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"There are as many worlds as there are ways to describe them. " 
NELSON GOODMAN 

Because educational practice is concerned with the achievement of certain 
desired end-states, it relies on a larger value matrix to identify and justify 
the directions in which it moves. That values matrix is the subject of this 
chapter: the ideologies that give direction to one of the school's major 
means for addressing the aims it values. We call that means the curriculum. 

The term ideologies, rather than ideology, is used here to indicate that 
there is no single ideology that directs education. Values, particularly in 
America, proliferate, and these values find their educational expression in 
the ways in which schooling, curriculum, teaching, and evaluation -are to 
occur. Curriculum ideologies are defined as beliefs about what schools 
should teach, for what ends, and for what reasons. Insofar as an ideology 
can be tacit rather than explicit, it is fair to say that all schools have at least 
one ideology-and usually more than one-that provides direction to their 
functions. 

The Significance of Ideologies in Education 
Ideologies in general are belief systems that provide the value premises 
from which decisions about practical educational matters are made. For 
example, a conception of the aims of education rooted in the desire to help 
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students secure Christian salvation will emphasize the importance of devel
oping in the young the ability to read, for without such literacy the scrip
tures are inaccessible and if inaccessible, salvation is unlikely. A Christian 
ideology of the kind reflected in the laws of 1642 and 1647 (Cremin, 1961) 
in the Massachusetts Bay Colonies provided the value premises for both 
educational policy-schools were legally mandated in towns with over 50 
inhabitants-and for curricular goals; biblical literacy, achieved through the 
ability to read, was of paramount importance. 

In some ways, curricular ideologies derive from what might be regarded 
as Weltanschauungen-world views. Although religious ideologies, as they 
are played out in schooling, often provide the most visible forms of ideolog
ical influence, there are many important nonreligious ideologies that have 
long functioned in schooling. My aim in this chapter is to explore some of 
the most important and to describe their implications for curriculum prac
tice. 

Ideologies in education also influence what is considered problematic 
and nonproblematic in the curriculum. The term problematic can be 
regarded in two ways. First, what is considered to be a given or believed to 
be axiomatic in education enjoys a kind of security that is seldom threat
ened by marginalization: there are few people today for whom the develop
ment of literacy is a questionable aim of schooling. In this sense, the attain
ment of literacy is nonproblematic. By contrast, whether subjects like the 
arts or courses in sex education should be an important part of the curricu
lum is another question. Given some educational ideologies, these latter 
areas of study are problematic in much the same way that for some, federal 
support to the National Endowment for the Arts is problematic. For some 
the government has no business supporting the arts, and for others the 
school has no business teaching adolescents about sex. 

Identifying what is problematic in the curriculum by its importance 
within an ideology is one way to look at the issue. A second way is to recog
nize that where a curriculum ideology emphasizes the importance of a par
ticular subject, that subject ineluctably becomes problematic. By "problem
atic" here I mean that because decisions about the best ways of achieving 
the aims of fields conside:red important are almost always less than optimal, 
levels of student performance in the subject is typically a source of discon
tent and, in this sense, problematic. The problematic character of the most 
valued subjects makes them continuous objects of attention while those sub
jects that are marginalized or neglected altogether never achieve, in this lat
ter sense, a problematic status. Anthropology, for example, is simply not a 
problem in the school's curriculum because it is seldom considered impor· 
tant enough to care about. The same holds true for the arts and a variety of 
other fields. 

I suggested earlier that curricular ideologies emerge in religious·like 
views of the world. Any orthodoxy attempts to make the world into its own 
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image, especially the educational world. Walker (1978) has pointed out that 
c_urriculum policies are like political platforms; they present a public posi
tion on some array of curricular options. Beliefs about the importance of 
the neighborhood school or the self-contained classroom or a multicultural 
curriculum have similarities to the planks in a political platform. Ideologies 
also function in much subtler ways. Often they do not announce their posi
tions on important educational matters; rather, they manifest themselves in 
the kinds of language that imply or suggest rather than state explicitly what 
is educationally important and what the schools' curricula should address. 
For example, when the language of industrial competition is used to make 
a case for particular educational aims-"regaining our competitive edge in 
a world .ec?nomy'~-our conception of the mission of schools is gradually 
shaped in industrial terms. The school becomes viewed as an organization 
that turns out a product-a student-whose knowledge and skills are sub
ject to the same kinds of standards and quality control criteria that are 
applied to other industrial products. By contrast, when the child is viewed 
as a biological organism subject to natural laws of growth and atrophy, the 
kindergarten become a more appropriate model for thinking about the 
ends worth pursuing and the kind of environment that is most suitable. 
Getzels (1974) has described how models of the learner influence images of 
the classroom. When children are regarded as passive receptacles to be 
filled rather than active, stimulus-seeking organisms, bolting down desks in 
orderly rows makes sense. If they are thought of as stimulus-seeking organ
isms, then the classroom is likely to have a very different look. 

What is important about such educational practices is that they emanate 
from ideologies no less powerful than those directed by publicly expressed 
orthodox religious beliefs. Indeed, because the former practices may 
obscure their ideological sources, they may be especially difficult to change. 
Looked at this way, it becomes clear that at the broadest social level, accul
turation itself can be regarded as a form of ideological induction. When one 
ideology becomes ubiquitous it renders those acculturated insensitive to the 
ways in which their own beliefs have been shaped; they are too close to the 
scene to recognize its features. 
. Another impediment to recognition emanates from the incorporation 
into our language of conceptions that so shape our view of curriculum, or 
the aims of schooling, or human aptitude that we do not notice them as 
having this effect. For example, when we define intelligence as the ability to 
deal with abstraction and identify abstraction solely with the ability to use 
words and number, we impose on schools standards that reflect those con
ceptions and, thereby, limit other possibilities. 

The foregoing conception of an ideology is neither fundamentally differ
ent from a constructivist perspective pertaining to the function of theory in 
cognition, nor from one that Gruber (1981) calls "images of wide scope." 
The purported difference is that ideologies are typically regarded as value-
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laden commitments, while theories in the social sciences are frequently ide
alized as merely descriptions of the world rather than an expression of what 
is to be valued. Such a distinction will not stand analysis. Language is con
stitntive of experience; it is not simply descriptive, and the way in which the 
world is parsed has significant value consequences for matters of educa
tional practice. Gardner (1983) points out that Piaget's theory of cognitive 
structnre is essentially an ascension from lower to higher forms of thought 
that has as its apotheosis a scientific model of mind. For Piaget (1973) the 
pinnacle of cognitive achievement is found in the scientist. For Piaget, the 
human as scientist, rather than as artist, is the end-state of cognitive growth. 
Gardner writes: 

According to Piaget, a final stage of development comes into being during 
early adolescence. Now capable of formal operations, the youth is able to reason 
about the world not only through actions or single symbols, but rather by fig
uring out the implications that obtain among a set of related propositions. 
The adolescent becomes able to think in a completely logical fashion: now 
resembling a working scientist, he can express hypotheses in propositions, test 
them, and revise the propositions in the light of the results of such experi
mentation. These abilities in hand (or in head), the youth has achieved the 
end-state of adult human cognition. He is now capable of that form of logical
rational thought which is prized in the West and epitomized by mathemati
cians and scientists. (p. 19) 

It takes no huge imagination tp recognize how a view as influential as 
Piaget's can reinforce a certain conception of knowledge and intelligence 
and how, in the process, it can limit other options. If we believe that 
Piaget's cognitive structures correctly define a hierarchy of human cognitive 
attainment, the works of a Mozart, a Matisse, or a Balanchine are likely to 
be diminished. If, however, we regarded artistic thought as the paramount 
cognitive achievement, the content of our curriculum and who receives 
rewards for success might look very different from the what we provide 
today. 

Recognition of the constitntive functions of language and the power of 
theory to shape perception has been fostered from several sources. First, 
that branch of psychology rooted in psycholinguistics and represented early 
in the work of Edward Sapir (1962) and Benjamin Lee Whorf (1956), and 
more recently in the cognitively oriented work of Bruner (1964), Case 
(1984), Cole (1974), and Olsen (1988), has emphasized the complex social 
natnre of cognition in general and the functions of what Bruner has called 
structure in the creation of understanding. To these researchers, the mind is 
a cultural achievement influenced by biological predisposition, but never
theless, shaped by the featnres of a cultnre. Second, there is that branch of 
philosophy that historically has emphasized the importance of symbol sys
tems in creating different forms of consciousness. Ernst Cassirer (1961 ), 
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Nelson Goodman (1978), and Snsanne Langer (1942) are scholars whose 
theories of knowledge are directly related to the ways in which the world is 
represented. Different symbol systems, they claim, perform different epis
temic functions. Third, there are the critical theorists and deconstructivists 
(Cullen, 1982) who pay special attention to the impact of language on cog
nition and on the values tac~t in. the language that is used. Their aim has 
been to raise consciousness to the covert values residing deeply in the lan
guage we use by revealing these values through the techniques of decon
struction-substituting, for example, key terms with other terms represent
ing opposing meanings. Their efforts are not only epistemologically 
motivated, they are often motivated by particular political commitme:rits 
(Eagleton, 1983). "Emancipation" from the linguistic and cognitive fetters 
of the culture is for them an important political aim. 

The extension of the concept of ideology into the general sphere of cog
nitive theory, linguistics, philosophy, and deconstruction is advanced here 
because it is an arguable case that the most influential ideologies are not 
those formally acknowledged and publicly articulated, but rather those that 
are subliminally ingested as a part of general or professional socialization. 
We may be very much more ideological, given this broadened view, than we 
realize. Thus, understanding the covert ways in which ideologies operate 
becomes crucial if they are to be the snbject of reflective examination. As 
long as we remairi oblivious to the values that animate our intellectual life, 
we will be in no position to modify them. 

Thus far I have described ideologies largely as a function of accultnration 
and as an inherent part of the psychological structnres-language and the
ory-that we acquire as members of a culture. Although in some societies 
ideological commitments can be both uniform and powerful, it is not the 
case that in pluralistic societies _uniformity among ideologies is the norm. 
More often than not, ideological positions pertaining to curriculum and to 
other aspects of education exist in a state of tension or conflict. In pluralis
tic societies, a part of the pluralism emerges in competing views of what 
schools should teach and for what ends. These competing views prevail or 
succumb in a political marketplace. For example, the admonitions of evan
gelical Christians to exclude Darwinist theory in the teaching of biology and 
to replace it, or at least to complement a Daiwinian view with a creationist \ 
revelation, encountered sufficient resistance in California to make it possi- ' 
ble for a scientific, Darwinian perspective to prevail. In this particular battle 
for ideological supremacy, evangelical fundamentalism lost. 

My point here is that regardless of how powerful an ideological view may 
be in any individual's or even group's orientation to the world, it is seldom 
adequate to determine what the school cnrriculum shall be. There is a polit
ical process that inevitably must be employed to move from ideological 
commitment to practical action. When a society is characterized by value 
plurality and when the political strength of groups is comparable, the 
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process almost always leads to certain compromises. AB a result, the public 
school currictiltim seldom reflects a pure form of any single ideological 
position. Indeed, the more public the school and the more heterogeneous 
the community, the less likely there will be ideological uniformity in school

ing. 
Where schools are private, and Christian fundamentalist schools are 

examples, it is much more likely that not only the curriculum of the school, 
but also that other aspects of school life will reflect the values of the group. 
Peshkin (1986) points out that in the Christian fundamentalist school he 
studied virtually every aspect of the school-from the hiring of mainte
nance wOrkers to the extracurricular life students led outside of school-was 
governed by religious values that went virtually unquestioned. Is such uni
formity a virtue or a vice? Is the need to compromise values a necessary evil 
or something that represents a forril of corporate wisdom? Answers to these 
questions depend, I think, on one's own degree of commitment to an ideo
logical position. If one believes that the truth resides in a particular concep
tion of the human being, compromising that conception for political expe
diency is not necessarily an asset. Perhaps the major virtue of a democracy 
is the instaritiation of a process that allows individuals to exercise choice, 
even if at times out of ignorance. 

In the foregoing section I described curriculum ideologies as a set of 
beliefs about what should be taught, for what ends, and for what reasons. I 
pointed out that although such ideologies are most clearly visible in ortho
dox views of schooling, whether secular or sectarian, ideological commit
ments are expressed and developed through the processes of acculturation 
and professional socialization and are reflected in the tacit as well as the 
explicit assumptions we make about the nature of reality, knowledge, mind, 
and education. These ideological commitments reveal themselves in the 
kind of language we use to describe schools, teaching, and learning; 
metaphors count in creating a value valence in our attitudes and beliefs 
about curriculum. Hence, curriculum ideologies can be said to reside on a 
continuum from the most explicit forms-for example, in positions about 
education presented, for examples, in manifestos about what should be 
taught-to the most implicit, delicate shadings of language about educa
tion, including language that is intended to be purely descriptive. Indeed, 
the less visible an ideology is, the more insidious it can be, for in that form 
it often eludes scrutiny. 

It should not be inferred from my remarks that ideologies are, somehow, 
a kind of infection in education that is to be cured by taking the proper 
medicine. Nor should it be inferred that ideologies somehow interfere with 
the exercise of "pure rationality." Because education is a normative enter
prise, it cannot be approached value free. Such a position would leave edu
cators with neither rudder nor compass. Any normative enterprise is, by 
definition, guided by certain beliefs about what counts. These beliefs, in one 
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form or another, constitute an ideological view. Finally, schools or school 
systems seldom develop their programs through the straightforward appli
cation of political decisions deduced from a codified array of value assump
tions. The political process in democratic and pluralistic societies requires 
deliberation, debate, adjustment, and compromise. As a result, examples of 
"pure" ideologies in action in schools are rare. 

One other point. Schools are not objects that once modified in a particu
lar way remain so. Because schools and school districts are subject to the 
vicissitudes of local and national expectations, changes in schools based on 
the prevalence of a particular ideological view may last for a short time. As 
the social and econoniic conditions of a community change, as its political 
climate alters, as staff come and go, it becomes necessary for schools to 
make adjustments artd to accommodate to these newly emerging condi
tions. What this means at the level of practice is the continual readjustment 
of programs and priorities, even if one 1vishes to maintain the direction the 
school has taken prior to those changed conditions. Educational practices 
and priorities reflecting ideological commitments need modification in 
order to survive, just as a tightrope walker must correct for movement in 
the wire if he or she is to remain on it. Put another way, sustaining a direc
tion in schooling or maintaining a set of priorities in the curriculum is 
much more like nurturing a friendship than installing a refrigerator in the 
kitchen. The latter requires virtually no attention after installation. The 
same cannot be said of friendship. 

A Comment on the Current State 
of Curricular Ideologies 

Although in the foregoing section I pointed out that ideologies in education 
can be located on a continuum from the most obvious, public, and articu
late statement of purpose, content, and rationale, to the most subtle, pri
vate, and latent vieW, there is a tendency among writers on particular top
ics-in this case curricular ideologies-to succumb to the temptation to see 
the world in terms of the topic about which they write. AB important as cur
ricular or, more broadly, educational ideologies are for schools, curricular 
ideologies are rarely presented in a public and articulate form. This is not 
to say that values do not direct the enterprise. They do. It is to say that 
American schools are driven by a complex of values and traditions, and by 
fairly uniform expectations for a shared way of life that is both long-stand
ing and widespread, rather than by a manifesto-like, publicly available ideo
logical doctrine. There are, to be sure, statements of philosophy that school 
districts dutifully formulate; they are seldom read and what they have to do 
with the actual operations of schools is less than clear. In this sense most 
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(nonmagnet) public schools in the United States, once one goes beyond 
general statements of philosophy, do not "stand" for anything. That is,_they 
do not display a uniform articulate ideological position that allows citizens 
to say this educational view is for me, that isn't. 

What most citizens want are good schools. "Good schools" for most par
ents means teaching children basic skills, preparing them for the world of 
work or for college, helping them avoid the evil of drugs, and paying atten
tion to those less central topics and issues that arise from time-to-time and 
from place-to-place in schools across the country (Gallup & Clark, 1987). 
The major mission, however, of schooling remains largely the same. So, 
too, does the structure and practice of schooling. Its use of time and space, 
what it offers, and what it requires of students are remarkably constant. If 
these features constitute what might be called the operational ideology of 
schooling, ideological uniformity more than ideological diversity prevails. 

If we examine the schools from an operational perspective, as Dreeben 
(1968) and others have done, that is, from the way in which their day-to-day 
operations inculcate and tacitly express beliefs and values, and if we regard 
these beliefs and values as ideological, the following picture appears. 

Schools teach children to be punctual. At the middle and secondary 
school levels where departmentalization prevails, students must arrive and 
leave class on time, 16 times each day (Eisner, 1985b). Most of these arrivals 
and departures occur within 5-minute intervals between classes. Schools 
also teach children to be alone in a crowd (Jackson, 1968) and to delay 
those gratifications that issue from providing the teacher with the corre~t 
answer in order to allow classmates to have a chance to do so. To be in 
school is to acquire a worldview that appears in the form of largely discon
nected subject matters. Children learn to separate ways of knowing that 
reflect the different subjects they study because of the way those subjects are 
organized in the curriculum (Eisner, l 985b ). Being in school means learn
ing how to complete assignments on time and how to accept such assign
ments from others rather than generating them for one's self (Apple, 1982). 
It means regarding rationality as the need to have clear-cut goals in mind at 
the outset of any intellectual- enterprise and to regard means related to 
those goals as a kind of experimental treatment; rationality is tacitly mod
eled after a scientist or technological form rather than, for example, an 
intuitive one. 

Schools also convey to students a need to compete. Resources-particu
larly rewards-are limited and the garlands go to the swiftest. Swiftness, i;i 
turn, is defined mainly through achievement in particular forms of cogn1M 
tion. Verbal and mathematical aptitudes are the most useful, given the tasks 
in which students compete, and the emphasis on these particular aptitudes 
teaches the young that intellectual ability is defined largely in terms of ver
bal and mathematical performance. 
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Bemuse of the ways in which schools organize and sort children, oppor
tunities to lear~ fro~ other students, younger or older, is diminished. 
Sc~ools orgamze children by "litter" -children of the same age are 
assigned to the same grade and progression through the school keeps con
stant this form ~f age-grading (Goodlad & Anderson, 1959). This form of 
school o_rgamzatton remforces the idea that the task of being a successful 
student ts to learn the content of the grade, a condition that results in pro
mot10n to the next. It also reinforces the idea that knowledge is fixed and 
ttdy, that_ sm~rt. people possess it, that textbooks contain it, and that the aim 
of schoolmg ts tts orderly transmission (Jackson, 1986). 

The kind of c;urricular tasks and subjects emphasized in the early grades 
~re also inst.rucuve. in ways well beyond their original inte:rit. Reading, writ
mg, and anthmettc at the early levels of schooling are subjects that are 
highly ~le-governed in character. By rule-governed I mean that these so
calle_d skill subjects emphasize the correct application or use of social con
vent10ns. Spellmg and arithmetic are two examples of rule-governed tasks. 
Such tasks convey to children that their most important activities in school 
have single, correct answers, that those answers are known by the teach 

dth th" . ~ an at e1r primary responsibility as students is to learn the correct ones 
!'he ~ch~ol creates an environment that does not put much premium 0~ 
1mag1natlon, on personal spirit, or on creative thinking. It emphasizes a 
form of rationality that seeks convergence on the known more than explo
rat10n of the ~nknown. It emphasizes the virtues of hard work. It limits the 
degree to which personal. goal. setting can occur and it rewards conformity 
to correct outcom~ more than it rewards productive idiosyncrasy. 

Can such practices be_ regarded collectively as a curricular ideology? The 
answer to this quesuon ts, at base, arbitrary. If an ideology is defmed as a 
public statement of a value position regarding curriculum, then the absence 
of such a statement would disqualify it as an ideology. If, however, an ideol
ogy also refers to a shared way of life that teaches a certain worldview or set 
of values through action, then schools everywhere employ and convey an 
ideology because they all possess, in practice, a shared way of life or what 
may be called an operational ideology. 

It needs to be said that the ideologies that make a difference for those in 
sc~ool-:eacher~ and stud~nts-are those that permeate their activities on a 
daily basis. A wnt~en manifesto of educational beliefs that never infuses the\ 
day-to-day operat10°:s of schools has no practical import for either teachers 
or students; such beliefs are window dressing. 
. The v~ew presented in this chapter is that it is useful to conceive a cur

riculum td~ol~~' or eve~ more broadly an educational ideology, in two 
ways. That ts, '.t is useful m comprehending educational practice to under
stand how behefs about what is valued influence what is taught, for what 
ends, and for what reasons. Shifts in those beliefs can have substantial con-
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sequences for how schools function. At the same time, it is the way in which 
schools actually function that, de facto, help shape the way students come to 
view the world of schooling and the values they secure about it. It ts also 
useful to examine schools to uncover their tacit ideologies, their subtexts, as 
well as what they publicly espouse. Such inquiries have be_en undertaken by 
Dreeben ( 1968), Eisner (l 985b), Jackson (1968), Smtth and Geoffrey 
(1968), Waller (1932), and many others. 

It is important to note that in the United States in recent years the~e has 
been a movement toward the creation of schools that do reflect particular 
educational ideologies. Magnet schools (Metz, 1986) have beei_i developed 
throughout the country that provide special programs, emphasmng partic
ular kinds of educational values. For example, there are magnet schools 
that advertise an emphasis on traditional educational values: homework 
each day, achievement testing each week, and an emp~asis on the three R's. 
There are other schools that advertise an experientially based program: 
individualization of the curriculum, hands-on activities, field trips, group 
projects, and cooperative learning .. Such schools provid_e very different edu
cational environments. Each 1s guided by a different image of its m1ss1on 
and what students ought to learn in the course of their education. Given 
their distinctive mission, they do what the typical public school does not do; 
they hoist an ideological flag that tells the community what they stand for 
and therefore give the public a choice. 

Six Curriculum Ideologies 
Thus far I have provided a general description of some of the ways in which 
ideologies function in the schools. In this section I will identify six curricu
lum ideologies and describe their core values and views about curr.1c1:lum, 
including their views of the mission of the school. Although these six ideo
logical positions do not exhaust those that influence schools, they are 
among the most prominent. It should also be said that 1de~log1es are never 
as definite or clear in practice as they are on paper. In addition, interpreta
tions of any particular ideology differ, even among their a~herent~; henc:, 
what follows are, of necessity, general characterizations of ideological posi
tions rather than unassailable descriptions of the particular views of individ
ual adherents. The six ideologies are refereed to as Religious Orthodoxy, 
Rational Humanism, Progressivism, Critical Theory, Reconceptualism, and 
Cognitive Pluralism. 

Religious Orthodoxy 

One feature that all religious orthodox ideologies share is their belief in tbe 
existence of God and the importance of God's message in defining the con-
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tent, aims, and conditions of educational practice. In America, about 90 
percent of all private or independent elementary and secondary schools are 
Roman Catholic. The major aim of the Roman Catholic schools is to induct 
the young into the Roman Catholic Church, and through the Church, to 
Christ. American Evangelical Christians have similar aims, though clearly 
not "the same" God. Orthodox Jews, whose schools serve less than 1 per
cent of the American school-age population, are similarly engaged. At the 
heart of the religious enterprise is a conception of how life ought to be lived 
and a conception of the kinds of habits and beliefs that will lead to its real
ization. How do religiously constituted groups with relative clear opinions 
about the constituents of educational virtue go about realizing their educa
tional aims in schools? How do their beliefs affect the experience of the 
young? Certain religious groups, the Jesuits for example, have had a long
standing interest in social justice (Kuntz, 1986). This interest is displayed in 
their educational priorities and in their attention to this aspect of religious 
life in the curriculum. Kuntz (1986), himself a Jesuit and a student of Jesuit 
education, writes:. 

In the Jesuit tradition, it is the teacher who must be responsible for the suc
cess or failure of education for justice. The teacher in the Jesuit school has a 
double purpose: to enable the students to appropriate Christian norms of 
morality even in the fact of external cultural pressures, and to encourage the 
students to conduct their lives in accordance with those norms. Jesuit educa
tors place the primary responsibility for moral education on the teacher. (p. 
113) 

Convictions such as this are central to the Jesuits, but they are not nearly 
as critical for other Catholic orders. Thus, Catholicism as one variant of 
Christianity is itself varied, even pluralistic in its orientation to education. 
When it comes to other forms of Christian belief, evangelical Christianity, 
for example, the variability is just as wide within, not to speak of the differ
ences between, evangelicals and Catholics. 

Jews express their common faith in three major religious belief systems: 
orthodox, conservative, and reform. Members of each group embrace dif
ferent ideas about what it means to be aJew and therefore the kinds of per
sonal attributes, beliefs, and behaviors children and adolescents ought to 
develop under the aegis of their schools. For orthodox Jews, only certain 
forms of adaptation to secular life are acceptable. For example, on the 
Sabbath it is not permitted for orthodox Jews to walk more than 2,000 
"paces," a safeguard against using the Sabbath for purposes of work. The 
orthodox Jew must not only eat kosher food, he or she must keep a kosher 
home, meaning, among other things, that eating utensils for dairy and 
meat products must be kept separate. In addition, daily prayers are manda
tory, and the Sabbath-the holiest day of the week-must also be kept. 
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For conservative and reform Jews, religious laws pertaining to daily life 
are, arguably, less demanding and the relationship between religious and 
secular life more forgiving. Thus even within the same ~ehgion, the me~
ing of what it means to be religious has considerable ~anance ai;d those dif
fering views find their practical expression not only in how their adherei:ts 
behave in general, but also what is emphasized in schools. For example, m 
orthodox Jewish religious schools, it is estimated th~t .about 60 percent of 
the time during the day is devoted to the study of religious texts. In ~eform 
Jewish schools, about 30 percent of the time is devoted to su~h materials. In 
orthodox schools, boys and girls are separated. In conserv~nve and reform 
schools the classes are mixed. Each group has a different view of what God 
require~, even though each of the three grou~s honors the "same" God .. 

At the upper reaches of secondary schooling, a sp~c1al place of curnn:
lum privilege is given to the interpretation of text. Reh.gious texts are trad:
tionally subject to various interpretat10ns and the ab1hty to d1Scover God s 
meaning has been the ultimate aim of biblical and T~mud1c scholarship. As 
a result, hermeneutic analysis has been one of the important mtellectual 
practices in the development of reli~~u.s scholarship. In this process, c?n
flicting interpretations among author1t1es are sometimes employed to snm
ulate readers into participating in the intellectual puzzlements t?at emanate 
from_ competing, but at the same time plausible, interp~etat1on~ o~ text. 
Such practices, when they occur, appear to have a paradoxical quality m the 
context of a dogmatically committed educational 1deology, yet .th" appar
ent paradox can be said to reside at the very hea~t of a spiritual l~fe. 

As indicated earlier, the aim of an orthodoxy 1s to shap~ the views of oth
ers so that they are compatible with the views contained m t_he. orthodoxy. 
Orthodoxies are not essentially about doubts, but about certam~es. Indeed, 
to become orthodox is to become a true believer. The exploranon of co~
peting views regarding biblical interpretation is,. at the very least, ~n a.dm~s
sion that truths, even biblical truths, are uncertain. Hence, the ~ltivation i~ 
the young of attitudes that seek and even reward the e.xplorat10n of ambi
guity-for interpretation always requires some ambi~1.nty in order to have 
the space to function-seems para?oxical. T~e behefa revealed through 
dogma appear antithetical to ambiguity, yet biblical mterpretauon as an 
intellectual process requires it. 

It is clear that at the elementary grades the propensity among the youn.g 
to question, doubt, and criticize the .basic tenets of religious orthodoxy IS 

discouraged, particularly in evangelical schools whe~e the m~ss1on of the 
institution is to pass on God's word, not to question 1t (Peshkm, 1986). hi 
this environment the cultivation of a critical attitude is troublesome for it 
can undermine the very ideology directing the system and can erode the 
structure of authority it requires in order to maintain its intellectual hege
mony. 
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In Smith. v the Board of School Commissioners of Mobile County et al. (N. D. ), a 
suit filed by evangelical parents not only alleged that the Board omitted cul
turally appropriate Christian content from the curriculum, it also alleged 
that the attitudes fostered by instruction in the schools undermined 
parental authority by encouraging children to critically question traditions 
and their parents' conventional beliefs. Smith's attorneys argued in their 
brief to the Court: 

Plaintiffs Smith now seek relief from this Court from (I) the unconstitutional 
advancement of the religion of Humanism in the curriculum used ili the 
Mobile County school system; (2) the unconstitutional inhibition of 
Christianity caused by the curriculum used in the Mobile County school sys
tem; (3) the unconstitutional violation of the free exercise of religion rights of 
teachers and students by the exclusive teaching of Humanism and the system
atic exclusion from the curriculum of the existence, history, contributions, and 
role of Christianity_ in the United States and the world; (4) the unconstitu
tional violatidns of the rights of students to receive information, of the rights 
of teachers to free speech, and of the prohibitions against governmental dis
approval of religion, inhibition of religion, and discrimination against religion 
caused by the systematic exclusion from the curriculum used in the Mobile 
County school system of the existence, history, contributions, and role of 
Christianity in the United States and the world; and (5) the violation of the 
statutory mandate to teach the "established facts of American history, tradi
tion and patriotism." (p. 3) 

What is clear is that at least some of the values embraced by the Mobile, 
Alabama, Board of Education were in direct conflict with the values held by 
evangelical parents. Parents embracing the evangelical ideology repre
sented by their religion had no interest in developing in their children the 
kind of critical skepticism that is prized in rational or humanistic orienta
tions to education. For them the development of such skills and attitudes 
could only serve t_o weak.en the religious commitment that parents believed 
essential to salvation. In addition, parents argued that not only did the 
Mobile, Alabama, curriculum omit important factual content, such as atten
tion to the influence of Christianity in the history of the United States, but 
also that the curriculum advertently or inadvertently promoted an alterna
tive religious doctrine. Rational humanism, they argued, constituted this 
doctrine and the school board, therefore, not only violated students' rights 
by acts of omission, but also by direct acts of commission. The parents went 
to the Court to remedy what they believed to be a violation of their reli
gious rights under the First Amendment to the Constitution. 

In related cases, beliefs about the theory of evolution, which pertains 
directly to beliefs about the nature of human nature, has been subject to 
legal review motivated by people whose religious convictions find evolution
ary theory antithetical to their own certainty concerning the human being's 
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genesis on earth. When religious groups create and manage their own 
schools, the presence of strong religious views and the virtual absence of 
more widely held secular views pose no significant, overt problem. The pub
lic Schools do what state education codes and their trustees think best and 
those directing religious schools follow their own path. To be sure, court 
cases and local pressures emerge from time to time and are resolved largely 
Ori an ad hoc basis. In general, though, secular and sectarian schools oper
ate within their own sphere of influence and induct the young into the views 
their parents hold dear. 

At first glance it seems that insulation and isolation from mainstream val
ues is simp_ly a form of benign neglect or a congenial way to cope with a 
potential problem of value conflict. One must, however, raise the question 
about how far a democratic nation can permit groups to inculcate into their 
children beliefs that, should their children achieve political saliency, would 
restrict the very freedoms that have been afforded them in their own 
schools. Peshkin (1986) raises this important question in his analysis of 
evangelical fundamentalist schooling in America. It is the issue that James 
Madison (1961) raised in The Federalist Papers, where he struggled with cre
ating a set of principles that would provide for minority protection and 
minority rights, and that maintains a system of government "ruled" by the 
majority. The tensions that Madison identified in 1784 are still with us. 

Although not itself a religious ideology, political belief structures can 
approximate some of the dogmatic features of religious views regardmg the 
ways in which schools should function and the ends they should seek to 
attain. Teruhisa Horio (1988), a Japanese scholar, writes of the current ten
dencies of the Japanese Ministry of Education to promulgate edu~ati~nal 
policies for Japanese schools that are uncomfortably dose to the mihtanstic 
policies promulgated by the Ministry of Education during the days of.impe
rialist Japan prior to and during the Second World War. According to 
Horio, in Japan, local control of schools is being eroded and the scope of 
teacher authority is being diminished. In addition, Horio claims that text
books have failed to provide Japanese children with the kind of balanced 
sociai view that he believes a viable -democracy requires. As a result, the 
Japanese educational system, he says, is being guided by a subtle bu~ influ
ential array of authoritarian beliefs that may in the long run undermme the 
democratic potential of modem Japan. In Horio's view, business intere~ts 
now dominate educational policies and traditional reliance on authority 
and status hierarchy in Japan is being recultivated by government. The 
same ideologies that led Japan astray in the early decades of the 20th cen
tury are, in Horio's opinion, reappearing today. He writes: 

At about the same time, the then Vice-President of the United States, Richard 
M. Nixon, declared on an official visit to Japan that the Peace Constitution 
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represented a major "mistake" in America's postwar policy for the reconstruc
tion of Japan. Thus peace education ·was conceived of by both American and 
Japanese leaders as an obstacle to constitutional revision and remilitarization. 
Patriotic education was strongly advocated as the most desirable way to correct 
what were then being spoken of as the "excesses of democratization." 
Through their calls for a new emphasis on patriotism the anti·pacifist, anti
socialist, pro.American elements in Japanese society had found a new way to 
revive the prewar kokutai ideology and reassert what were ultimately anti· 
democratic values. (p. 148) 

If one substitutes dogmatism for religious ideological views, the scope of the 
category increases considerably, for under such an umbrella can fall all 
types of dogmatic positions, especially those advocated at either end of the 
P.olitical spectrum. Both the ultra left and the ultra right are utterly con
vinced in the veracity of their own opinions and values. 

Another example of ideological influence on curriculum can be found in 
the Waldorf Schools. These schools, and more important the programs they 
provide, were imtiated m 1919 by German philosopher Rudolph Steiner. 
Asked by the owners of the Waldorf-Astoria Cigarette Company to create a 
school for the children of its employees, Steiner set about to design an edu
cat10nal program based on the principles of anthroposophy. Uhrmacher 
( 1990) writes: 

Anthroposophy might be thought of in two ways. First, it is a path of self
deve~o.pment for ~hose who .wish to follow Steiner's direction toward spiritual 
cogn1_u?n. According to Steiner._ human beings can develop latent organs of 
cognition so that they may directly perceive the spirit world. Second, 
Anthroposophy is also the fruit born from Steiner's ideas and methods. 
~iodynamic farming, Anthroposophic medicine, eurythmy and Waldorf 
schools are a few of the results from Steiner's spiritual knowledge. (Chapter I) 

Steiner tries to connect the life before birth to life after death to con-
ceive of human development in mystical yet optimistic terms. As ,,;. educa
tional movement, Waldorf education has had an impressive growth 
throughout the world. At present there are about 330 Waldorf Schools func
tioning in 40 countries throughout the globe. In America alone, there are 
over 80 such schools. What we have in Waldorf education is a stunning 
example. of a nonevangelical movement growing slowly but surely over a 60-
year penod. Waldorf Schools, largely neglected by mainstream educators 
and :ducational researchers, not only provide a curriculum based on philo
sophical and developmental principles, but also an organizational structure 
and teaching practices that .reflect those principles. For example, it is the 
mdividual teacher who admits students to any particular Waldorf School. It 
is a teacher council that determines the educational policy for the school. 
Students remain with the same class teacher for an 8-year period rather 
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than moving from teacher to teacher each year. Even the color of the c~ass
room walls is determined by developmental principles that Rudolph Stemer 
articulated. These and other practices, such as a main lesson each day, an 
emphasis on myth and legend in the curriculum, and keeping of a log by 
each child, are a part of the educational regiment of Waldorf Schools. 
These schools, as much as any I know, attempt to relate classroom and 
school practice to philosophical beliefs. Given growth they have enjoyed, 

they are apparently succeeding. . 
All of the foregoing ideological views are in one way or an~ther rooted in 

religious beliefs. They all share a belief in a .supernatural bemg at the core 
of their philosophy and some pe;mit n? cnucal analysis of.their basic.value 
assumptions. For some ideologies, this proh1b1t1on of cr1ucal scrutiny of 
core beliefs leads to a form of dogmatism that could be regarded as the 
antithesis of an educational process. When the aim of an enterprise is 
directed toward the production of true believers, consideration of alterna
tive sources of evidence in the weighing of belief is in jeopardy. Yet, those 
who hold dogmatic beliefs believe that their first obligation to chHdren. is to 
induct them into their belief structure. They claim that human rauonality at 
its best is incapable of fully understanding God's plan; only arrogance and 
ignorance would suppose otherwise. It is precisely our inability to fully com
prehend God's ways that leads to faith, a central tenet of anyrehg10usly ori
ented ideology. The result is a kind of stand:off between those w~o claim 
that orthodoxies of any kind lead to dogmat!Sm and that dogmausms are 
inherently alien to education, and those who say that faith in God's word 
transcends human rationality and that it is our overblown sense of self, our 
inflated conception of our own limited powers, that leads us to believe that 

we can "test" God's word. 
When ideological beliefs make no difference in the content of educa

tional practice or the conditions within which such practices occur, those 
beliefs can make no difference in the lives of the young. The fact of the 
matter is, however, that such ideologies are hardly ever without conse
quences for the practice of education. 

Rational Humanism 
Now we turn to a second ideology bearing on schooling-Rational Human

ism. 
Ratio.nal Humanism locates its modern roots in the Enlightenment and 

its ancient roots in Plato. Today, its most visible educational manifestation 
is found in Mortimer Adler's (1982) Paideia Proposal and, in the 1930s 
through the 1950s, in the Great Books Program promulgated by Robert 
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Maynard Hutchins and Mortimer Adler. There are some important distinc
tions to make regarding the aspirations of Enlightenment scholars such as 
Auguste Compte and modem day Rational Humanists. 

Compte and others believed that the universe in which we live is, in prin
cipal, understandable and that through rational methods, best exemplified 
in science, the workings of the clocklike character of the world could be dis
covered. Mysticism and religious revelation were practices that for them 
were ill-suited to the human's rational nature and that that rational nature, 
as Aristotle had indicated, was to know. With the Enlightenment, a new 
optimism was cultivated and the promise of success was sufficiently attrac
tive to lead scholars to believe that the order of the universe would someday 
be discovered by a rational mind. Scientific method was the procedure, par 
excellence, for achieving this enlightened status. With it came a new faith in 
the power of the human, particularly in the human's intelligence to guide 
and control his or her own future, to take control of his or her own life. The 
spirit that animated the Rational Humanism of Hutchins and Adler is 
broader than the methods of science. The laboratory was, according to 
Hutchins (1953), only one of the important resources for learning and 
knowing. There were others, and these were, at base, even more potentially 
powerful than science. 

The pedagogical method that Hutchins and Adler espoused is based on 
their view that the distinctive feature of the hmnan being is the capacity to 
exercise reason, and reason does not ultimately depend on empirical 
demonstration or on the conditions necessary for scientific knowledge, but 
on reflection and insight. Reflection and insight, in turn, could be fostered, 
they argued, by providing two educational conditions in the classroom. 
First, the cont.ent of the curriculum needed to offer students old enough to 
reason the very best that humans have written and created. The Great Books 
of the Western World, the program that Hutchins and Adler began in 1938, 
reflected this ·belief. Hutchins reasoned that because not all human works 
were "created equal," and because time in school is limited, students should 
study the very best rather than the mediocre. Hence, content inclusion and 
content exclusion decisions were of paramount importance (Walker & 
Schaffarzick, 1972). 

Of equal importance was the method through which the great works 
were studied. In a great many schools, there is a heavy emphasis on th~. 
memorization of information, a process that is reinforced through the use 
of short answer and multiple choice tests (Cuban, 1988). When teaching 
methods emphasize the transmission of information and testing methods 
assess the extent of its recall, they are not likely to develop rational powers. 
To develop such powers it is necessary to employ what Adler ( 1982) calls 
mieutic processes. These are processes that engage students in in-depth rea
soning about the material they study. Ideally, the teacher's behavior is 
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dialectic rather than didactic. It is intended to enable students to provide 
reasons for their opinions and to find evidence and counterargument~ to 
the views being expressed. For such matters the most useful pedagogical 
method is likely to be philosophical, literary, or artistic in_ character. It is 
likely to invite or stimulate analysis, even controversy. Rationality, accord
ing to Hutchins and Adler, is a potential achievement of human nature, but 
its cultivation is required in order for it to flourish. . 

The very principles that Rational Humanism advances-the centrality of 
human reason, man as the measure of all things, the contextual~zed nature 
of knowledge as a human construction ~th?ugh, at the ~a1.11e time, rec~g
nizing the existence of Truth-are principles that r~hg1ous dog~at1~s 
reject. If God exists, and if God is truth, then. to conceive_ of educat:Ion. m 
terms that make man the measure of all tlungs is to lead children into sp1rI
tual damnation. 

The practical educational implications of Rational Hu~a~ism center on 
curriculum content and teaching methods. As I already indicated, human
ists believe that once students have learned how to read and cipher, they 
ought to be exposed to the best of the best. This, incidentally, does not 
mean reliance on secondary commentaries, but on the contrary, on the 
appropriate use of primary source material. It is much better to read 
Thomas Jefferson than to read about Thomas Jefferson. Indeed, from 
recent commentaries of contemporary critics of education regarding the 
vacuity and lifelessness of school textboo~s, the adn:onition does not seem 
far off the mark. But, in addition, discuss10n, analysis, and debate are to be 
among the critical methods of instruction. As long as the issues ~tuden~s 
address are not cut and dried, debate is possible. As long as debate IS possi
ble, the higher mental processes can be stimulated and developed. 

Rational Humanism, as an educational ideology, is often accused of 
being culturally parochial-only Western co_ntent is offered-and elitist. 
The former accusation is, in my view, unjustified, certainly at the level of 
principle. There is no reason why the content of the curr~culu~ ~ust neces
sarily be derived from works of the Western world, even 1f trad1t10nally they 
have been so derived. If the premise that goodness adheres unequally m 
different works is accepted, there is no reason within Rational Humanism to 
restrict goodness to works created in the West. . 

As far as elitism is concerned, there are several ways to respond to this 
charge. One is that the proper aim of education is to expand the elite, that 
is to enable all students to encounter and to be informed by the best works 
h~mans have created. A second is that if the best works that have been cre
ated are restricted to those now able to decode their meaning-the upper
middle and upper classes-then surely those in the lower socioeconomic 
classes will be consigned to a second-class intellectual status because of the 
second-rate curriculum that they wi!l be offered. If it is argued that the 
quality of a work is simply determined by arbitrary judgment that has no 
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possible justification or evidentiary base, then the selection of content 
becomes not only arbitrary, but relativistic, and if relativistic, there can be 
no basis for the appraisal of educational development. If all works are of 
equal value, any selection is as good as any other. 

The corn~rstone of Ra~ion~l. Humanism is a belief in the primacy of 
reason and m the humans ab1hty to make rational and defensible judg
ments about the goodness of things. As long as this cornerstone remains 
intact, relativism must be rejected as a basis for the selection of curriculum 
content. 

. Ahhough Rational Hu~anism has_ received much fanfare, mainly from 
its crittcs, its .1mplementat1on in American schools is not widespread. Except 
for some pnvate schools and those public schools that have attempted to 
develop Pa1de1a Programs, the ideas of Rational Humanism are more like 
latent ~deals than. operating processes. The national penchant for evidence 
r~gard1ng educational attainment through measured performance does not 
sit comfortably with an orientation to education that celebrates reason 
rationality, and extended explanation. Exegesis is difficult when the opticai 
scanner must be used to score student responses. In short, our assessment 
technology imposes its own practical values and limitations on the content 
ai:id methods of schooling. Those practical values are often incongruent 
with the values that Rational Humanists hold dear. 

A few recent developments in American education reflect some of the 
values found in Rational Humanism, although the match is far from per
fect.. The developments I speak of are the efforts among some to define a 
curricular canon and to use original source material, especially in literature 
and hbtory, to provide curriculum content. Hirsch's Cultural Literacy (1988), 
':~1ch In ~any w~ys is antiethical to Rational Humanism, nevertheless par
t1cipates in t~e view t_hat not all. content is created equal. Knowing what 
counts matters a~d Hirsch and his colleagues have endeavored to identify 
what every American should know, best represented in their effort to create 
a cultur~l dictionary: Rational Humanism properly conceived places little 
emphasis on the idea _of a dictionary of content, indeed such an emphasis, 
even tacitly, misconce1ves the meaning of content in Rational Humanism. 
Content is n~t. to be construe~ as memorizing the facts, but as the develop
~ent of a cr1tical understanding of the values and premises that underlie 
important works. The implication of a fixed body of content to be found in 
Hirsch'~ "dictionary" runs counter to the spirit of the enterprise, even 
though 1t shares one of its important features. 

Perhaps more closely identified with a rational humanistic ideology is the 
pubhcat1on of the National Endowment for the Humanities, American 
Memory (Cheney, 1987).This public policy statement does echo much of the 
spirit of Rational Humanism: the emphasis on great works and humanistic 
forms of understanding, the desire for a common core curriculum for all 
regardless of ability, and the promulgation of the higher mental processe; 
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through critical anal~ses of prima~ source mate~ia~. Thes~ features of 
sound curricula are qmte congruent with the humamsts educauonal values. 

It should be said that although some might feel that the prescription of a 
common curriculum for a nation of 250 million is utopian, or naive, or eth
nocentric the case Rational Humanists wish to make is that without such 
common.:iity some children-most likely those of the poor-will recei~e an 
inferior program of studies, thus condemning them to a further hfe of 
poverty. Rather than to differentiate educational quality on the basis of eth
nic social, or economic criteria, all children should be afforded the very 
bes~ culture has to offer. Where variability might be required is in method, 
riot in content or educational aim. It is those who wish to accommodate 
group differences by differentiating content and aims that are the true elit
ists. Societies that differentiate the educatmnal programs provided to the 
young on the basis of their economic or cultural roots deny opportunities to 
the less advantaged. Ai; Hutchins (1953) has said, because in a democracy 
all who vote rule, all should have the education of rulers. 

One other feature of rational humanistic ideology is important to men
tion. That feature pertains to matters of curriculum electives and vocational 
specialization prior to graduate school. To those who. share the vah1es of 
Hutchins and Adler, both options are anathema. Electives are undesirable, 
they believe, because the child is not in a good position to know what will 
best serve his or her educational interests. Because to know that requires 
that one have an education, something the child does not yet have, the 
child is not in a good position to make such decisions. Ai; for vocational spe
cialization, that option is appropriate only after the student's general edu
cation has been completed. Furthermore, it is inappropriate to attempt ~o 
provide such specialized content in public schools because the pubhc 
schools are notoriously out-of-date regarding vocational matters. In addi
tion, Hutchins asserts, the good schoohnaster is known by the important 
subjects he refuses to teach. Not everything that's important-and vocational 
skills are important-are the responsibility of elementary and secondary 
schools. But even if this were not so, it would be premature to focus a stu
dent's attention on vocational concerns before the course of general educa
tion has been completed. It is the virtual absence of a common intellectual 
culture that weakens the nation's ability to communicate: we lack a common 
cultural context. This is one of the major problems that Hirsch's Cultural 
Literary ( 1988) was intended to solve. 

Given America's current romance with the world of commerce-remem
ber, regaining our "competitive edge" is the current catchword-it is 
unlikely that in the short term Rational Humanism will have much of a 
place in mainstream American schools. VVhere this idealized orientation is 
more likely to flourish is in those private schools that serve a social and ~co
nomic elite, and perhaps in those schools that have for so long failed 
minority populations that virtually any new approach promising success will 

CURRICULUM IDEOLOGIES + 67 

be tried. Currently, the appetite for approaches to education that appear 
non1nstrumenta~ to practical. ends mea~ured in standardized ways is not 
very large. A nauon that .has httle. tolerat10n for ambiguity in its politics and 
a need. for happy endmgs m its movies is likely to regard Rational 
Humamsm as a btt too mtellectual to be appropriate for today's world. 

Progressivism 

The third curri~lar ideology that I examine, progressivism, is most force
fully expressed m the writings of John Dewey and the large group of follow
ers he and ht~ ideas attracted. Ai; Cremin (1970) and others have pointed 
out, Progress1V1sm m education has had two related but distinguishable 
strea~s. One of _those. was rooted in a conception of the nature of human 
experience and mtelhgence, the other in social reform. Although Dewe 
addressed the romanuc and reform side of his educational philosophy ft 
different periods in his career, these two streams withi'n Am · Pr · · er1can 

ogressivism are perhaps most clearly represented in the works of Harold 
Rugg and Ann Schumacher (1928) on the one hand, and George Counts 
(1932) on the other. Rugg and Schumacher's The Chi/,d..Centered School was 
i?fluen~ed by the ~esire t.o create schools that addressed the covert, emo
tmnal hfe of the child, a hfe that Freud paid so much attention to. George 
~oun~~ (1932), h?wever, was concerned with the social and economic 
me~mues of Amenc~n society ~nd thought schools had a positive obligation 
to change ,the social. order.' Some of the manifestations of Rugg and 
Sc~umacher s orientation to education find expression in the work of A. s. 
Net!! ( 1960) and are echoed in the present-day work of some curricular 
reconc;ptualists, particularly Grumet (1988) and Pinar (1988), while 
Counts s legacy appears m the wntmgs of critical theorists such as Apple 
(1982) and Giroux (1989). 

In one sense, the two streams within Progressivism can be regarded as on 
the one hand emphasizing the personal, on the other, the political. Dewey 
himself would never have made such a distinction because he believed the 
character of the political process inevitably influenced the kind of personal 
hfe the md1v1dual led, and the kind of individual life an individual was able 
to lead shaped the kind of politics he or she was able to embrace. 

Be~ause Dewey's work is so central to any analysis of Progressivism in 
Am~r1can edu~ation, ~nd bec~us~ Progr~ssivism, writ large, has been such 
an imp~rtant 1deolog1cal strain in American educational though, Dewey's 
works will be used to exemplify progressive ideology. 

. Dewey's work is rooted in a biological conception of the human being. By 
th1~ I mean that he regards the human being as a growing organism whose 
major ~evelo.pmental t~sk is to come to terms, through adaptation or trans
formation, with the environment in which he or she lives. Because the envi
ronment is not always hospitable to the comfort or even the survival of the 
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organism, thinking is required. It is through the exercise and development 
of intelligence that the environment is reshaped. It is through the reshap
ing process that the individual learns and through which intelligence grows. 
In this sense, for Dewey, human life is a continuous process of constructive 
adaptation. Intelligence itself is not fixed, it grows. It is not a thing, it is a 
process. It is not restricted to a limited sphere _of content-words or num
bers-but manifests itself wherever and in whatever material problems can 
be posed and solved. 

The development of intelligence-what Dewey called growth-does not 
emerge from biology or genetics alone, it requires the resources of culture. 
Young humans are notoriously dependent on adults for survival. The early 
manifestations of dependency are largely physical, but later, as biological 
development occurs, cultural resources are provided and the child begins to 
incorporate into his or her intellectual repertoire the variety of social skills 
and cultural tools-language, for example-that is made available. These 
cultural resources are, in a sense, intellectual amplifiers: they expand the 
individual's ability to cope with the objective conditions of the environment. 
Such coping includes the ability to conceptualize or pose problems through 
which constructive adaptation occurs. Indeed, one of the school's major 
tasks, according to Dewey (1902), is to create what he calls the educational 
situations through which a child becomes increasingly able to deal with ever 
more complex and demanding problems. What grows through this process 
of increasing competence is the child's intelligence. 

The roots of Dewey's Progressivism are found in Darwin's (1897/1975) 
evolutionary theory in biology and in Hegel's (1900) ideas concerning the
sis-antithesis. They were also shaped by the temper of the time. The turn of 
the century was an intellectually exciting period in America, indeed in the 
world. In the young behavioral sciences, a new optimism was emerging: the 
possibility of creating a scientific understanding of human nature. On the 
social side in America, waves of immigrants V\>·ere populating American cities 
and workers were orga~izing to secure their rights in industry (Cremin, 
1961). The schools were being both criticized for their lack of productivity 
(Callahan, 1962) while, at the same time, they were expected to do more 
and to serve a wider and more diversified population. In addition, a more 
dynamic view of human development was appearing among American intel
lectuals. The climate was right for educational change. Cremin writes: 

The same era that saw the rise of social Darwinism-both the conservative and 
the reform varieties-also witnessed the birth of a new psychology dedicated 
to the scientific study of human behavior in general and the phenomena of 
mind in particular. As with correlative developments in sociology, European 
influences were critical, but they were always tempered by the distinctive 
demands of the American scene. Thus, Edwin Boring has noted that the 
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paternity of American psychology was Germany, deriving from the work of 
Gustav Fechner, Hermann von Helmholtz, and Wilhelm Wundt; while the 
maternity was English, and is to be found in the work of Darwin, Francis 
Galton, and of course, Spencer. The child, however, was much influenced by 
the environment in which it grew up; for the Americans, as usual, borrowed 
selectively, and ended up fashioning a psychology clearly designed to serve 
the practical needs of their own ci.vilization. (p. 100) 

The conditions that Cremin described provided a fertile ground for the 
liberal ideas that Dewey advanced, particularly in that most optimistic of 
institutions, education. No longer was it appropriate to regard the child as 
a passive receptacle to be filled with curriculum content. No longer could 
mind and emotion be regarded as independent. No longer could the cur
riculum be thought of as a static, fixed body of content, created in adminis
trative offices and handed down to teachers. The child acted on the envi
ronment, he or she did not simply digest it, and in the process, that 
environment was personally transformed. Emotion could not be disre
garded in dealing with matters intellectnal, because how children felt about 
what they stndied influenced how they thought about what they stndied. As 
for the curriculum, it could not be optimally developed by people who had 
never seen the child; hence, teachers needed to play a fundamental role in 
its creation. 

As familiar and reasonable as these ideas may seem today, their introduc
tion in the late 1880s was innovative, indeed radical. As they began to trans
form and develop in the first 4 decades of the 20th century, they took a 
direction that Dewey himselffelt compelled to caution against. 

Dewey's concerns about the excesses of American progressive education 
are most succinctly expressed in his 1938 publication Experience and 
Education. Simply stated, his small book is an effort to save his philosophy of 
education from his friends. 

Despite Dewey's reservations concerning the ways in which his ideas were 
interpreted, his work provided then as it does today a powerful ideological 
view of what school, curricula, and teaching should be about. His concep
tion of cognitive development-a term that he did not use-is consonant 
with the ideas of psychologists such as Piaget (1973) in Switzerland and 
Vygotsky (1962) in the once-Soviet Union. And his conception of intelli
gence as an active process rather than a static or fixed entity, as an event that 
is displayed differentially by individuals depending on the circumstances 
and the form of representation employed, is congruent with recent theoret
ical conceptions of intellectual ability (Gardner, 1983). In short, Dewey's 
work adumbrated many of today's most advanced notions pertaining to the 
intellectnal and social development of children. 

There are three points I wish to emphasize regarding Dewey's thought 
that are central to a progressive educational ideology. These pertain to his 
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conception of the school as a whole, his v~ew of appropriate curriculum con
tent, and his view of the teacher's professional duties. 

For Dewey, the "envelope" for the educational process was the sch~ol 
itself. Broader than the formal curriculmn, it provided a shared way of hfe 
and social conditions that convey to the child the norms of social living. 
Although Dewey did not believe that there could be parity between adult 
and child in educational decision making-after all, the teacher did know 
more-he did believe that to the degree possible, the school and the class
room should reflect democratic principles. What this meant in practice was 
that schools and classrooms should offer children appropriate opportuni
ties to formulate their own rules for social living, that internal and personal 
needs should be respected in the creation of learning activities, that gro~p 
processes should be fostered so tha_t children le_arned how to use collecuve 
intelligence to cope with problems m which their peers_ had an equal mter
est. It would be fatal, Dewey believed, to espouse the virtues of democrauc 
life and to impose on schools an authoritarian form of manageme11:t. The 
school, in a sense, was to be what the society under the best of c1rcu1:1-
stances was to become. This lesson, alas, is one that is yet to be learned in 

most schools. 
As far as the curriculum itself, it was to display several features. First and 

foremost, it was to be problem-centered. By problem-centered, Dewey 
meant that the art of teaching was one that enabled the teacher to so con
stmct the enviroirment that children would be motivated to formulate prob
lems or in other terms, to make their situations problematic. The instantia
tion of 'a problem, itself an act of intelligence, provided the conditions for 
the use of experimental thought in pursuit of its resolution. For Dewey, th: 
"complete act of thought" (1910)-the movement from purpose, to experi
mental treatment, to assessment of results-so exquisitely exemplified in 
science, was a model toward which curricula should aspire. 

To create such problematic situations, the teacher not only needed to 
understand the intellectual potential of a body of ideas, he or she also 
needed to understand the child. "Start from where the child is" became a 
familiar admonition to Progressive teachers, an admonition that is not very 
distant from Vygotsky's (1962) notion of the zone of proximal development. 
The importance of starting from where the child is is directly related to the 
need to relate the problematic situation to the child's exper1~nce, as well ~s 
to his or her level of skill and understanding. The artistry m pedagogy is 
partly one of placement-finding the place "'.ithin the child's experience 
that will enable her to stretch intellectually while avo1dmg tasks so difficult 
that failure is assured. To achieve this placement, the teacher needed to 
know the child. · 

As for teaching the "Progressive way," each child was to be a custom jo~. 
This implies an approach that required teachers to appreciate the child s 
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backgrmmd, to deal with the "whole child." "Whole" here meant the child 
was to be seen as a social and emotional creature, not only as an academic 
or intellectual one. The Progressives quite correctly recognized that chil
dren do not park their emotions on the threshold to the school as they 
enter. What a child had experienced and how he or she was feeling was 
directly relevant to the teacher's professional aims. 

It should be noted that such attitudes toward teaching practice were far 
distant from the efforts being made during the same period to run schools 
like factories and to manage the teacher's performance in ways similar to 
those used in industrial settings. The efficiency movement in education did 
not speak of the child's needs, or of the child's wholeness (Callahan, 1962). 
Teaching was not viewed as a matter of artistry, but as a matter of efficiency. 
The outcomes of schooling were not thought of as the cultivation of unique 
talents, but the achievement of standardized goals. In short, the images of 
educational virtue reflected in progressive educational ideology and those 
reflected in what Callahan (1962) has called "the cult of efficiency" were 
almost opposite. It requires no great insight to recognize that these polari
ties concerning the aims and methods of education are still salient today. 

In addition to the artistry that Progressives assigned to teaching at its 
best, the responsibilities of the teacher included in-context curriculum 
development. This meant that although a school district or even a state 
might provide a framework for curriculum development, the primary 
responsibility for designing educational programs, often on the wing, 
resided with the teacher. The reason this must be so is not only because it is 
the teacher who knows the child, but also because events within the class
room are often unpredictable and the need to exploit the teachable 
moment is always present. It is precisely the kind of intelligent pedagogical 
adaptability, this shifting of aims, that Dewey regarded as exemplifying 
what he called "flexible purposing." 

It is more than of passing interest to note that much of the current 
debate concerning the improvement of schooling in both the United States 
and the United Kingdom is centered on the appropriateness of prescrip
tions by federal authorities of common national standards, or as is the case 
in the United Kingdom, a national curriculum. When the public becomes 
concerned about the quality of education provided in its schools, it tends to\ 
have two reactions. The first is to monitor more closely than it has- in the 
past the performance of schools; this is called accountability. Second, it reit
erates in the public forum its national (or state) goals for education. 
Through standardization of assessment and prescriptive curriculum, that is, 
by tightening up and reducing the professional discretionary space for 
teachers, efforts are made to create more educationally productive schools. 
Ironically, at the same time that such standardization is occurring, educa
tion policies are being promoted that urge that teachers, as the primary 
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professional stakeholders, should have greater professional discretion in 
program planning and in monitoring and governing "their" schools 
(Tomorrow's Teachers, 1986). 

These tensions are not unusual in nations that permit ideological plural
ism. The efficiency movement in American education had its heyday during 
the very same period in which American progressive education was viri:ually 
at its peak. Perhaps one of the indices of democracy is its tolerance for ideo
logical pluralism. Yet, pluralism in the name of democracy ensures neither 
the virtue nor the efficacy of the positions espoused. It seems to me unlikely 
that national standards, even national assessment, will be sufficient to 
improve American or British schools. The problems are more complex and 
the kind of investment needed much larger. If the public articulation of 
national goals was sufficient, A Nation at Risk (USA Research, 1984), per
haps the most widely disseminated statement on education published in 
America during the 20th century, should have done the trick. But who 
today can remember the five "new basics" given such vast publicity in 1983? 

One fmal comment on progressive education as a curriculum ideology: 
given the visibility that progressive education has had-some laudatory, 
some hostile-one might conclude that during its peak period, say from 
the end of the 1920s to the end of the 1940s, Progressive education was a 
mainstream movement in American public schools. It was not. Where 
Progressive education did flourish was in small independent schools. 
Indeed, the first eight presidents of the Progressive Education Association 
were principals of such schools (Cremin, 1961). Like many other ideologi
cally driven movements-the Plowden Report (1966), which oriented 
British primary schools of the 1960s, for example-there was more talk 
than practice. In England my search for Progressive British primary schools 
in 1972 proved to be more difficult than I anticipated before I left America 
(Eisner, 1974). I estimate that at the very most only 10 percent of the pn
mary schools in Britain at the time could be said to reflect the spirit of the 

Plowden Report. 
Perhaps the important lesson to be learned here is that it is unwise to 

confuse the public visibility of an idea in professional journals and in the 
public media with its practical application in the schools. Schools are 
remarkably robust institutions, slow to change; it is much easier to talk 
about innovation than to achieve it. Cuban (1979) describes the situation by 
making an analogy between the operations of the school and a storm at sea. 
Although the storm at sea might wreak havoc on the surface of the water
waves of 30 or more feet might be blown about-at the bottom of the sea 
the waters remain calm and quiet. Similarly, although the public press 
might have a heyday with new, even radical ideas about educational prac
tice, teachers working alone in classrooms quietly go about business as 
usual; the most experienced have learned very well how to ride out the 
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storm. Thus, if we want to know what schools are like, we need data closer 
to the phenomena than those described or promoted in print. 

We tun"'. now to ~he fourth ideology, one that has substantial visibility in 
scholarly circles: Cnucal Theory and its educational variants. 

Critical Theory 

With few exceptions, critical theorists, have not developed a coherent public 
statement pertaining to the aims, content, and methods of education. In 
~his sen.se, Critical Theory is less of an educational ideology than religious 
i~eologies, Rational Hu~_anism, or Progressivism. Yet, Critical Theory pro
vides one of the most visible and articulate analyses of education found in 
the pages of educational journals and in books devoted to the state of 
~chools. It _is for this reas?n-its salience in the intellectual community and 
its potential for reforming the current priorities of schools-that it is 
included here as an ideology affecting education in general and curriculum 
in particular. 

What is Critical Theory and what is its "project"? Critical Theory is an 
approach to the study of schools and society that has as its main function 
the revelation of the tacit values that underlie the enterprise. The approach 
has been influenced by a hermeneutic orientation to texts; critical theorists 
often regard themselves as revealing the covert assumptions and values in 
the social text. 

Critical theorists, almost always on the political left, are typically con
cerned with raising the consciousness of unsuspecting parents, students, 
and educator_s to the insidious and subtle ways through which an unequal 
and often unjust sooal order reproduces itself through the schools. In this 
sense critical theory is aimed at emancipating (their word) those affected by 
the schools from the school's debilitating practices. 

The achievement of such ends typically requires careful attention to the 
structure of schooling, the ways in which roles are defined, the covert mes
sages that are taught-in short, it requires an awareness of the school's 
'.'hidde_n curriculum" (Eisner, l 985a). The term hidden is used intentionally 
m distmcuon to the covert or implicit curriculum (Eisner, 1985a). The hid
den curriculum consists of the messages given to children by teache~S. 
school structures, textbooks, and other school resources. These messageS 
are o~'.en conv:;yed by teachers who themselves are unaware of their pres
ence. Hidden implies a hider-someone or some group that intentionally 
conceals. Concealment, in turn, suggests a form of subterfuge in order to 
achieve some gain. Hence, the hidden curriculum is often believed to serve 
the interests of the power elite that the school, often unwittingly, is thought 
to serve. 
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Within the context of critical theory, one of the important questions chil
dren are taught to ask of practices and policies iu schooliug and elsewhere 
is, "Whose interests are being served?" Although conspiracy theories are 
currently out of fashion, the political gist of the views of critical theorists is 
that the covert functions of schooling are rooted deeply in their beliefs that 
a capitalistic economy cannot, in principle, provide for either an equitable 
society or an equitable school system. As Bourdieu (1977) has written, the 
school is essentially an institution whose mission is cultural reproduction. 
When a society is believed to be inherently unfair, cultural reproduction 
through schooling is thought to be no virtue. 

The roots of these ideas are found in Marx (1948/1987), particularly his 
views about the alienation of labor. For :Marx the objective conditions of 
work define the realities that workers experience, and when work is orga
nized to provide profit to those who own the sources of production, the 
working class is inevitably exploited. The essential problem that must be 
addressed, therefore, is to help the workiug class assume control of the 
sources of production, that is, to socialize the economy so that each individ
ual receives according to his needs and contributes according to his ability. 
Social justice is essentially a function of economic conditions. 

Although few Critical Theorists today would take such a doctrinaire view 
of the ills of the social order, the views they do embrace are descendants of 
Marx's view. As a result, they claim the school alienates labor-the stu
dent-and deskills him in the course of schooling by withholding opportu
nities for him to formulate his own aims and goals (Apple, 1982). In this 
way schools encourage in students a dependency on authority, foster one
way communication-from top to bottom-and in general provide a dis
torted view of American history that in tum undermines the kind of social 
consciousness needed to bring about change. One critical theorist writing of 
the deleterious influence of industry on school says: 

The industrial-capitalistic interests entertained a very different role of public 
schooling from that which had been though good under agrarianism and 
mercantile capitalism. As ind?stry became more complex, the school also had 
to change to meet its needs. Compulsory schooling became essential and 
more accepted by the working class, and the compulsory schooling age rose. 
The high school (an urban school) became a necessity as did industrial educa
tion: manual training, vocational guidance, the enactment of child labor and 
additional compulsory education laws. These developments in public school
ing were aimed at striving for greater efficiency in preparing children for 
occupational roles in the expanding economy. (Pratte, 1977, p. 99) 

What is characteristic of this genre of writing is its "half-empty charac
ter." Almost always the emphasis is on the negative aspects of schooling, 
and although pulling weeds is helpful, their elimination in a garden does 
not ensure the presence of flowers; flowers have to be planted. 
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It should be acknowledged that depending on one's set of values there is 
much to improve in. the schools. Indeed, it is the mark of any re;pectable 
ac~~em1c to b~ critical. Yet, the continually strident voices of so many 
Cr1t1cal Theorists o~ten becomes relentless and excessive. Consider, for 
ex_ample, the followmg comments on Bloom's The Closing of the American 
Mind (1987) and Hirsch's Cultural Literacy (1988). · 

~ead against the recent legacy of a critical educational tradition, the perspec
tives advanced by both Bloom and Hirsch reflect those of the critic who fears 
the indetermina~ of the future and wh~, in an attempt to escape the messy 
we? of everyd~y l~f~, P1:1rges t~e past of Its contradictions, its paradoxes, and 
ult1n_iatel?', of its ~nJustices. Hirsch and Bloom sidestep the disquieting, dis
ru~tln?, interrupting problems of sexism, racism, class exploitation, and other 
soaal issues that bear down so heavily on the present. This is the discourse of 
pedagogues ~raid of the future, strangled by the past, and refusing to address 
the ~omp~ex1ty, te~ror, and possibilities of the present. Most important, it is a 
pubhc philosophy inf~rmed b?' a crippling ethnocentrism and a contempt for 
the language and social relations fundamental to the ideals of a democratic 
society. I~ ~s, in the end, a desperate move by thinkers who would rather cling 
to a trad1uon forged by myth than work toward a collective future built on 
~emocratic possibiliti~s. This is the philosophy and pedagogy of hegemonic 
intellectuals cloaked in the mantle of academic enlightenment and literacy. 
(Aronowitz and Giroux, 1988, p. 194) 

The tone of these remarks is not uncommon, nor are the code words that 
populate the text. It is almost as if an entire vocabulary had been developed 
to display to the world how capitalism has corrupted the schools. 

As ! h~ve i.n.dicat:d, the major intellectual disposition of Critical 
Theor~sts ~s cr1t~cal-1n the negative sense. They are typically more inter
ested m .displaymg the shortcomings of schooling than providing models 
toward which the schools should aspire. Nevertheless, some have described 
the sense of possibility they value, and in powerful ways. Giroux ( 1989), for 
example, emp~as1zes the importance of teachers and their potential role in 
defining the aims of schooling and in assessing its performance. Others 
speak of the p.otentia~ coalition of teachers and parents as a way of creating 
a truly educational climate for their children, one free from the constrains 
of government bureaucracy. Others, such as Apple (1982), emphasize the. 
~mp~rtance of restor1?g to children a sense of personal meaning by allow
ing, indeed encouraging, them to defme their own education ends and to 
relate. these ends to the community in which they live. In some ways the 
direct10ns in which Critical Theorists would take the schools resemble the 
social side of Progressive educational ideology. 

Perhaps because a positive agenda for school programs has been under
played in the writing of critical theorists, it is hard to say just where their 
1mphed agenda for educational reform has been implemented. Unlike the 
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Christian evangelicals who have created schools to reflect their ideology, or 
Progressive educators who have influenced school practice, even in public 
schools, or Rational Humanists who have a league of Paideia Schools, there 
are no schools that I know of committed to critical theory. The primary 
locus of their writing is found in books and learned journals; their ideas 
have been lively and often extremely insightful and illuminating, but they 
speak essentially to intellectuals. As far as I know, they have had little 
impact on government education agencies or in local school boards. My 
sense is that if their material was less strident, more hopeful, more gener
ous,_ and more ~oncretely constructive, it would be much more likely to 
influence practice. 

One example of a program that does share some of the values advanced 
by critical theorists, but is not itself associated with Critical Theory, is 
Lawrence Stenhouse's (1982) Humanities Curriculum. Developed in the 
United Kingdom in the 1970s, Stenhouse was interested in providing ado
lescents with opportunities to study and debate closed or controversial 
issues: matters pertaining to race relations, sex, politics, and church and 
state relations. With foundation support, he devised a humanities curricu
lum that invited studerits to debate sensitive issues; he did not take a posi
tion on these issues but prescribed a role. for the teacher intended to 
deepen the students' level of discussion and through that his understanding 
of underlying value conflict. Stenhouse wanted to help students develop a 
more complex view of controversial issues so that their own value structure 
would be less secure and more open to examination. Although Stenhouse's 
curriculum was not formally an example of critical theory in action, it had 
features that critical theorists would, I believe, applaud. 

Closer to Critical Theory in a formal sense is the work of Paulo Freire 
(1970). Working with illiterate peasants in Brazil, Freire devised an 
approach to the development ofliteracy that was based on the deep-seated 
and practical needs of his students. Reading materials were texts whose 
words and content were directly related to the world of work his students 
knew firsthand. But Freire died not stop with mere "literacy"; he also used 
his students' newly acquired literacy to help them understand the condi
tions of their labor and the interests being served by their work. In short, 
literacy was an instrument for political education. Freire's wo:ik provides a 
model for the educational development of critical con.sciousness. 

What both Stenhouse and Freire h<ive in common is their practical 
efforts to create materials designed to enable their students to understand 
better the values and conditions that affect their lives. Each, so to speak, 
rolled up his sleeves to demonstrate an approach to educational practice 
that reflects their educational ideologies. Critical Theorists, in the main, tell 
the world what schooling suffers from, but they have a tendency to empha
size criticism rather tharl construction. As a result, the debate has mainly 
been limited to scholars rather than to the reshaping of practice. 
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. Given this emphasis, is it appropriate to regard Critical Theory as an 
mstance of an educational or curricular ideology? I believe it is. There is no 
group I know more ardent about its beliefs or as outspoken about the right
eousness of Its cause. It attracts adherents, it provides a commOn lexicon for 
its advocates, and it has a commori canon. Its Views on the ills of education 
are often exceedingly plausible; they are frequently both trenchant and 
accurate. What js missing is a positive agenda. Scholars who have directed 
their attention to practice, such as Adler (1982), Goodlad (1984), and Sizer 
(1984), have displayed the ways in which beliefs can be acted on-as did 
Dewey in his Laboratory School in 1896. This agenda is what critical theory 
needs to move from text to action. What would a school built on its beliefs 
and values look like? What would it teach? How would its effects be 
assessed? Such questions would form the core of an important project. 

Reconceptualism 

A fifth curriculum ideology is called by its advocates Reconceptualism. 
Emerging on the educational scene in the early 1970s, this view is far from 
complete, nor do its adherents wish it to be complete. It is more of an ori
entation than a dogma. That is, it is a way of thinking about education and 
the kind of programs ~hat will serve its ends well. 

The central ideas for Reconceptualists were implicit in the work of] ames 
Macdonald (1975) and especially Dwayne Heubner (1963), but in the 
United States the major spokesperson for this view is William Pinar (1975). 
Writing of currere, the conception Pinar embraces, he says: 

!he ~ues~ions of currere are not Tyler's; they are ones like these: Why do I 
identify with_Mrs. Dalloway and not with Mrs. Brown? What psychic dark spots 
does the one light, and what is the nature of "dark spots," and "light spotS"? 
Why dO' I read Lessing and not Murdoch? Why do I read such works at all? 
Why not biology or ecology? Why are so~e drawn to the study of literature, 
some to ph'ysics, and some to law? Are phrases like "structures of the roitid" 
usable <ind useful? If so, what are these varying structures, artQ in what sense 
do they account for the form intellectual interests take or for their complete 
absence? What constitute "structures," and what are their sources? 
. Such. questi~ns suggest the study of currere. The information our investiga~ 

ttons br1n& us is the knowledge of currere. It is its own knowledge, and while its 
roots are elsewhere, its plant and flower are its own; it is another species, a 
discipline of its own. (pp. 401-402) 

Those familiar with Pinar's publications and those whose views partici
pate in its ideological orbit will recognize the importance that personal 
experience enjoys in their texts on education. What is missing from 
American schools, they argue, is a deep respect for personal purpose, lived 
experience, for the life of imagination, and for those forms of understand
ing that resist dissection and measurement. ·What is wrong with schools, 
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among other things, is their industrialized fonnat, their mechanistic atti
tudes toward students, their indifference to personal experience, and their 
emphasis on the instrumental and the out-of-reach. To provide children 
with a decent educational environment requires a reconceptualization of 
how we think about educational programs, who develops them, and what 
they are for. They are not primarily, in the view of Reconceptualists, for 
learning how to earn a living, but for learning how to live. To learn how to 
live the child must learn how to listen to her own personal drummer in an 
environment that makes such attention not only possible but desirable. Like 
the Critical Theorists, Reconceptualists tend to believe that American 
schools-perhaps most schools in Western industrialized societies-have 
been excessively influenced by a means-ends mentality that is modeled after 
a world that does not exist. Life is not like a scientific experiment or the 
operation of an assembly line. Schools that intend to prepare students for 
life mislead when they convey to them the idea that all problems have solu
tions and that all questions have answers. What is even worse, the message 
given to students is that not only are answers to all questions and solutions 
to all problems available, but also that there is a correct one for each. When 
this occurs the aim of schools for students becomes converted from the 
expansion of consciousness and the exploration of the possibilities of the 
imagination to successful adaptation to a technocratic routine. 

For Reconceptualists the current dominant mode of curriculum theory, 
best represented perhaps in a narrow reading of Tyler's (1950) rationale, 
reinforces what is problematic and ill-conceived in schools. Such a rationale 
urges educators to regard curriculum planning as a type of experimental 
treatment: objectives are to be operationalized through measured proce
dures; treatment consists of the curriculum provided and is to be revised on 
the basis of its efficacy. After objectives are achieved, another set of objec
tives and curricular treatments are implemented. The entire enterprise is 
aimed at the achievement of specific, standardized goals. The efficient and 
effective convergence on what is a common aim is the ideal that guides the 
enterprise. 

Reconceptualists regard such a view as seriously misconceived and over
simplified. What is needed; especially in a culture already characterized by 
high levels of alienation and personal indifference, is an approach to teach
ing that does not exacerbate one of our culture's major problems, indiffer
ence, but, on the contrary, compensates and helps students overcome it. 
What is needed is not more of the same, only better, but a basic reconceptu
alization of the aims and processes of schooling. Rather than attending 
solely to the child's behavior, Reconceptualists believe educators should try 
to urtderstand the nature of the child's experience. In other words, the 
need is to turn from a behavioristic to a phenomenological attitude. 

Although there are magnet schools and individual teachers that foster 
what might be called a phenomenological attitude, there is no unified, 
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organized, or c~ncerted program to create schools or teaching practices 
that develop or implement a Reconceptualist approach. In many ways, the 
virtual absenc~ of ?rgamzed ,efforts to create teaching practices congenial to 
Reconceptuahsm is understandable. Ideologies that lead to specific, more 
or le~s rout1n~zed procedures are indeed implementable; behavioristic 
teachmg practices are examples. Reconceptualism is partly an attitude and 
unless _te~chers have acquired a disposition congruent with it, no routinized 
prescnpuons are likely to be effective. 

How then cai; sue? an approach to education be promulgated? Mainly 
thr~ugh persuasion, 1t seems. Whenever an approach to practice requires 
artistry, eve? c~aft, _stand_a~dized routines will be found wanting. 
~econcept~a!1zatton, like Cr1t1cal Theory, is an orientation to schooling, 
mdeed to hvmg, that functions through the use of particular perspectives 
rather than through the application of rules. 

Given the fact that in the United States there are over a 100,000 schools 
and mor~ than 2¥2 million teachers, is it likely that a nonprescriptive, non
standardized approach to teaching will gain saliency? Probably not, unless 
~here is an unforeseeable social change in the culture at large that supports 
its major tenets. The factors that drive schools-standardized testing and 
the mainten.ance of "our competitive edge"-are widely accepted. As long 
as tJ;tis remams so, Reconceptualists will have an uphill battle to fight. After 
having said that, 1t also needs to be said that those associated with 
Reconceptualism have not simply stood by waiting for a miracle to happen. 
They have si;ionsored a Journal, The J oumal of Curriculum Theorizing, that 
publishes articles related to their interests and hold an annual conference 
The Bergamo Conference, that explores educational problems from thei; 
perspe_ct.Jves: l~tellectu~ interest is there and a community of scholars sym
pathetic to its ideological commitments has been formed. Whether these 
effort~ will be sufficient to have a significant impact on schools is another 
question. 

Cognitive Pluralism 

The sixth curriculum ideology is called Cognitive Pluralism. Although the 
concept of Cognitive Pluralism is at least as old as Aristotle's distinctions 
among three different fo~s of knowledge-theoretical, practical, and pr<;>
ducuv~it has only been m the last two decades that a genuinely pluralistic 
conception of knowledge and intelligence have been advanced in the field 
of education. Cognitive Pluralism is a conception of mind and knowledge 
that h~s two different but related branches. As a conception of knowledge, 
Cogm.uve Plurahs.m argues that one of the human being's distinctive fea
tures is the capacity to create and manipulate symbols. These symbols are 
powerfl~.l cultural resources that are employed in mathematics, music, litera
ture, science, dance, the visual arts, indeed, in any area of human life in 
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which action or form is used to give expression or to represent experience 
or intention. Language, in the narrow sense of the term, is but one of the 
means through which the private, personal life of the individual is given a 
public presence; the symbol systems previously identified constitute a few of 
the others. 

There are several functions that symbol systems or "forms of representa
tion" perform that make them particularly important (Eisner, 1994). First, 
the ability to use a symbol system or form of representation makes it possi
ble to stabilize evanescent thoughts and feelings: nothing is more elusive 
than an idea. Second, such stabilization makes it possible to reflect on what 
has been represented and to edit one's thinking. Third, the public transfor
mation from what is private into a public form makes its communication 
possible. Fourth, the opportunity to represent through some material or 
device provides the occasions for the invention or discovery of ideas, 
images, or feelings that were not necessarily present at the inception of the 
activity. Put another way, the act of representation is also an opportunity for 
creative thinking. Finally, and most important, the features of the particular 
symbol system or form of representation used both constrains and makes 
possible particular types of meaning. Poetry, for example, allows one to 
represent or recover meanings that are inexpressible in mathematics or in 
prose. 

Because the quest for meaning, it is argued, is part of human nature, the 
ability to represent or recover meaning in the various forms in which it can 
be experienced should be a primary aim of schooling. Some philosophers 
go even further. Symbol systems are regarded as so significant that 
Goodman ( 1978) goes so far as to say that they are foundational in the con
struction of our personal worlds. "There are as many worlds," he tells us, 
"as there are ways to describe them." 

The roots of Cognitive Pluralism go back to Aristotle's tri-part distinction 
among the ways of knowing. Its modern variants can be found in the works 
of Ernst Cassirer (1961), Nelson Goodman (1976), and Susanne Langer 
(1976). In the curriculum field, similar ideas have been found in the work 
of Paul Hirst (1974) and Richard Peters (1960) in England and in Elliot 
Eisner's (1985a) and Phillip Phenix's (1964) work in the United States. The 
latter four curriculum theorists have all, in one way or another, emphasized 
the plurality of knowledge and the unique functions of different cognitive 
forms. These conceptions have, in turn, served as foundations for their 
views of what school programs should teach and what educational ends 
should be prized. 

Related to the emphasis on the plurality of meaning is an emphasis on 
the plurality of intelligence (Gardner, 1983). The long psychometric tradi
tion influencing American education has emphasized the identification and 
measurement of the general or "G" factor in intelligence. What most psy
chometricians have sought is the essential property or function that makes 
general intelligence possible. Further, they have eschewed the idea that 
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intelli?ence was multiple, or that its presence depended on the context, 
material, or the circumstances in which individuals function. Related to the 
disposition to find essences has been a tendency to emphasize genetic 
rather than environmental influences. In some ways it is understandable 
that those who seek essences should have little appetite for measuring a 
process subject to the vicissitudes of the environment. What kind of mental 
science can be built on such a· tentative personal feature? 

During the past 15 years, the pluralism that has accompanied our con
ception of the nature of knowledge has also appeared in the way in which 
intelligence itself is conceived. Its meaning has shifted from a noun to a 
verb; intelligence for more than a few cognitive psychologists is not merely 
something you· have, but something you do. Furthermore, these doings are 
precisely that: different ways of acting. Gardner (1983), one of the leading 
spokespersons for this idea, identifies seven intelligences that he believes 
individuals possess in varying degrees. For Gardner, these are not "simply" 
aptitudes or talents, but socially important ways of solving problems. 
Furthermore, he argues that environmental conditions have something to 
do with the particular kind of intelligence that will be valued and practiced. 
The relat10nsh1p between knowledge types and forms of intelligence is an 
important one. If the kind of mind that children can come to own is, in 
part, influenced by the kinds of opportunities they have to think, and if 
these opportunities are themselves defined by the kind of curriculum 
schools _provide, then it could be argued that the curriculum itself is, as 
Bernstem (1971) has suggested, a kind of mind-altering device. In this view 
it's easy to see how curriculum decisions about content inclusion and con
tent exclusion are of fundamental importance. 

I (Eisner, .l 985a) have argued that what is omitted from the school cur
riculum-what is called the null curriculum-is every bit as important as 
what is left in. The kind of decisions that individuals make is not only influ
enced by what they know, but also by what they don't know. Hence, large 
areas of important but unexamined content can have a very significant 
influence on the kinds of decisions people make and the kinds of lives that 
they lead. Thus, symbol systems not only have the potential to provide 
unique forms of meaning, they also have the potential to practice and 
develop particular mental skills. Without these skills, the meanings made 
possible through the various symbol systems will be unrecoverable. 
. By opening the door to Cognitive Pluralism, a whole new array of poten

tial consequences flow for curriculum. First, given this orientation, the con
cept of literacy would be expanded. Although the term literacy typically 
refers to the ab1hty to read, 1t would be extended to include the encoding or 
decoding of information in any of the forms that humans use to convey 
meaning. (Eisner, 1982) At its broadest level, the concept merges with semi
otics, the theory of signs. At a somewhat narrower level, it recognizes that 
each ~f the various cult~1ral forms ~mpose their own requirements on repre
sentation as well as on interpretation. In Phenix's (1964) words, each form 
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of representation provides its own "realm of meaning." Because th~ pu~s~it 
of meaning is a basic part of human nature, and because mean1n?. is in 
large measure achieved through the use of symbol systems, the ab1hty to 
read symbol systems that mediate meaning is critical ff meaning is. to be 
secured. _The kind of pluralism advocated in the curriculum wr1t1ng of 
Phenix, Peters, Hirst, and Eisner leads to programs that intentionally pro
vide for the development of multiple forms ofliteracy. 

Another potential consequence of Cognitive Pluralism is the exp~sion 
of educational equity in the classroom. Given the fact that there are differ
ences in aptitudes among children, the creation of programs that restnct 
the use of aptitudes for that dealing with curricular tasks pmv1des an advan
tage to those children whose aptitudes are cons~nant ~1th ~e tasks pro
vided. Children whose aptitudes are not useful m dealing with the tasks 
schools emphasize are disadvantaged. By _creating a wider array _of curricu
lar tasks, those that require the use of different forms of mtelligence, for 
example, or depend on different aptitudes, opportunities for success i~ 
school are expanded. These opportunities are expanded if success on thIS 
wider array of tasks is regarded as having equal intellectual merit. I'., for 
ex.ample, high level ability in the arts is regarded as laudable, but nonmtel
lectual in nature, and if the school gives its most highly prized awards to 
what it regards as intellectual achievements, children w~o shine in 1!1e arts 
will never shine as brightly as those who are excellent 1n mathemaucs; the 
arts, like the children attracted to them, ¥.'ill remain second-class citizens in 
the hierarchy of curricular values. 

Thus far, no consortium has been created_ to promote or implement pro
grams reflecting a cognitively pluralistic orientation to curr~culum, 
although individual schools can be found that do attempt to provide such 
an approach. The Key School in Indianapolis, Indiana, is currently 
attempting to develop a curriculum that is consistent with Gardner's theory 
of multiple intelligences and Malkus, Feldman, and Gardner (1988) have 
been attempting to identify what they call proclivities among preschool chil
dren. Although their efforts are still too new to assess, they do represent a 
move into the practical world of schooling. 

Each of the foregoing curricular ideologies has a different degre? of 
implementability. Rational Humanism and religious orthodoxy are two ide
ologies that have their counterparts in schools. Indeed, there ~re consortia 
and organizations whose primary mission is to expand and improve the 
practice of schools embracing these ideological positions. Progressivism is 
probably more prevalent in American schools than Reconceptuahsm, 
Cognitive Pluralism, or Critical Theory. The programs needed to imple
ment a cognitively pluralistic approach to curriculum are sc.arc~, a~d 
Critical Theory and-Reconceptualism are, in some ways, more atutud1nal in 
nature than methodologically prescriptive. In all, their ideological presence 
in curriculum is quite limited. 
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As I indicated earlier, in the public arena, ideas about priorities, goals, 
the allocation of resources must survive a tough array of competing propos
als from those who feel equally convinced of the correctness of their views. 
Educational policies are modified not only behind the closed door of the 
classroom, but also in the arena in which they are debated. With 50 states 
responsible for educational policy and 16, 000 school districts making and 
interpreting policies, homogeneity in micropolicy terms is hard to find. The 
local control of schools complicates the use of research in schools and class
rooms: one never knows if the conditions that existed when the research 
was undertaken in one educational experiment also prevail in the school or 
district in which one wishes to implement the experimental practice. When 
national policy for schools is determined by a national ministry of educa
tion, the problem of implementing policy and the practices associated with 
it is not quite so complex, although it is very far from simple. Teachers still 
close the classroom door and do what they know how to do and believe is 
best for the students they teach. In this sense, changes in the teacher's ide
ology may be among the important changes that can be made in the field of 
education. 
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4 

The Three Curricula That All 

Schools Teach 

Perhaps the greatest of all pedagogical fallacies is the notion that a 
person learns only the particulo:r thing he is studying at the time. 

jOHNDEWEY 

The Explicit and Implicit Curricula 
In Chapt~r 3, six curriculum ideologies were described. These six ideolo
gies provide a way of rationalizing what schools teach. But schools teach 
much_ more-and muc_h_ less-than they intend to teach. Although much of 
wh~t is taught 1s exphC!t. and public, a great deal is not. Indeed, it is my 
claim that scho?ls provide_ not one curriculum to students, but three, 
regardless of which of the six ideologies a school follows. Tue aim in this 
chap7er is to examine those three currici.tlums in order to find out how th 
function. ey 

One of the most important facts about schooling is that children spend a 
major portion of their childhood in school. By the time the student has \ 
graduated from secondary school, he or she has spent approximately 480 
:veeks, or 12,000 hours, m school. During this time, the student has been 
immersed in a culture that is so natural a part of our way of life that it is 
almost taken. for granted. In that culture called schooling there are certain 
publicly exphc1t goals: teach1?g ch!ldren to read and write, to figure, and to 
learn somethmg about the history of the country, among them. There are, 
o.f course, other aims, many of which are associated with the explicit cur
riculum that the school offers to the students. There are goals and objec-
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