Tim Morrish

Unit 1 paper

What should the role of education be in society? Throughout the history of the United States, the functions that schools have played in society have changed numerous times. In today’s educational system, there a various ideas of what the role education should be in society. In addition, ongoing research into how children learn has caused many educational philosophers to re-think what the role of education should be in society. As a result, there are two prevailing philosophies of school function, classical versus progressive.

Many professional educators believe that education should be classical. According to John Dewey in his article The Child and Curriculum, the classic form of education, “Fixes its attention upon the importance of the subject matter of the curriculum as compared with the contents of the child’s own experience.”(Dewey, pg 185)Classical educators believe that the child should be immersed into a school with various types of studies. Students need to acquire knowledge through rigorous and structured instruction, focusing on facts is the primary function. An example of this type of education can be found religious schools.  E.D Hirsch’s Romancing the Child characterized classical education and stated that Catholic Schools , “Achieve more educational equity than public schools because they follow rich and demanding curriculum; provide a structured, orderly environment, offer lots of explicit instruction, including drill and practice.”(Hirsh,pg 1) However, many educational philosophers disagree with this purpose of education. They believe that education needs to take into to account the needs of the child.  John Dewey illustrates the pitfalls of classical education in My Pedagogic Creed. He stated, “We violate the child’s nature and render difficult the best ethical results, by introducing the child too abruptly to a number of special studies.”(Dewey, article 3)
John Dewey and other professional educators believe that education should be progressive.  They believe that education should be a vehicle of development for children, taking into account other factors in learning besides the core curriculum. John Dewey stated in The Child and Curriculum, that, “The child is the starting point, the center and the end. His development, his growth, is the ideal.”(Dewey, 187) Dewey stressed that education needed to be in accordance with the child’s prior experience in order for the child to internalize information and build knowledge.  Dewey believes that we need to guide children in their personal growth, viewing children as social beings and teach curriculum in partnership with nurturing the children. For example in My Pedagogic Creed, Dewey states, “I believe that the individual who is to be educated is a social individual…..If we eliminate the social factor from the society, we are left only with an inert and lifeless mass. Education, therefore, must begin with a psychological insight into the child’s capacities, interests, and habits. In progressive education, many theorists believe that instruction should be active. It should include hands-on, individualized and developmentally appropriate instruction, meeting the needs of the child. For example in My Pedagogic Creed, Dewey states, “I believe the active precedes the passive in the development of the child.(Dewey, pg 8)  While this idea has merit, many classical education theorists, such as E.D Hirsch believe that progressive education is not effective. He stated in Romancing the Child that research shows that, “Effective schools are characterized by explicit, agreed-upon academic goals for children, a strong focus on academics; order and discipline in the classroom.”(Hirsch)  He believes that progressive schools do not meet this goal. In response, Hirsh states that, “every traditionalist theorist advocates hands-on methods. In terms of individualized, Hirsh states that according to research, “Individuals learn more and better in schools where greater emphasis on whole-class instruction.” Furthermore in terms of developmentally appropriate, Hirsh states that, “Young children of comparable ages in other lands absorb such knowledge with great benefit.”(Hirsh, pg 43)
 Which theory should be implemented in schools? I agree with Ravitch in his views that he expressed in his article Progressive and Traditional Education. He stated that, “At their extremes, both sides can be faulted..But at their best, both philosophies have made valuable and complementary contributions to American education.”(Ravitch, pg. 463)  He further stated that, “There is a tradition within progressivism that respects intellectual development.”(Ravitch, pg 463)  Overall, what is the function of education? Ravitch states that, “Neither intellectual progressivism nor liberal traditionalism was likely to take root….without a teaching staff of well-educated people.(Ravitch,pg 464)In my two years of teaching experience, I have implemented both philosophies into my teaching practice. I strongly believe that we need to focus on the strengths of the child while providing a strong base of knowledge for the student to build upon. Overall, I believe that what the educational system needs are teachers who are well educated not only in subject matter but in the development of the child.
