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Daniel Buck’s book opens with a disquieting anecdote. He had read aloud with students from a shared novel, enriched the book with background knowledge, and led a whole-class discussion but Buck’s students had never experienced anything like it. That such traditional methods were utterly foreign to his students, whose only experience was in schools informed by romantic and “progressive” theories of education, is the starting point to a book full of observations and reflections that are carefully researched, insightful, and grounded in student welfare. Unbeknownst to his students, Buck’s “new” way of teaching drew on traditional concepts of instruction informed by research into cognitive and social science. This is a profoundly thoughtful and important book.

Doug Lemov, author, Teach Like a Champion

I have followed Daniel Buck’s work for years. He is emerging as an indispensable and engaging voice on education. If he writes with more authority than most, it’s because his views were formed not in an ivory tower, but as a classroom teacher who takes seriously his responsibility to other people’s children. What is Wrong With Our Schools? will bring his insights to the broader audience he richly deserves.

Robert Pondiscio, senior fellow, American Enterprise Institute

There’s plenty in this smart, hard-hitting book to make anyone feel pessimistic about the state of American education. But optimism is still in order, because Buck has picked up the mantle of traditionalism for a new generation.

Michael Petrilli, president, Thomas B. Fordham Institute
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Part I. The History and the Argument













1. A CONFLICT OF VISIONS



OPENING ANECDOTES

I did everything the university told me to. I let students choose their books. I conferenced with them one-on-one. I opted for conversations over consequences. I worked closely with an instructional coach to ensure I implemented a workshop model to fidelity. I let students into my room during lunch to build relationships. I communicated with parents and sought out student interests to guide my instruction. My classes wrote and agreed to their own behavior codes. I provided alternative seating out of my own pocket. Nonetheless, misbehavior abounded and reading growth stagnated.

One thing, however, functioned supremely well: I read out loud for a few minutes every day. When I brought out the book, spun a desk around, sat on top, and cracked a page, I didn’t have to remind anyone to quiet down or find a seat. Students sat back and eagerly awaited the next chapter from whatever book we were reading. From these moments came our most robust conversations. Sometimes an impromptu question came to my mind, and at other times a student would raise their hand and begin the discussion.

Over the years, I have slowly renounced the workshop model—an approach to a literature class where students select their own books and design their own writing projects—dedicating less and less of my time and energy to its imposition on my students. It has been nerve-racking to do so. The messaging in support of student-directed learning is strong: if students pick their own books, they’ll come to enjoy them, no? Doesn’t a teacher-selected text kill the love of reading? Students act out in response to the imposition of rules from outside themselves; allow them to design their own rules and co-create class expectations and they’ll start to run it themselves, surely?

However, when I began to dive into the research and to read more traditionalist theories of education, I started to do things differently. I chose the text. I developed clear classroom expectations—obviously variable depending on the activity. I taught grammar. I had students write a five-paragraph essay and gave them a multiple-choice test. I read Shakespeare. I asked students to work silently. I required them to memorize a poem.

Lo and behold, contrary to what the educational mainstream would predict, my students flourished—academically, socially, and emotionally. One young woman came up to me—after we had a long, engaging, at times even tense conversation about what Juliet ought to do after her father threatens to disown her—to tell me that this was the first book that ever really “got” her; it spoke to her life. My students practiced and recited poetry while playing four square together, even welcoming in another student who tended to sit on the social outskirts; they finally had something in common. Another boy, who had been expelled for a semester after he instigated a lunchroom brawl, said, “I know exactly how that feels” when we worked through the lines from Romeo and Juliet about quenching rage. He connected to the interfamilial conflict and street violence of the play, listened intently as we read and watched it, and in a final lesson admitted that he needed to work on his own anger.

Allow me one last anecdote before I lay out the thesis and intent of this book. At the end of each year, I give students a survey—a chance to provide critical feedback to their teacher. This past year, one student wrote that she enjoyed this “new way of teaching.” I spend my classes reading classic books that I choose, discussing and analyzing them together as a class, and concluding units with traditional assessments like exams and essays. My “new way of teaching”—new to me and apparently also to my students—is only a rediscovery of tradition.



SO WHAT IS WRONG WITH OUR SCHOOLS?

When addressing this question, most commentators focus on policy. What role does the federal government play? How ought we to allocate funds? Do schools even have sufficient funds? Are unions too strong or too weak? Daily, I grow more skeptical of the ability of these policies to holistically improve the system. We could change the structure around as much as we want in either direction, but like a car with a new frame and wheels, it will not run if it lacks fuel. What is that essential fuel? The pedagogy and instruction that happen within the classroom.

And that brings me to answer the question that forms the title of this book: the problem with our schools is fundamentally ideological, not systemic. Our reforms must focus on pedagogy and instruction, not just policies. Arguments over class size, funding, school choice, unions, teacher certification, and other fads dominate the discourse, but each of these are golden calves. We lay our support and tax dollars at their altar, and they provide little to nothing in return. They provide nothing because our instructional practices, philosophies, and curricula are based upon false first principles. We fill a car with vegetable oil expecting it to run and our schools with faulty theories expecting them to educate. Reflecting on it now, months later, that student’s note on my “new way of teaching” saddens me. It implies that her primary years were spent in a model of education that aligns with neither contemporary research nor human nature understood through classical philosophy and a liberal arts tradition.

There is something of a conflict of visions. On one side are the progressives or romantics. This typifies the discourse in our schools of education. It’s the ideology endorsed and advanced by unions, universities, and administrations. Don’t believe me? Suggest on social media that critical thinking is a silly concept, Shakespeare ought to be read universally, or that expulsions remain a necessary tool and see what happens.

Standing on the other side are those I’ll call the neo-traditionalists. They place a primacy on teacher authority, knowledge transmission, and orderly schools. The 20th century educational progressives leveled thoughtful critiques at traditionalist pedagogies—that they paid little attention to student needs and taught rigid information, isolated from real-world applications; the neo-traditionalists took account of these concerns but maintained their commitment to classical first principles. They also applied social scientific techniques, not just philosophy, to confirm commitments to things like direct instruction. If traditionalism teaches content and progressive education teaches students, then neo-traditionalism teaches content to the student.

This dichotomy is at the root of the changes I made to my teaching. The system around me didn’t alter, but my philosophical views and thus instruction did. Like a child’s snack, we can change the packaging, include more or less, and give them choice over it, but if the bag has potato chips inside then it will still provide little nutrition. Education happens in the classroom, and so its success or failure hinges upon what happens there.

More specifically, pedagogies based in romantic-era thinking with little to no rigorous evidence for their efficacy dominate our classrooms. Project-based learning, student choice, restorative justice, and the like—practices with at times detrimental results—edge out direct instruction, sequenced curricula, historically significant and challenging books, and other traditionalist approaches—practices with a proven track record. My professors of education began with the assumption that student control of curriculum was beneficial. My professional development didn’t even postulate that direct instruction could be beneficial. When our schools run on these assumptions, it does not matter what amount of choice families have or how big classes are.

I’m not the first to hold this conviction. In his ambitious book Visible Learning (2008), Professor John Hattie undertook the largest ever synthesis of meta-analyses in education. While we can take his data with some skepticism, after reviewing hundreds of meta-analyses Hattie comes to one conclusion worth reflecting on: “One of the fascinating discoveries throughout my research for this book is discovering that many of the most debated issues are the ones with the least effects.”1 He mentions class size, tracking, retention, school choice, summer schools, and school uniforms. It wasn’t that these policies proved positive or negative. Rather, in either direction, their effect was minimal. Instead, the most important changes happen within schools, like instructional and behavioral reform.

Before I continue, I have to acknowledge that I do not intend here to catastrophize. On a historical scale, our attempt at universal education is a new undertaking and a profoundly difficult one. For most of human history, society relegated book learning to the aristocracy while the majority of the human race wallowed in poverty and illiteracy. Even as we established systems of education, laws barred individuals from entry based on their race, class, and gender. According to Our World in Data, a project from the University of Oxford, the worldwide literacy rate in 1820 was about 12%; by 2015 that had risen to 86%.2 This is a vaunting human achievement that we must keep in mind before leveling any critiques.

That being said, our system can do better. It can achieve more than base literacy. To do that, we must unstick a blob, and this blob is an assumed ideology. It finds expression in pithy phrases like “teach the student, not content” and “critical thinking skills.” It assumes that the best learning happens through doing, through student choice without adult-imposed standards, and through a renunciation of tests, memorization, or drill. Criticism of this blob brings on accusations of hating children, killing the joy of learning, and old-fashioned schoolmarmery. All the while, the blob slows down everything and everyone. This book intends to identify what exactly this blob is and to isolate its first principles, so as to unstick it and allow more effective ideas, pedagogies, and practices to flourish.



WHAT ISN’T WRONG WITH OUR SCHOOLS

It’s beyond the bounds of this book’s introductory chapter to cover every suggested policy that wouldn’t improve our schools, but a few examples—school choice, funding, and class size—may prove illustrative. If pedagogy is more important than policies, it’s worth addressing the shortcomings of a few hobbyhorse policy reforms.

Consider class size. One headline from The Nation boldly declares “To reduce inequality in our education system, reduce class sizes.”3 On its surface, this proclamation seems plausible. Fewer students might promote easier classroom management and more opportunities for individualized feedback and instruction. It simply isn’t that clear, however. I have worked with classes ranging from eight students up to 32. In many ways, the class of eight was harder to manage; the students were friends and a smaller class provided less positive peer pressure. Furthermore, I was a novice teacher when I had my class of 32. My own professional development and adoption of traditionalist educational practices matter far more than the number of students in my room. More learning would happen in a class of 32 students with an experienced teacher than two classes of 16 with inexperienced teachers. Research seems to bear these personal observations out.

Class-size reduction does not happen in a vacuum. We cannot snap our fingers and achieve smaller classes—it requires personnel. Two researchers, Christopher Jepsen and Steve Rivkin, have published papers about class-size reduction policies with teacher experience in mind. When newly created positions brought inexperienced teachers with emergency licenses into the profession, there was “a short term increase in the share of teachers lacking experience and a persistent increase in the share of teachers lacking full certification, both of which were larger in higher poverty, higher minority enrollment schools.” 4 When states broadly implement class size reduction policies, new teaching posts in privileged districts draw the best teachers away from schools in poor neighborhoods, thereby creating a disparate impact. Affluent schools improve and poor schools stagnate. The effect of new teachers filling posts “partially or, in some cases, fully offset the benefits of smaller classes, demonstrating the importance of considering all implications of any policy change.”5

According to another study, “as class size decreases achievement scores increase. However, in elementary schools … only a slight impact … was found. No significant relationship was found at middle school grade level.” And although the study did find a correlation at high school level, the authors admitted that the “results may be questioned.”6 They concluded: “[This study] reinforces the literature research finding that increases in direct classroom expenditures per student have little impact on student achievement scores.”7

These conclusions appear over and again across the literature on class size. “We find that there are relatively few high-quality studies, and that these studies show mixed results” reads one report from the Brookings Institution.8 According to another review, “studies have found mixed effects in California and in other countries, and no effects in Florida and Connecticut.”9 Class-size reduction is efficacious at lower grade levels and on the scale of seven to 10 fewer students per class. But even so, the hiring of new teachers necessitated by class-size reduction policies could actually set learning back. And this analysis doesn’t even touch on the monumentally expensive undertaking that class-size reduction would prove to be. An increase in class size of one pupil per class would save the American education system $12 billion in teacher salaries, about equal to the entirety of Title I funding, itself the largest K-12 spending program.10, 11

On the opposite side of the partisan aisle is school choice—a policy that I support, although I acknowledge it is no panacea. Even if a system of choice came to run American education, our institutions, teachers, professional development, and curricula would remain. Give a chef only the ingredients for a bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich and they might be able to construct something other than a BLT, but it would still taste a whole lot like a BLT. Even with choice, we would function with the same educational ingredients. It may be a more just means of apportioning funds and school attendance, but it alone will not deliver a pedagogical revolution.

And what about funding? Surely our schools lack sufficient resources: stories abound of buildings with crumbling foundations, drafty windows, and classrooms furnished with a teacher’s own spending. International comparisons complicate this initial analysis. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the US spent more than $14,000 per student per year in 2017-18.12 That’s more than just about any other country in the world except for Luxembourg, despite the fact that many countries outperform us on international tests. Put simply, education funding matters up to a point. Obviously, schools without a single dollar could do little, but over a certain threshold, adding another dollar to budgets yields a diminishing return. The researchers at Our World in Data conclude that “above a certain national income level, the relationship between PISA scores and education expenditure per pupil becomes virtually inexistent.”13 They point to a compelling graph from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) that demonstrates this visually (turn the page to see the graph). Up to about $50,000 per student over the course of their entire education, every additional dollar spent correlates strongly with improved outcomes. Above that, the trend line largely flattens.



[image: The graph represents the cumulative expenditure on education.]
Average reading performance in PISA and average spending per student from the age of 6 to 15.
Source: OECD. (2010) PISA 2009 Results: what students know and can do – student performance in reading, mathematics and science, volume 1, p.34


If we zoom in on US policies, the data shows that much of our allocated monies are ineffectively used. Regarding the use of Title I funds, the largest single federal program, authors at the Brookings Institution cogently summarize the problem:


There is little evidence that the overall program is effective or that its funds are used for effective services and activities. Large proportions of school principals report using Title I funds for teacher professional development, which many studies have shown to be ineffective and which teachers do not find valuable. Other services on which principals spent Title I funds include after-school and summer programs, technology purchases, and supplemental services, which also have been shown to be ineffective, and class-size reductions, which are unlikely to be of the size needed to generate effects found in previous research.14



In short, how money is spent matters far more than how much is spent, at least at current levels in the US.

This analysis could continue with ever more policies, each of which may have some value or worth, but they are not panaceas. If implemented to fidelity, their results would be modest, if they achieved much at all. None of these will accomplish much so long as faulty instructional practices persist. American schools need an ideological revolution, not a structural one.



SHADOWBOXING

Judging by the response I see to many books in the same ideological bent as mine, one rebuttal to my thesis worth addressing outright is that progressivist theories of education don’t have much of a hold on our system; traditionalism is the predominant philosophy. And I concede: our system is a hodgepodge of both. Even so, progressive ideas in education have an outsized purchase.

As a traditionalist within the system, I see it most simply in the things people say. “Teach the student, not content.” “We must foster critical thinking skills.” “We should teach students how to think, not what to think.” The focus is on academic skills, not content knowledge. This is reflected in the buzzwords that carry positive or negative connotations, like “experiential learning” and “student choice” versus “drill and kill” or “rote memorization.” However, passing observations don’t amount to much empirically, so let’s look at a few concrete examples.

First, the curricula of schools of education across the US demonstrate the commanding position of progressivism within the university. Students encounter Paulo Freire, a radically progressive pedagogue, perhaps more than any other theorist. His book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968) has sold more than a million copies—an astounding number for a niche book of education. Also topping the list of commonly assigned authors are John Dewey and other educational progressives.15 David Steiner, the executive director of the Johns Hopkins University Institute for Education Policy, has called teacher training curricula “intellectual barren.”16 If any students of education encounter the ideas of E.D. Hirsch, a profoundly influential traditionalist, it is likely only with derision. In my own course of study, we had one five-week class on the learning sciences—the one class where I and many of my fellow students felt like we were actually learning the craft of teaching—and, ironically, my methods instructor gossiped about that professor. Progressivism is the prevailing philosophy in universities across the country, and this alone could suffice to prove the dominance of progressivist philosophies. If the institutions that train our teachers are progressivist in nature then it’s safe to assume that the day-to-day practices of these teachers will reflect that philosophy. But what of K-12 schools?

State- and even federal-level curricula reveal a progressivist understanding of teaching and learning. In my own state of Wisconsin, the curriculum for social studies asks that students learn to evaluate primary and secondary sources and analyze significant historical events.17 That gives me as much direction for what to do in my classroom as a city map without street names. In the 67-page document outlining these standards (endless lists of skills), concrete topics to be covered account for a whopping three pages. The focus is entirely on skills, not content.

It’s not mere incompetence that leads to such vague phrasing. Rather, when the purpose of learning is the development of academic skills, as the seminal philosopher of education John Dewey would have it, curricula then amount to a list of skills in place of facts, eras, or works of literature worth knowing. Where my state does attempt such clear guidance, it suggests “the modern era” or the “meeting of peoples and cultures.”18 It’s the same story with Common Core, a list of skills asking students to analyze, evaluate, and identify in place of clear topics worth learning. Learning is implicitly defined as doing, not knowing. When progressivism undergirds our curricula, it will permeate our classrooms and discussions about teaching and learning.

As one last example, one of the most popular English language arts (ELA) curricula in the US is Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study. I used it for a number of years. Students picked their own books and spent most of the class cloistered off; where direct instruction occurred, it came in short spurts and amounted to vague suggestions for habits that students ought to practice, rather than clear, explicit explanations of grammar, structure, rhetoric, or anything of the sort. In reality, Units of Study isn’t much of a curriculum at all. Like the aforementioned state standards, it outlines no clear knowledge worthy of instruction. Rather, it is an approach to the literature classroom called the “workshop model” systematized and packaged for sale. The Fountas and Pinnell intervention system follows a similar philosophy of learning to read, and together these are two of the top five most used curricula in the country—that’s millions of students and thousands of teachers using a progressivist approach to teaching and learning in the ELA classroom.

Our schools remain a hodgepodge of traditionalism and progressivism. Schools run choice units and still teach George Orwell’s Animal Farm as a whole-class text. They lecture about science concepts and run class labs. They foster skills and teach explicit content. I make no claim that the progressivist ideology alone runs our schools, but that it is one voice—arguably the loudest—that many people listen to and it is very often wrong. From the university down to the classroom, educational progressivism permeates American education.



THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

One hope for this book is to create a counter-narrative. Much of the dominant progressivist discourse wraps itself in self-righteous language, and so opposition appears in opposition to all good things. What monster would oppose “student-centered learning?” Don’t we want to empower students to construct their own knowledge and classroom culture? Take, for example, a union leader who said in 1916, “I believe that every child should be happy in school. So we have tried to substitute recreation for drill.”19 This statement assumes that drill and happiness, rigor and joy, cannot co-exist. A New York Times bestselling book on education conceives of traditionalist pedagogy as: “Children read textbooks, memorized their contents, and studied each subject … hunched over a desk.”20 Traditionalism is joyless, leaving no room for self-expression, engagement, or activity—or so runs the argument.

The reality is that these assertions are mere rhetoric. A few counter-examples may help to elucidate my point. Individualized instruction means each student receives appropriate attention in their zone of proximal development, correct? In reality, individualized attention, in a large class, all too often means individualized neglect. When I’m conferring with one student, that means 29 others are left to themselves without teacher direction. Conversely, whole-class instruction means every student receives a teacher’s expert guidance. Take another example. To place primacy on self-expression in writing over structure and grammar leaves students without the linguistic capacities they need to communicate. Mastery precedes and facilitates self-expression. When an actor memorizes and rehearses their lines, that is not an impediment to self-expression but a means to it.

More examples abound. To renounce adult-enforced rules leaves students vulnerable to the passions, frustrations, and misbehavior of their peers. Without the memorization of basic facts and the automaticity that comes through rote practice, students are unable to achieve the critical and higher-order thinking that we so claim to revere.

Despite their euphonious framing, the progressivist theories of education are not humanistic, not holistic, not empowering. They leave students ill-equipped, lacking knowledge, and without the capacity for critical thought that their advocates claim they engender. In reality, it’s the traditionalist approaches to education that achieve these ends. Achieving this reframing requires a few steps.

First, I begin this book with a history of educational thought to identify the philosophical ideas that undercut both traditionalist and progressivist theories of education. Living in our specific time and culture, it’s all too easy to accept as fact the contemporary platitudes and understandings about the purpose of education. A survey of educational thought will help to show that the things we accept as so commonsensical as to be unquestioned were—throughout history—questioned, unaccepted, ignored. How philosophers treated ideas throughout history has no bearing on the actual veracity of such ideas, but knowing so accomplishes two goals: it identifies the current assumptions in education, and gives us a sense of humility and a willingness to critique even that which we considered beyond critique.

In part II of the book, I dedicate a chapter each to knowledge, learning, and character, comparing how traditionalist and progressivist theories of education understand each of these broad topics and what they mean for classroom practice. These three chapters are based on a framework set out by John Dewey21: any learning encounter involves the content, the context, and the student. The chapter on knowledge asks what we ought to teach to students, the chapter on learning asks how teachers can best teach so that students learn, and the chapter on character discusses the best systems to put in place where students learn.

Part III includes three chapters. First, I discuss how these theories manifest in real-world schools and classrooms. Next, I re-examine and interrogate several contemporary cliches in education, not only to expose their shortcomings but also to demonstrate how a traditionalist approach could make better sense of the ideas behind them. Finally, I lay out a new canon of educational thought. If ideology is at the root of our educational woes, we need to embrace the books and thought that point us in a better direction.

Another way to conceive of the structure of this book is moving from philosophical analysis in part I, to an explication of the social scientific studies and randomized controlled trials in part II, and on to a discussion of these ideas in action in part III. To unstick the “blob,” to vivify our education system, requires an identification of these progressivist ideas, a critique of them, and the provision of an alternative. It’s no use deconstructing the dominant narratives in a system if no alternative takes their place. The whole purpose of deconstruction is to build back something better.

Perhaps most importantly, I hope this book to be something of an introductory overview. When I graduated and began my teaching career, I had reservations about the progressivist pedagogy into which my university trained me. Shouldn’t we be teaching students what’s outside of their typical interest? Don’t lectures have a place? Can’t students be wrong in their own perceptions or preferences? Are there no behavior expectations that are appropriate? Surely a detention or suspension has some place in a school? I had reservations but I knew no alternative. I intend for this book to sketch out such an alternative, from the philosophical first principles through the academic studies and classroom practices. By the nature of one single 200-page text, it cannot possibly cover everything. It will be too short on the philosophy for some, on the research for others, and on the practical recommendations for yet more. However, to make a convincing case, to establish a substantive alternative, requires that I touch on at least all three.

This book is the culmination of my rediscovery of education, from my first faltering attempts at a workshop model to a robust, teacher-centered classroom with a central text and knowledge-rich activities. There are other authors who have better mastered the cognitive science underlying these ideas. Yet more have fancy degrees. Some focus specifically on teacher development, producing “recipe books” on how to craft a rigorous, meaningful, traditionalist classroom. I’m none of these. I’m a visiting fellow at a think tank but I am no super-credentialed scholar.

However, I am a practicing teacher. I’ve read more books and scholarly articles while writing this one than I did throughout my own master’s program. I’ve observed lots of teachers, taught lots of classes, and seen problems worth solving. I don’t just debate these ideas in the abstract; I have also put them into practice in a classroom and seen the results. I’ve broken up fights, had my class interrupted by a tooth that fell out, and played four square with students. I’ve cried after a lesson gone awry, pulled myself together, reflected on went wrong, and faced the next class with a smile on my face.
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2. A HISTORY OF EDUCATIONAL THOUGHT


At my old school, few English teachers still taught their ninth-grade class the entirety of a novel. To Kill a Mockingbird suffered the chopping block and the movie filled in the details. Students got only a few scenes from Romeo and Juliet; a “textversation” adaptation with emojis and textspeak (brb, ttyl, lol) made its rounds. “It just wasn’t that important,” one teacher told me, as the “skills” students would learn took precedence over actually finishing a book. Where teachers attempted complete works of fiction, this took the form of choice units where students selected their own books to read independently. From my observations, few of them actually read a whole book. They hid their phone between pages, covered it when the teacher happened to look, and resumed the endless scroll when eyes were again cast aside.

Education has descended from the aristocratic ideals of the Greek academe to the scent of marijuana drifting down my halls; from Loyola’s first attempts to systematize a classical curriculum to movements to deconstruct them; from Shakespeare and Aristophanes to Diary of a Wimpy Kid and Divergent; from Plato’s celebration of an education that teaches us to love what is beautiful to bell hooks encouraging “teaching to transgress.” Forgive my early-onset curmudgeonliness when I say that education ain’t what it used to be. There has been a decline and fall that cannot continue.

What has caused this decline? Various individual thinkers and movements have, like guideposts, pointed our teachers and theorists off course, while others have, thankfully, directed them back on. In this chapter, I trace a handful of these intellectual traffic cops through Western educational thought, from our classical Greek foundations up to our modern critical theorists.

In brief, though, our system has renounced the Greco-Roman and then Christian traditions of education that valued instruction into the good, the true, and the beautiful. This approach needn’t be religious. Phrased differently, early pedagogues and teachers valued education as it directed their students to something beyond themselves. They wanted their students to learn the intellectual truths of the world and align their actions to an objective morality, be it religiously imposed or otherwise. Over the course of history, however, the emphasis on objectivism has faded into either an obsessive focus on the self, in the case of progressive education, or an attitude that seeks to destroy and deconstruct, in the case of critical pedagogues.

In tracing these philosophical shifts, I hope to show that many of the assumptions we now consider self-evidently true were not always so, and in many cases run contrary to historical thought. Identification of these differences does not immediately verify or discredit them. However, as examples and non-examples help students to learn new concepts, through a comparison of historical ideas it’s easier to identify and isolate beliefs, and hold them at arm’s length for critical consideration. We can never quite get an objective look at modern sentiments, but attempting to view our contemporary moment through a historical lens will get us as close as we possibly can.

In other words, I want to look at the history of educational thought in order to critique the present. If we know that the common beliefs of education today are a historical aberration, they will be easier to debunk. It will be easier to compare, contrast, and critique our current assumed incontrovertible truths. Returning to my original metaphor, we can look back at the course we took, think about where we’re going, and decide how far we’ve deviated, where we need to continue, and where we need to turn back.


1. A TOWERING IDEAL: THE TRADITIONALISTS


The Greeks

Arguably the first tract of education philosophy in the West is Plato’s Republic. Plato believed that education would help to establish a well-ordered society, so, although ostensibly a book about justice, The Republic  contains much discussion of what the students in his ideal Republic ought to learn.

Perhaps the best inroad to Plato’s thought is his “allegory of the cave.” In Plato’s writing, which takes the form of a Socratic dialogue, the protagonist, Socrates (Plato’s teacher), asks his interlocutors to imagine people chained within a cave, with their backs to a fire and their eyes on a wall. He describes people walking by holding statues such that the light of the fire casts shadows of horses, humans, and objects upon the wall. The imprisoned spend their days watching these shadows and, knowing nothing else, they mistake them for reality. The purpose of education in Plato’s mind was to unshackle these individuals and introduce them to the world as it really is.

Central to Plato’s philosophy is his “theory of forms.” In his epistemology, people can hold beliefs and knowledge but the ultimate goal of education is consideration of the forms—idealized versions of all things. Take cats, for example. There may be hundreds of millions of cats in the world of various shapes, sizes, and colors, but there is one perfect idea of a cat. It’s why Greek sculptures always represent idealized individuals; art helps us to consider things as they ought to be, not as they necessarily are. Plato’s allegory of the cave reflects this idea: we proceed from falsehood (watching the shadows), to knowledge of physical reality (observing the world outside the cave), to grasping truth itself (viewing the sun).

While modern minds rightly reject the esoteric theory of forms, there’s still much we can learn from this philosophy if we think of it metaphorically. The role of education and the educator is to introduce students to the truth of the world. Throughout our lives, we adopt and accept beliefs that are verifiably false. Children call things by the wrong name or simply lack knowledge about that which is outside their immediate experiences, like historic events or scientific discoveries. It is the role of the educator to lead students beyond their insular interests and beliefs.

Plato insists that we carefully select the stories to which we expose our students. He knew, like Paul the Apostle, that if we reflect upon that which is corrupted, our lives will follow. Whereas if we spend time considering what is beautiful or lovely, our lives will be likewise. Plato provides the image of sheep grazing. If we surround the sheep with poisonous plants, the animals will quickly sicken and die, but if we provide them with nourishing food, they thrive. So, too, the capacity of our students for deep thought will wither if they are fed immoral or flimsy tales. Take, for instance, Achilles. Though a noble hero, he is rash and violent. Similarly, many individuals in various epics are insubordinate, vain, and proud. If our students lionize characters such as these, they are apt to become rash, violent, insubordinate, vain, and proud.

We needn’t accept Plato’s authoritarian recommendation of state-sponsored censorship, but the first principle is worth reiterating: the literature to which we introduce our children will shape their views, ethics, and personalities. Some tales are more worthy of instruction than others. Any English teacher will tell you that some books facilitate more robust discussions; other books contain one-dimensional characters, giving rise to only hollow instruction and equally one-dimensional reflection. Taken further, not all tales are worthy of instruction. Teachers and adults select those that will encourage children to pursue justice, venerate courage, and so on. Plato tells us that “the object of education is to teach us to love what is beautiful.”1 A student who has left the cave will love and enjoy that which is good, be it a story, song, moral action, or right living.

It’s not only the tales that are important, but who selects them. In Plato’s allegory, the shackled individuals need a guide to help them out. Effective teachers ought to be experts in their fields of study, introducing children to the poetry of Shakespeare, the sublimity of astronomy, the elegance of mathematics. Students imbibe their teachers’ joy and excitement, and so learn to love what is beautiful. They come to appreciate the precision of mathematical arguments, the fresh imagery and striking wordplay of great authors, or the descriptive power of a scientific formula.

After Plato came Aristotle. A student of Plato, Aristotle’s vision for education often reflects his teacher’s. Where he explicitly discusses education in his book Politics, it’s mostly a repetition of Plato’s ideas. We can gain more insight from his Nicomachean Ethics. Along with the Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius, Aristotle touches on something that is astoundingly controversial to assert today: that there is a right way to live.

Aristotle and Marcus Aurelius would not impose a daily routine, religion, or anything so prescriptive on their students. Nonetheless, Aristotle argues that it is incumbent upon us as moral beings to apply virtues such as honesty and courage to our lives. How can a father be courageous in his parenting? How can a mother gently correct her child’s misbehavior? What does temperance mean for a shopkeeper or banker? Each virtue manifests differently in application to an individual’s life, but the undergirding ethic remains. Going further, Aristotle would say that certain actions are right or wrong regardless of circumstances, as they align with or run counter to objective moral law. We humans do not construct our ethics, morals, or knowledge; rather, we consider an objective standard and apply it to our subjective lives.

In his Meditations, Marcus Aurelius argues the same: an action is right if it’s courageous; a speech is appropriate if it’s humble; a day is best spent with proper self-control. Notably, in both authors’ works, these virtuous actions are not expected only of heroes and kings; daily habits and small deeds matter just as much to right living. I expose the depth of my nerdiness here when I say that Gandalf, Tolkien’s wise wizard, provides a cogent summary:


Saruman believes it is only great power that can hold evil in check, but that is not what I have found. I have found it is the small things, everyday deeds of ordinary folk, that keep the darkness at bay; simple acts of kindness and love.2



It’s the everyday activities that best determine our virtue and make the greatest impact on this world; we spend the majority of our time in small, daily pursuits, after all. How we make our breakfast, the words we use to greet those around us, the routines we establish in a classroom
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2. THE EDIFICE CRUMBLES: EDUCATIONAL PROGRESSIVISM
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3. DISMANTLING THE EDIFICE: CRITICAL PEDAGOGY
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