -,
persistent interests of adult life have resulted from efforts that mmally . ‘
may not have been interesting-or appcalmg to the learner. While thc
child’s interest shoul¥not be ignored, all learmng should not be based

‘IIC’W“ S 16




S
7

on the chjld’s. hmncd range of cxpcnencet The Esscnuahst position
arglies that therearc many things to learn that, w hile they may not beof
xmmedmte interest to the sarner, can become both valuable and per-

’ manently mterqsung at a later time in a puson 's life. .

An- emphaszs on discipline. Tv adm“ﬁ:&thc attitudeskat a person
has absolute freedom to do as he or she pleases, without regard to per-

sonal and social copseguences, is;to invite morakshd social anarchy.

"Domg your own thing” is an insufficient justification in cducauon.
Nor is |Lp055|blc for children Zcrcatc and live in their own rcalny as
many romartic child-centered educators hanv e suggested since the time
of Ro ssea'u Genuineand Iasfing freedom is won and preserved by the
ystematic discipline of learning what needs to e learned for survival

in a civilized society. .

An emphasis on the cccumulated knowledge of the humansace. By
sustained inquiry, scientific investigation, and literary and arustic
achicven'mqm. the human race has created a cultural heritage that is
one generation’s legacy to the next. So that the cultural heritage can be
ransmitted efficiently, it has been organized into units of subject mat-
ter, that can be taught at age-appro‘priate levels, As a cultural agency,
the school’s primary task is to transtnit the cultural heritage to the
young so that they may share and participate in it. Forthe Essentialist,
the transmission of the cultural heritage must be done systematically
and deliberately rather than incidentally or hapharardly.

An emphasis on teacher-inutiated learning. The human infant is
lang dependent on adult care. Children Rave the right to expect that
adults w'ﬁ provide the guidance and control they need to grow and
dcvclop Soctety has the right to expe that teachers possess basic skills
and knowledge «ned have the profcsslonal competence to transmit that:
knowledge by syswmauc instruction.

An emphasis on logical organization of subject matter. In elemen-
tar;’ schools, learners need to master the basic skills of reading, writing,
and computation. These fundamemal skills have generative power in *
that they are the foundation for Icar\mg other skills and for learning
organucd bodies of knowledge. lnstrucuon in thcsc important skills
should -be systematic and sequential.
hi accumulated experience of the human race is vast and com-
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plex. For hl'struction'al purposes, it is hest organized into subject miatter
dlsaplmes 1Mt ate arrangcd either logically dr chronologically. Each
subjéct matter has its own pauer} of organization and the curriculum
should reflect these patterns. . ..

{Although learning by activities, projec(s,\npd discovery methods
may be appropriate at various times in a child’s school experience, itis
alwayb necessary that care be given to organizing the curriculum ac-
cording to a systematic structure and sequence. . -

An emphasis on long-rang® goals. WhllC it is true that socCiety_has
expenenced profound social change, it is cqually trie that the human
race ha (Sbldu’g interests and” concerns of a pcfenmal nature. The

' school'y educational program should not be based on what appears to
“be immediately Televant and poptilar at the momcm " Fashions aid
styles may change, but the essentials of a good education are perma-
nent. .7
As individuals grow from childhood to maturity, their interests will
“\changé. While these changing interests can be sigmificant, it is of para-
Y mount ymportance that the long-range needs of human beings and of
" sdciet§ be rccogmzcd in the education of a pcrson
. .
What Ahe the E.sse'mia1s?

"Today, basic education propon.cms are often asked, " What arc the
basics?"‘frcthn_tly, Iﬁey dis.lgrf.:c among themselves. Similarly, the
Essentialists were ashked, “What are_the essentials?”’ In responding,
Bagley oatlined an Lsscnuahst currrculum appropriate to ¢lementary
education.

Basic social arts. Emphasis should be given to the basic social arts
of commumcaung, recording, compmmg. and measurig, which may
be translated as reading, writing, speaking, .md arithmetic.

of the space horizon and thc broadening of the time perspective. Space
and time, which can be equated with geography azd hl,stpry serve to
acquaint_learners with the world lying beyond therr own “ifinctiate

egience. Hlstory. in particular, provndcs an .ncquamia ¢e with the

Space and ime. A good education should provnde for the w:dcnn}g -

Hea lh edutauon The pnnclplcs of hcaltlL msmlcuc and the
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mculcauon of good heahh\pracuces ase basxc phases in a child’s e]e-

mentary schoo} p?g/ ‘!’ \ - ’

Natural sciencé,’F cle;mcnmry schol lcur culum should include
‘the basic qonccp(s :;r?d'melhbds of the nptural sciences. Lo

Fine arts. A¥t md muslc,mg\ placeinan E senuahs(curficulum
“Creative and expressive skills andactivities should be parl of a child's
school cxpencnce. ,

Industrial arls. ‘Unlike some contem rary basxc (nducauon pro-

ponents, the Essenuahs(s provided for industridl arts in the curricu-
lum, .,

°
A)
. , 1
X
~ L)
. 3
g , “”;}, 'y ’
> o B
«5"3 . '
¢ . -
: . \
. 3
LY 1 9 !
~ \ ‘
O \ \ .

MC . (s . 20 * 5




The Crmcs of the 1950s h

The major debates be@een the Essbnualm and progressxvqeduca-J
lors look placem he late 1930s. The entry of the U.S. irito WorldWarll -
S i .ed lhls ‘partic lar educational controversy without resolving the
- fund;:memal’ 1ssucs The fundamenta! issues raxsed by such educa-
; uonal smlesmen of the 1930s as John Dtwey, Hardld Rugg, George
) 1ll|am ‘Heard lepamck Isaac Karndel, and William C. {
Baglcv aned for an answer. Such quesuons as the.following were
not. re, olved in: theory or pracuce What is the purpose of the school?

‘ilat ¢ of lhe cumculum’? The urgency of respondmg 1o wamml?hecds
-and/to _peacetime read]uslmcm took priority over the dxscusslon and
resoltition of such fundamental philosophical issues.
By:the late 1940s and early 1950s, American education was"%ced
"\« with urgent quantitative demarids. A brief recnal of these demands will
~ help to.set the scene for the educational debales of the 1950s. ».
Burgeomng enrollments. One of the most pressing needs of the
19505 wis to build new sch ‘“ls for_a rapidly expanding school-age
pulauon "Many present- day school administrators had their forma-
tive professlonal experiences, durmg &he era of quantitative growth in
Amenga.n_educauorr‘Unf'E'tunélely somé of thesg people simplisti-
cally equated quantity with quality.
A demand Jor teachers. As the number of pupils and classrooms in-
* creased-in the 1950s; the demand for xeachers accelerated School sys-
‘téms,- both large and small "had to cope with the problem of leacher
t\nr'age Allhough colleges and schools of educauon operated athigh
[ RIC: . . 21 o
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speed to prepare large numbers of certificated teachers, the demand for
. leachers ouldlslanced the sup_g]y, andschool districts resorted to hiring
kgghqns._wuh piovisional or temporary certificatlon. Again, in many
instances, teacher preparation programs were devoted primarily to !
meeting the quadiitative needs.of schdbling. ’
yAn emphasis on adjustment. Like most poslwar eras, the years afler
Worlé}\/ar 1I were a time of ad]uslmem for Amencans Relummg ver
erans had to adjust from war to peage; the economy had to adjusl from
wartime controls to decdntrols; and most pervaswcly, Amencans had
o aalesl toa society that was morg transient, more mobile, and ﬁn
affluent than ever before. A major :z:w elementin American life was the
emergenee of suburbia. The suburbs ‘that ringed thel: g( cities became
thesscene of frenzied rmdenual constréction, and thelnflux of pcople
who bought these new homes stimulated massive school building .
" projects. ! ' '

T}le social change of the postwar era was unsettling to American
life. The American family structure was shaken by the new freedoms of
the postwar era. Along with the, pervasive social changes of the era,
there was an increase in juvenile unrest apd delinquency. The new
times brought with them a greater awareness of and a sensitivity to the
problems of youth in a changing society. ) !

. o
" Life Adjustment Educauon
In the midst of the vast quanutauve changes that were occurring
:, both in American society and-in sc'l\lqols, a new educational movement
o called “Life¢ Adjustnent Education” was born. In many ways, life
adjustment education was an attempt to adjust to the stress of coping
with the pervasive socml and ¢ cconomlc changes lhal swept the U.S.in
the postiyar decade. In ‘Gther ways. it tended to fill the vacuum creale(f
by lhe dcclme of progressive cducauon While life adj ustment cduca-
tion was a response to the stresses sand strains brought bout by World
War 11, it aiso became the target fora group of educational critics of the
!? _ 1950s, who argued for a refurn to basic education. To understand t
|

-

. arguments of such‘cmlcs of the 1930sas Anhur Bestor, Hyman Rick-
53}' .over, and Max Rafferl,_lel us look briefly at life adjustment education.
Q The National Commission on Life Adjustment Education for Sec-




:
TN .

ondary School Youth was established in 1947. Along with this national
commission, a number of staté commissions were created with similar
pu..pos@. The impetus for Ilfc—aﬁustmcm cducation initially came
from a resolution for restructuring sccomlary education by Charles A.
Prosser at a- U.S. Office of Education conference in 1945. Prosser, a
long-time leader in industrial and vocational education, argued that
althou,gh Amierican scecondary schools served the 20% of youth bound
for college and the '20% preparing for vocations, tncy neglected the
. /rcmalnmg 60%, who needed life ﬂ\ﬁ'ustmcm
s J I’:lalx..m_g Secondary Education, publish the U.SNOffj '()f
N ‘Education, life-ldjusum'nt education: o~

: s

is dcq\gnvd to cquip all America®youth 10 live democramically with

_ - satisigalion lolhcmsclws.mdproflllm( icty as homemembers, workers

wnd citkengalt is concerned especially with a sizableproporuion of youth

of highN\chofjl age (both itt school and out) whose obiecuvesare less well

served by ouy'schools than, lh(’ol)j((ll\(s()“)i(’p.ll’lll}, lor erther ashalled
occupation or higher educinion,s ~.

As life adjustinent education des claped, several general trends
emerged that influenced wublic schools:

I A highly prescribed curriculum'was rejected in favor of one basea
on the individual development of sufdcnts and their needs as well as the
-neefls of society.. * <

2. All normal .|dolcsccnts were to begin and complete hlgh school.

3. Evaluation wls not to be used as a means to eliminate certain
pupils from high school.

4 A student’s progrcss-w.ns to be determiped by skills and under-
standings gained throiigh participation in individual, family, work,
and civic activities rather than by masu.nng abstract (onccpts 1n log-
cally orgifnized subject matter courses, .

5. The distinction betwees extracurricular activities and the aca- .
demic curriculim was to be modified substantially. Excursions, travel,
cominupity work, hobbies, and other direct experiences were to become
an integyal part ofthc educational program rather than ancillary to 1.

Althougfilife adjustment education was never established on a per- *
“vasive national scale, it did make a significant impact across the coun-
Q@ "1 general, the life adjustmcnt approach, cspccmlly for secondary
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ducauon maintained (ha( the purpose of the school should be broader
ope than a strictly academic program. Schools should be con-
cer% ithh wide range of issues and problems that relate to the soaial, /
cmo(fdn::h onomic, and vocational needs of youth. Further, since the -
Amcric;'m public_high school is an institution for all adolescents, re-
gardlcss of acadcmlc\(alcn( oy vocational destination, it should diver-
sify its instructional program to meet their personal and social needs.
It could be anticipated that those who perceived of the function of
the school in academic terms would tend.to oppost this broadening of
the role of the school as confusmg and a dilution of its academic role.

n

Lot

Tenstons of the Cold War
. Atthe same timeas American public schooling moved in the ditec-

. tion of life adjustment education in the 1950s, the tensions generated
by,'(hc Cold War bltween the U.S. and the Soviet Union began to have
an impact on American education. Because ofthese international ten-
sions, there was a great concern expressed about the role of education in
national security, especially in theareas of uchnology andscience. she’,
“early sucgesses of the Soviet Union 1n space exploration, marked by the |
launching of Sputnik in 1957, caused a number of critics to make some
compansons of U.S. schqols with the educational sys(ems of Europe.
In these compansons, the American system was usually judgcd as aca-
demically inferior.

Critics, such as Arthur Bes(or, afferty, and Hyman Rickover,
challengcd in three.integrelated arcas th Jbasic direction that public
education had taken sincdWorld War II: I) American public schoolin
had grown pcdagoglcarly wegk due to life adjustment education, whi¢
(lgnorcd the basic skills and academic disciplines; 2) American publ;c
schools were acadcmlcally inferipr to the. schools of many Europcan
nauops. Whllc Sovnct schools concentrated. on the hard sciences,
American schools had de- cmphasued the rigorous scientific study that*
was needed for survival in the Cold War. 3) An overly permissive atti-

ude in Ametican schools had lowered s(gnd'ards of civic and moral
&sponsnblhty This decline of s(andards was particularly evident i in
adolescent speech and behavior. - *
Q I‘hc followmg sections will examine three of the majorcritics of the
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1950s and compare them o the carlier Essentialists of the 1930s and the
basic cducation':xdvoemcs of the 19%0s. .

¢ H

Arthar E: Bestor and the Intellectual Disciplines

One of the most intellecaually penewdting-critics of the 19505 was
Arthur E. Bestor, Jr., then a professor of history at the University of
Hllinois and author of two l'qflucmi:ll books, Educational Wastelands
and The Restoration of Learning, that provoked serious debate‘over
the purposes of American educaticn.

- Beslorlmmchnlana‘uuck,onprofcssion:llcdummrsh levital}ang
the academic qualivy of American education with life adffistmengdro-

" grams. He alleged thaveertain professional educatiomsts had banded

4. » - M "
together iy 2n interlocking directorate composed of professors of edu-
cation, members of state depattments of education, and school admin-

e ISLEUOTS-tO-promote-what was essentially an anti-intelleciual educa-

tional philesophy. According to Besior:
Oneof the gravest charges that can be made against the professional edu-
cationisis is that they have undermined public confidence 1 the schools
1y setting lorth purposes for education sotrivialas to foifen therespectof
thoughtful men, and by deliberately divorcing the schools from the dis.
ciplines of science and scholarship, which citizens trust and value,?

Bestor called for a philosophical redirection of American education
that would reaggert the teaching of fundamenial intellectual disci.
plines. Organized as they were in"the mawre world of science and

-
« scholarship, these disciplines were to be presented in a systemanc man-
sner woall students, Calling the intellectual disciplines the fundamengal
r3d .

ways-of thinking, Bestor wrote: . .
An indispensable funaion of education, w every level, 1s 10 provide
sound 1aining in the fundamental waysof thinking represented by his-
10ty, science, mathematics, lirermure, languase. art, und other disci-

Aplines evolved in the course of maphind's Yoag quest for usable knowl-
edge, cultral undcrsundiﬁg. and intellecnna powe ¢ § <

. .
Bestorargued that the intelleciugl digi*iplin"s were much more than
) ctiodn of faéts. They were disciplined and orderly ways of think- .
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ing with organized structures and methods of their owns The {xub!ic
school curriculum, especially in the high sckoo, said Bestor, should
stress-the ordered relationships and methods of inquiry\:q"(proprimc to
each basic ficld of knowledge. Teacher competency should be evalu-
ated o1f the basis of skilled instruction in each intellectual discipline

As Bagley did twodecades earlier, Bestor, the Icmlmg, spokesman for
basic cducauon in the 1950s, defined the school’s role s that of trans-
mutting the cultural heritage by means of the established intellectual
disaiplines. Only through intellectual power, gained from disciplined
learning, would a new generation be able to master the problems of
new and changing environments. Thus, the school’s fundamental task
was to transmit the power of disciphined thinking to the younger gener-
ation.

Again, like Bagley, Bestor set down what he cunsidered to be the
fundamentals of the public school curriculum After identifying read-
ing, wnting, and arithmetc as fundamental in the elementary school,
. Bestor gave his greatest attention to defining the secondary school cur-

ricelum, which was to consist of disciplined study in five broad areas

1. The Enghsh language. The study of the English language in-
volved first. learning the rudimentary skills of reading and writing,
and then proceeding to the systematic study of grammar. As the stu-
dents progressed, they were to read and analyze mcreasingly complex

examples of hteratue and to actice wnting under competent guid
ance and-criticism. : — -

2. Mathematics. Instruction m mathematics was to begin with the”
simple practice of counung and then lead systematically through arith
metie (addition, subtraction, mulllplu.uiun and division) to the more
abstract and soplusticated malhcm.uu.:l reasoming represented by
algebra, geometry, and calculus.

3. Science. Science instruction was to begingdiffusely with the natu-
ral scences and then becomne organized into the systematic branches of
biology. chemistry, and physics.

4. History. History was to be studied continuously with diffuse nar-
tauves, and then continue into the méthodical study of major chron-
ological pcnods and geographical divisions, with spedial emphasison

E lC«)Ilucal and constitutional aspects.
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5. Foreign language. Studenis were 10 study systematically at least
one foreign language; they weré to begin their study early eyough o
ensure mastery by the end of secondary schooling,. .

Like the Essentialists, Bestor argued for a logical sequence n the
curriculum with the reasoning that “Because clear thinking is syste.”

- miutic thinking, liberal education involves the logical organization of

knowledgs." Swudents need 1o see the structure of the discipline they
are studying. said Bestor, who opposed the trends 1oward interdiscipli-
l'mry studies. : .

Hyman G. Rickover

Hyman G. Rickover, known as the father of the alomic submarnine,
-was another leading.educational ¢ Jitic of the 1950s. Adnmural Rickover,
who siipervised the design and planning of the first American nuclear-
powered submuirine, the Nautitus, had beconie increasingly concerned
about the academic quality of American education, In testimony before -
Congressional committees and in a series of articles and books, Rick-
over compared the academic quality of American students 10 their
European counterparts. In his books, Reporton Russia, Education and
Freedom, Swiss Schools and Qurs: Why Thewrs are Better, and Amer-
can Education—A National Failure, Rickover penned a strong indice.
ment f American public education. He claimed that the quality of
American education had been eroded under the influence of Dewey's
Experimentalist philosophy. Like Bestor, Rickover feli that academic
quality had deteriorated most severely in American secondary schools.

Venturing into comparative education 16 make his case, Rickover
charged that American schools were academically inferior 10 those of
Europe. His arguments resembled those advay y the Essentialists
some 20 years earlier. His critique suggested that: 1) American schools
were failing to tap the intellectual potential of acadchically talented-
students:.2) The public schools were contributingtoan ducational lag
that was :uf;'erselyaffccﬁng American science, technology, and culwure;
and 3) American educators could learn from the European educational
experience, which respecied and cultivated human intelligence by
o liigmo‘l)s academic study. o0

‘ §ﬁuiy of Rickover's reccommendations for reforming American edu-
.o ©
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l: lC ;ppropnauons in 1959 took place in a time of educational crisis, con-

.

cation paralleled those of Bestor. Although particularly interested in
science, Rickover, like Bestor, believed that a *“foundation of a liberal
arts education” was needed so that educated persons could use their
“specialized training wisely..” Testifying before the House of Repre-
sentatives Committee on Appropriations in 1959, Rickover outlined

\ - - -
_ the core of a liberal education as history, anthropology, economics, for-

eign languages and literatures, mathematics, science, and English.1®

To Rickover, American schools were deficient for their failure to
offer a systematic academic curriculum and their unwillingness or in-
abulity to challenge the intellectual potential ofacadcmlcally talented
students.

Rickover believed thrit the Amcncan school curriculum had de-

gencrated under the influence of educators steeped in progressive and
life adjusgment philosophy. The entry of academically weak courses
had 'dctr:jctcd .1 the more solid disciplines of history, geography,
mathematics, and science. In contrast to the ill-defined objectives of
American schools, Rickover claimed that European schools had clearly
defined academic and cultural goals.
. In patticular, Rickover believed that the multiple-track, ability
grouping system of secondary education in Europe was superior to the
American comprehensive sccondary school. European educatorsdelib-
erately matched a student’s academic ability with an appropriate type
of schooling. In contrast, American educators refused to structure the
curriculum to fit a student’s academic aptitude on the grounds that it
was elitist and undemocratic. Like Bestor, Rickover argued that a con-
fused and simplistic notion of democracy had equated equality ofedu-
cational opportumty with sameness.

In 1957, when the Soviet Union launched Sputnik 1, it did not take
long for public scrutiny to focus on American education. The debate
betwgen Bestor and his academic allies and the professional educators
over life adjustment education was now intensified. The kind ofargu-
ments that Rickover was malg_l_rlg, based on comparative evndence. now

_ gave the educational controyersy of the 1950s an international as well
as a domestic dimension. —

Rickover's testimony . 1d report before the House Committee on
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troversy, and urgency. Rickover claimed.that graduates of the Soviet

Union's 10-year school were at least two years ahead of their American
counterparts in r}ms(ering *“sound, basic education,” which he defined
as ‘mathematics, the scierces, mastery of the mother tongue, knowl-
* edge of their own clas!ncal Titerature and that of major foreign nations,
foreign- languagGS_. and history—though their history study is colored

. by MarXist doctrine.”" Further, Rickover commented that the Soviets

identified their talented youth, particularly the upper 30% who were

. . ”~ . . .
. sent on to the university, especially for study in science and engineer-
ing. .

Continuing to use comparative evidence to support his argument

“that American schools were generally academically inferior to Euro-

pean, Rickgver compared Swiss and American schools. Unlike the
totalitarian and communistic Soviet Union. Switzerland was demo-
cratic, federal, and capitalistic. Although much smaller in sjze and
population than the U.S., there were similarities in political, eco-

" nomic, and cultural lifestyles. Despite these similarities, Rickover

identified some sharp dissimilarities between Swiss and American edu-
cational styles. For example, American vducators tended to invest
heavily in bricks and mortar, in physical facilities, while the Swiss
[rugally used their resources for instruction rather than expensive and
clab,ora(c buildings. Rickover wrote that “*Swiss children obtain a
good but not luxurious, education.” Educational resources were not
used in Switzerland for *‘claborate buildings and facilities, for frill
subjects, for social entertainment.”? In addition to spendin’g their re-
s._ou'rces directly on academic matters, the $wiss also used a variety of
grouping patterns that were appropriate to the academic aptitude of
s(udcms Although there were variations in organizational patterns,
the curriculum in Swiss schools stressed basic academic subjects—lan-
guage, ‘mathematics, history, geography, science. Swiss educational
excellence was also based on national examinations, which, while not
compulsory, did encourage academic achievement.

In 1962, Rickover again testified before the House Appropriations
Committee to feporton British education. His remarks were amplified
in his book, Amentan Education—A National Failure, which ap-
Q d a year later.!? Like Swiss schools, (hose:n England used ability




- match a student’s ability to an appropriate type of schooling.

T oo kickovc’f-’s“&lccommcndations .

: Based upon his comparisons of American and European educa-

3 uonal systems, Rickover, like Bestor, proposed a general program of

T reform. His program included the following: .

: ‘1. American educators need to commit themselves to liberal educa-

’ uon which for Rickover was that “marvelous pedagogical invention"
—trmmng the young to think and solve problems. Liberal education
_would- provide the knowledge base for specialized and professional
training.

2. The Ametican commitment to the comprehensive highschoolas

- an agency ofadolescent socialization must be abandoned and replaced
bya secondary school system of multiple tracks that are appropriate to
a student's academic ability.

. 3. A National Standards Committee should be established to keep
the public informed about the condition of American éducationand to
formulate national sckolastic standards in order to make the U.S. inter-
nationally competitive. &

4. Elementary and sggondary education should provide a suf- ®
ficiently broad terminal education for average amyl helow average stu-
dents to prepare them for a modern technoleg#al society and should ,

providea soligca\dcmi( foundation for academically (alcjy:d students

to prepare them\for subsequent professional education, '
5. The public sthools should concentrate on their proper func-
i tion—the education of young minds.

Max Rafferty .

The contemporary basic education movement encompasses a wide
spectrum of advocates ranging from academic scholars and scientists to
the grass roots populist. In retrospect, the critics of the 1950s also could
be placed on acontinuum ra'nging from the scholar-historian Bestor to
the more popular, grassroots educator-politician, Max Rafferty. A pro-

, fessional educator and school administrator, Rafferty was clected as
& ]: \)C lifornia’s supérintendentof public instruction in 1962 and re-elected
3 f" K
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in 1966 by widemamgins. His last «l;l(.'l“plil! public office was an unsuc-
cessful bid for the U.S. Senate in'i§968 Currently dean ofeducqﬁion at

'I‘roy State University in Alabama, he a t(?\ rites a widely syndicated

new spaper column on educition issues
Rafferty repusems the kind of basic education position that is de-
rived from a conservative polmcal ideology, but it has strong pedagogi”’
cal implications. Although Bcslor, Richover, and Rafferty mightagree
on some of the weaknesses 1n American education and on some of the
remedigs for these weaknesses, their philosophical bases différ. Indeed,
the differences of the late 1950s and the early 1960s that existed among
the advocates of basic cdumnon are similar insome respects to ‘theam-
biguities-in the current moverment. ~  #~" :

tapmrenes

Rafferty's hooks, Suffer, Little Children (1962} and Whal Are They

Doing to Your Cluldren? (1961), reveal a conservative pcdagoglcal )

position that is derived from a conservative political ideology. For
Rafferty, America’s cultural and educational heritage was conceived in
the patriotism of the Rcvolutionary era and nurtured in the nineteenth
century by the common school’s devotion to literacy, civic respons-
ibility, discipline, perseverence, and hard work.

In Rafferty's view of Am,cric:m educational history, the purpose of

the public schools was distorted by the appearance ofjo)hn Dewey, the
Experimentalist cducational philosophers, and the advocates of pro-

.gressivism, The Experimentalists’ stress on cultural and ethical relati- |

vism eroded the belief in llmchanging moral values. Child-centered
progressivism degenerated into socialization and life adjustment edu-
cation that mgatcd the school’s function as an acagemic institution.
Based™ pon his i mtcrprctauon of America’s educational past, Raf-
ferty’s criticismof thccondl'uons plaguing the public schools included.
1) a neglect of and a decline m academic standards throughout ‘the
schools; 2) a decline in rcppcct Yor the authority of the teacher; 3) a

l;)wcrmg of moral and ethical standards in the schools that has led to

delinquency and violence and to what Rafferty refers to as “the cult of
the slob”, 4) a general decline of cavic and cultural values because of the
educational malaise in the schools. ’

As a political conseryative, Rafferty’ S educational program is
largcly restorative and (.lll(s for areturnto urmm fcdturcsof the past to
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-solvé‘present problems. In this respect, Rafferty holds much irf com-
mon with Bestor and Rickover. His remedy for a renewal of American
education made in the mid-1960s alsoshowsa philosophical parallel to
the Essentialists of the 1930s and the contemporary advocates of basic

*education. I an article in the Chicago Tribune, Rafferty stated:

f

... the purpose of aschool is not to make pupils poputar or well-adfsted
or universally approved. It is to make them learned..

It is to teach them 10 use the intellectual tools which the race, over the
centurics, has found to be indispensable in the pursuit of truth.

. . - the schools exist to teach or.ganized. disciplined, systematc subject
matter to the children. The schools are the only socjetal hgencies specifi-
cally charged with the performance of this vital function. If the schools’
do not teach subject matter, the children are never going to learn it

Although there were other critics of American education in the late
Fifties and early Sixties such as James D. Koerner, Mortimer Smith and
othets, Bestor, Rickover, and Rafferty were the most prominent na-
tional spokesmen for the basic education philosophy. Much of this
philosophy continues today through the Council on Basic Education,
which Bestor helped to organize, FY -

The Impact of the Critics of the 19505 ° i

Itis diff*~ult to judge the degrec to which the critics of the 1950s had
an impact on American ¢ducation. In somne ways, their q'rgu ents were
timely in that they coincided with the debate stimulated by the launch-
ing of Sputnik in 1957 and the enactment of the National Defense Edu-
cation Act of 1958, which funded a host of programs and research to
improve instruction in science, mathematics, and foreign languages.
The emergenice of Master of Arts in T caching programs in this decade
placed a greater emphasis on academic subject matter in teacher prep-
aration than had many traditional sec&dary teacher education pro-
grams. The educational critics of the 19505 certainly would have agreed
with these trends. If-they did not precipitate them, they certainly con-
tributed to the climate of opirion that'influenced educational reform
in the first half of the 1960s.

The curriculum reforms of the early 1960s were not simply a matter
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of restormg the tradmgnal academic disciplines. Rather, the reforms, . "‘
developed largely by academic scholars and scientists, focused on re- B
structuring the elémentary and secOndary curriculum in the areas of i
mathematics, science, and the soeml studies. Other reforms of an or-
°ganizational and instructional nature were team teachmg. modular
schedulmg, individualized instruction, and open spacé education. The
intention of the curricular innovations was generally to introduce stu-,
dents to the process of fearning in much the same way that a scientist or
scholar investigates a problem in a learned discipline. The organiza-
tional | changes of the 1960s were designed to reduce the alleged rigidity
of the self-contained classroom.

Although some improvements may have resulted from these inno-
vations, they did create serious communication problems with parents g
and the general public. Parents could not relate to the new terminol.
ogy."Terms such as structures, sets, spiral curriculum, and learning by
objectives, were confusing to those whose education had been in an-
other era. The various new organizational structures ofter made
school seem like a foreign environment to parents. Today, among -
basic education advocates are many who are either suspicious of or
hosplle to innovations. Indeed, the only innovations that seem accept-
able to them are those that provide evidence that students are maslcnng
the basic skills and subjects.

If the early 1960s supported the trends back to basic education, the y
second half of that decade had the contrary effect. The educational .
policies of the federal government shifted to “Great Society™ programs
for compensatory education, Head Start, urban education, bilingual
anﬂ“Qlcultuml education, and job training. The activism precipitated
by opposition to the US, involvement in Viet Nam often spilled over
into the high schools, with both studgnts and teachers more socially
*. 'and politically involved.

’ At the cnd of the decade and into the early 1970s. a new breed of *
critic cmergcd that called for a humaqlzma of the school. The message
of the so-called ngo-romantics such as Joseph Fedthcrstonc, Jonathan
Kozol, John Holt, and others to reduce structure and sequence was
quite different from that of Bagley, Bestor, Rickover, and Rafferty.
O lesSilberman’s Crisis in the Classroom, appearing in 1970, looked
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to the British fm'mary schools—not for rigorous acadecmic standards
bus for progressive concepts of child freedcm and hbcranon Oneof the
most severe critics was Ivan Illich who argued in Deschoolmg Society
that schools were actually pernicious to educatiorrand should be abol-

" ished. \ :

As the 1970s reached their mndpom(, educanonal directions were
not clear. Political, social, and economic forces that were ex(ernal to
the schools were pushing and pulling them in a variety of directions.
Within schools, professional educators often seemed unable or unwill-
ing to point the direction, that public education needed to take. As the
1970s ended and the 1980s bcgan, there appeared tobe no commanding
edumnonal leader on the national scene. There wasno Mann, Barnaxd

Harris, Ellm, Dewey, or Conant in sight.
# .
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Return to Basic' Education

By the mld-1970;, the issues that had been ralsed by Bagley and the

‘_ - Esscnuallsts in. the. 1930s and by Bestor, Rickover and  Rafferty in the

P

S rt

19505 retumcd to thie national scene with the resurgent basiceducation
mo menl. Tl‘ne cutrent back-to-basics drive.appears 1o enjoy d'more.
pervasnve and popular base of support than the earlier two movements.
Although the cdumuonal clqnate of the late Seventies introduced new
tcrmmology that 1ncludcd words such as accountabllny, competcncy~
based cumculum, and minimal compeiency testing, the important
Jissues are phllbso’"”hlcal ones that haveremained u nresolvcd for the last
50 years of America’s cducauonal history, Both the frlends.and foes of
basnc edur *ion need to'addressthe following persistent philosophical
quesuons iat have emerged in the last half century:

What is a_sound education? coe

'Whal is.a- scho;ﬁ? '

"What is the primary purpose of a school?

What dis'the nature of the curriculum? |

Thc advocates ol' basxc education ngcd to ponder and answer these
quesuons in lhe most coherentand comprehensive way possnble sothat
thelr _position is n longer based on scattered sources and conﬂlcung
vopmmns Antago}lsts need to exammt thése questions in light of the
(hnstoncal perspetiive of the Tecuiring (hemes of basic education: The
issues, ralscd -are not fleeting ones that will go away. As they have ap-
pcarcd in'our educauonal past, so they will occur in our educauonah.
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