E’d:uc'ation and Human Development

Introduction

In developing a philosophy of
education,one musthave astrong aware-
ness of how children develop. Such an
awareness allows the formulation of cur-
ricula which are appropriate for a class'
developmental age and suggests teach-
ing techniques which will optimize the
learning process. The educational
process is intrinsically connected to the
total process of development in the
child and thus developmental theory
provides a crucial foundation for educa-
tional theory and practice.

However, education is not simply
identical to child development and it is
impossible to reduce the educational
theory to child development theory.
Child development theory is generally
concerned with those aspects of the
development process which are rela-
tively invariant, which cross cultural
boundaries, and mainly considers the
development of broad skills and struc-
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tures of the personality. Education, how-
ever, is more involved in providing the
child with specific skills and knowledge
which will be necessary to function
within a particular culture. Education
seeks to develop not a "generic person”
but a member of a particular culture
(although modern life requires that such
a person also have an understanding of
and a sensitivity to other cultures).
That is, the educational process is by its
very nature involved in the transmis-
sion of cultural norms (Dreeben, 1968).
Even teaching such seemingly value-
neutral course materials such as science
is involved with the transmission of
norms: the modern sciences are disci-
plines which involve value systems of
objectivity which are based very much
on the Western tradition (although that
tradition, it must be admitted, increas-
ingly dominates the entire world).
Spodek (1978) well characterizes
the relationship between child develop-
ment theory and education. Child devel-



opment, he notes, is a descriptive sci-
ence which informs us concerning what
is; education, on the other hand, must
concern itself with what should be.
Child development theory at best im-
poses limitations upon educational prac-
tice (through the definition of educa-
tional readiness) and provides hints on
appropriate practices. Education must
build upon what it learns from child
development theory and uses that infor-
mation to guide development in accor-
dance with the norms of the culture and
the skills and knowledge which are tied
to those norms. For example, by placing
astrong emphasis upon reading skills, it
prepares a child for life in a culture that
requires its members to achieve literacy
inorder tolive productive and satisfying
lives.

Thus, unless educators define
the norms upon which the educational
process is intertwined, their efforts will
at best be floundering and ineffective.
This is a problem which is particularly
difficult in a multi-cultural democratic
society in which the societal norm
rejects any single educational goal,
single system of values and path of per-
sonal development, to which all children
should be guided. Itis the essence of the
democratic life that all should be al-
lowed to pursue theirsatisfactions and
happiness in accordance with their own
values and interests. The purpose of the
school in such a society must, therefore,
notbe to teach the student specificnorms
or a specific picture of the nature of the
world, but to allow the child to explore
the world and to maximize his or her
own awareness of what is occurring
around them. This educational goal is

well stated by Dearden (1968) in the
following passage on the importance of
educating children for personal auto-
nomy:

There are two aspects to such an auto-
nomy, the first of which is negative.
This is independence of authorities,
both those who would dictate or pre-
scribe what I am to believe and of those
who would arbitrarily, direct me in
what I am to do. The complementary
positive aspect is, first, that of testing
the truth of things for myself, whether
by experiment or by a critical estimate of
the testimony of others, and secondly,
that of deliberating, forming instances
and choosing what I shall do according
to a scale of values which I can myself
appreciate. Both understanding and
choice, or thought and action, are there-
fore to be independent of authority and
based instead on reason. This is the
ideal (Dearden, 1968: 20).

That is, the educational process should
help children think and act for them-
selves rather than imposing a view of
the world and a detailed model for be-
havior upon them.

In one sense, the American
education system is well-suited for such
a task. Wieck (1976) has characterized
the educational system of the United
States as "loosely coupled”, as not sub-
ject torigid hierarchical control or norms.
This allows persons and groups with
various interests and values to work
within the system without, at least theo-
retically, subordinating themselves to a
single dominant group. Because the
educational process is not rigidly con-
trolled from above, there is at least a
potential for a democratic education
which would enhance personal auto-
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nomy in the child.

Unfortunately, traditional edu-
cational endeavors have all too often
subverted this potential. Instead of
teaching children to explore and get their
own picture of the world, education has
. frequentlybeenidentified with the teach-
ing of specificfacts and techniques. For
example, instead of presenting history
as the story of human endeavors to come
to terms with the world and with each
other -- processes which are analogous
to the developmental process in which
the child is him or herself engaged --
the subject has been presented as a set of

events and dates which are rarely re-
lated to the child's endeavors or per-
sonal world. Cohen (1972) has com-
mented upon "the traditional emphasis
on the factual, the unambiguous, and
the measurable"” (p. 7) and the relation-
ship of that emphasis to an educational
philosophy based upon values of "confor-
mity" (p. 7) and a concept of human
beings as "helpless, passive, and depend-
ent upon a stronger or higher power for
direction” (p. 13).

In this traditional view of learn-
ing, knowledge is seen as a static, prede-
termined, body of information which
must simply be accepted by the student.
It constitutes "the way things are."
Opposed to such a static concept of
knowledge is a process oriented know-
ledge which exists as an ongoing
struggle to think about, test and, in
general, to come to terms with the world
(Berlak & Berlak, 1981). This latter
form of knowledge is not only most
closely related to an educational system
that seeks to maximize personal auto-
nomy but also is most appropriate to a
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world which, like the one we live in,
constantly calls into question and ex-
pands accepted bodies of knowledge. In
past history it may have been possible to
lead a reasonable life from within the
context of the commonplaces of an ac-
cepted body ofknowledge. Inthe modern
world, however, the need for constant
and rapid intellectual, emotional and
personal adaptation is such that it is
imperative that we educate our children
to be able to think for themselves.

The commonplaces of a fact-ori-
ented education are not only of limited
value but they also tend to be detached
from the overall life of the child. Al-
though schools must teach basic skills,
that. teaching should not be so exclu-
sively intellectual that it neglects the
development of the overall personality
of the child (Biber). To provide isolated
knowledge detached from considerations
of personal growth is, at best, to educate
technocrats rather than democratic citi-
zens.

The goal of education in a mod-
ern democracy should be providing chil-
dren with the means to come to terms
with their world, to be able to think
about it and act within it in accordance
with its reality and in accordance with
values which they themselves define
for themselves. Education is a part of
development and it thus cannot reduce
itself to a technical task of providing
necessary basic skills and information
to children: it must help those children
to live within and creatively respond to
their world in an intellectually and
emotionally responsible manner.



Developmental Theory

The two general types of educa-
tion which were described above can be
related to two very different models of
child development and, more broadly,
two wider cultural / intellectual tradi-
tions. In considering education in the
context of developmental theory, there-
fore, it is useful to examine these theo-
ries of development in turn.

It was noted above that the
educational practice which treats chil-
dren as passive receptacles of informa-
tionisnot as appropriate to a democratic
system in that it discourages the active
pursuit of personal values which is at
the heart of the democratic norm of
individual autonomy. Ironically, this
educational practice has its origins in a
theory of child development which has
its origins in the same empiricist phi-
losophy which was so crucial to the
development of modern democratic
political values. The empiricist philoso-
phers, such as Locke (1959), believed
that human beings were born as "blank
slates" and that all development came
about through their subsequent experi-
ence of the world and intellectual opera-
tions upon the mental images and con-
cepts which were derived from that
experience. Personal development had
no inner structure, no overall pattern,
and was based simply upon the accumu-
lation of experience. This, of course,
relates closely to the piecemeal accumu-

lation of knowledge which is character-

istic of the educational tradition which
Cohen criticized in passages quoted
above.

It is easy to see how this theory

would be helpful in the initial stages of
democratic development. By maintain-
ing that human beings had no set na-
ture, by making them a blank slate, the
theory emphasized the potential of all
human beings. Any human being
could, with the right experiences, de-
velop in any direction. This tendency
towards an egalitarian view of the human
being was extremely radical in a world
in which people were divided into rigidly
separate social groupings and not gen-
erally allowed to move from one group to
another. If all people have the potential
to develop in any direction, social con-
straints which hinder such personal
developmentareimmediately called into
question. Itis not accidental that Locke
was both a founder of this view of the
human being and one of the major early
theorists of democracy.

However, radical its original
implications may have been, the empiri-
cist theory does haveits shortcomings as
a theory of personal development from a
democratic standpoint. Most particu-
larly, this standpoint makes human
beings utterly passive in the face of
determining experience. Although it
allows human beings an almost infinite
number of paths of development, this
passivity provides no clear means by
which a person can choose to pursue one
of these paths. Any course taken in life
will simply be determined by the experi-
ences to which one was subject.

This passivity canbe seen clearly
inthe work of B.F. Skinner (1953), whose
behaviorist theory of learning and de-
velopment is a distant descendant of the
empiricist tradition. Like Locke, Skin-
ner sees human behavior (and for Skin-
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ner, unlike Locke, human existence is
largely reducible to observable behav-
ior) as being determined by experience.
However, Skinner's theory of learning
narrows developmentally relevant ex-
perience to two kinds: those that provide
pleasure (positive reinforcement) and
those that provide pain (negative rein-
forcement). A child -- or an adult --
learns to act in the world so as to avoid
what has in the past been associated
with pain and to seek what has in the
past been associated with pleasure.
There is no free will in such learning,
only a response to events. Although
later work in behaviorism has, through
the development of such concepts as
observational learning (Biehler & Snow-
man, 1982), moved away from this
extremely mechanical model, the basic
implications of behaviorism remain the
same.

Skinner, in fact, himself empha-
sizes how far his ideas are from notions
of personal freedom and autonomy
(Skinner, 1971). In his rejection of the
idea of an "autonomous man", Skinner
moves away from any sense that human
beings are capable of self-directed
activity towards a one that implies that
the environment is all controlling. The
educational implications of this theory
are very radical, as is demonstrated by
Skinner's fictional educational utopia
which is, in essence, a place of social
engineering where human beings are,
through techniques of reinforcement,
programmed to learn and to act in cer-
tain ways (Skinner, 1948). The passiv-
ity which has always been inherent in,
although not always recognized within,
the empiricist tradition comes to the
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fore in behaviorism. For Skinner, a
human being is more or less a piecemeal
accumulation of elements of condition-
ing that have been received throughout
life. '

Such a behavioristic view might
deeply conflict with a theory of human
learning and development which em-
phasized active learning. Thus, if the
evidence for behaviorism were strong,
the educational philosophy of personal
fulfillment and autonomy outlined
above would have to be reconsidered.
Recent psychological thought has moved
away from the passive notion of human
beings which had been provided by
behaviorism. The work of Piaget,
Kohlberg and othersindicates thatlearn-
ing is not simply a passive process,
that the child is inherently motivated to
operate upon and to make sense of his or
her world (Wadsworth, 1971). Instead
of simply accumulating information and
patterns ofbehavior, asisimplied within
the empiricist and behaviorist tradi-
tions, the structuralist developmental
theorists see the process of learning as
one of progressively developing pictures
of the world (schemata) and trying to
assimilate diverse experience into those
pictures. Where the experience does not
easily fit, the child must revise his or her
schemata so that it more adequately is
able to assimilate experience. Instead of
being passive in the face of experience,
the child here must act upon it (both
physically and mentally) and come to
terms with it.

This process is not, however, an
entirely individual one. In both Piaget's
theory of mental development and
Kohlberg's theory of moral development



the child proceeds from schemata to
schemata in series of stages that are the
same from child to child. Faced with
relatively similar experiences (even in
diverse cultures the laws of physics
remain the same) and similar biological
make-ups, children develop relatively
similar mental pictures of the world and
ways of acting within it.

This has an extremely important
application in the idea of educational

readiness. Information and techniques

can only be assimilated by students if
they have previously develcped sche-
mata which can handle it (Piaget, 1971).
It makes no sense, for example, to
present ideas of historical causality to
children who have yet to fully master
even the causal relations within the
physical environment. Although recent
work has tended to show that the stages
ofdevelopmentare notasinvariant as it
first had seemed (Gardner, 1985), this
work does provide guidelines upon which
curricula can be based.

What is most important, how-
ever, is that development is not seen as
a passive process. Children are seen in
a dynamic relationship with his or her
world and they constantly must explore
and come to terms with that world. The
active nature of learning in Piaget's
theory comes out well in the following
passage:

Experience is always necessary for
intellectual development...butIfearthat
we may fall into the illusion that being
submitted to an experience (a demon-
stration) is sufficient for a subject to dis-
engage the structure involved. But more
than this is required. The subject must
be active, must transform things, and
find the structure of his actions on the

objects (Piaget, 1964: 4)

The world is not, as it is within the
empiricist tradition, just a random accu-
mulation of experiences; it is a mental
picture which the children construct for
themselves.

Piagetian theory, like any devel-
opment theory, cannot be mechanically
applied to educational practice; ifeduca-
tion were reducible to the fulfillment of
Piaget's stages, it would not be neces-
sary: that broad development does not
need to be taught, it simply happens as
the child interacts with the world
(Ginsburg, 1981). As Wadsworth (1971)
nicely puts it: "Piaget has been con-
cerned with how concepts develop and
not how to develop concepts." (p. 132)

However, the theory not only
provides, throughits description of readi-
ness, guidelines on which to build curri-
cula but also its active view of learning
provides the basis for educational cur-
ricula which are based upon allowing
the child to explore the world and to
come to terms with it for themselves.
This is very much in line with the values
of personal autonomy which a demo-
cratic education should foster.

A limitation of this theory, how-
ever, does exist in its strong emphasis
upon intellectual learning. Piaget's
stages bring the child along a path of
greater and greater abstractness until,
in the formal stage, the child can, like
the scientist, operate on the world in
a purely abstract manner. However,
education cannot simply be reduced to
the development of such formal capaci-
ties. While they may be appropriate for
mathematics, the study of such areas as
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social studies (as well as the develop-
ment of the personality) necessarily
involve values, emotions and other fac-
tors notreadily treatable within Piaget's
framework.

This is, in fact, explicitly acknowledged
by Piaget in the following passage:

We are omitting the means of meta-
physical and ideological knowledge be-
cause they are not kinds of knowledge in
the structural sense but forms of wis-
domor value coordinations, so that they
represent a reflection of social life and
cultural super-structures rather than
any extension of biological adaptation.
By this we do not mean to dispute their
human importance;it simply means that
the problems are quite different and are
no longer the direct province of the bio-
logical epistemologist. (Piaget, 1971:268)

That is, those aspects of social life which
are not directly tied to (although they
are certainly built upon) Piaget's devel-
opmental scheme are excluded from
consideration of his theory. Yet, it is
clear that the personal development
which the school should foster and
many of the subjects which are taught in
school are very much involved with the
social/ cultural "superstructures" which
Piaget excludes. Gardner's views are
thus much more in line with Biber's
(und.) belief in the use of the school to
develop the whole personality than are
those of Piaget.

This has been a matter of some
comment in recent years. Sullivan
(1977), for example, criticizes both Piaget
and Kohlberg for an overemphasis upon
cognitive development. This author
particularly objects to the small role
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given to theimaginationin the rational-
ist models of these authors. Similarly,
Gardner (1985), in a work which pro-
vides an extensive critique of Piaget's
model of a single linear pattern of devel-
opment, identifies several distinct
(thoughinteracting)intelligences which
can develop (or not develop) sepa-
rately. For Piaget, development con-
sists of a linear road towards the ability
to think abstractly (formally); for Gard-
ner, development is a much less narrow
process which also involves spatial,
physical, and personal abilities. That
is, Gardner's theory allows the incorpo-
ration of those crucial aspects of human
life that Piaget excludes from his analy-
sis.

This line of criticism has strong
educational implications. Sullivan's
emphasis upon the imagination as the
"thorn" (p. 23) in the side of rationalist
developmental theorists emphasizes that
education need not be tied down to a
single view of the world. Children have
an amazing capacity for imagining al-
ternate worlds and this should not be
excluded from education. Toteachartas
pure technique without allowing the
children to go beyond what is "objec-
tively there" would be to teach the letter
but deny the spirit of a critical human
endeavor. Even the sciences can gain
from the incorporation of the imagina-
tion: what is understood much more
clearly when one can compare it to what
is not. Indeed, imaginatively going
beyond received opinions concerning
what is central to scientific progress.
Certainly, providing children with an
ability to think beyond what is to what
should be is central to developing their



personal autonomy and to developing
their ability to function responsibly in
ademocratic society in which such value
choices must constantly be made.

Gardner's critique has even more
extensive implications for curriculum
development. If the school --as it often
does -- places overwhelming emphasis
upon teaching cognitively oriented sub-
ject matter "[t]he remaining intellectual
capacities are, for the most part, con-
signed to after-school or recreational
activities, if they are taken notice of at
all." (p. 353) Moreover, this cognitive
orientation isolates learning out from
the context of a whole life, out of an
overall struggle of the child to come to
terms with the world and his or her place
within it. The school may be effective in
training children to occupy bureau-
cratic occupations that require cogni-
tive skills but they may not be as effec-
tive in allowing the children to develop
as whole human beings. Although Gard-
ner ventures no explicit opinion beyond
the statements that this emphasis "may
leave an individual less able to rely on
his own abilities" (p. 365) and that is "is
not the only conceivable one and, quite
possibly, not the optimal one," (p.365)
his work contains an implicit critique of
a method of education which circum-
scribes its efforts into a narrowly intel-
lectual realm. Not only is such a system
unfair 1 ) those whose "intelligences" lie
outsid the mathematico-logical and
linguistic realms, but it also tends to
limit the personal development and
autonomy of all students. From the
perspective of the educational philoso-
phy presented at the beginning of this
essay, Gardner's theory contains an

implicit critique of much educational
curricula.

Development and Curriculum

Gardner's expansion and modi-
fication of Piaget's general approach to
child development is, as he admits, only
in its initial stages of development.
However, the evidence he does cite for
his theory of multiple intelligences is
strong and, moreover, is in line with my
own observations of children. It is also,
as we have seen, also in line with my
idea of the goals of education. Therefore,
it makes sense to look in more detail
about how these ideas can be applied to
curricula.

The first implication, which also
follows from the theory of Piaget, is that
learning should be activity oriented.
That is, the child should not in most
instances passively accept the know-
ledge but should be encouraged to ac-
tively seek things out. This is not to
say that rote learning is inappropriate
in all cases -- how else, for example, can
one teach the irregular spelling of cer-
tain words? -- but in most instances the
children should be encouraged to find
patterns for themselves. Instead of
simply presenting the rules for examin-
ing the regular spelling of words, for
example, the teacher can present activi-
ties which allow the child to examine
words and locate the patterns for them-
selves. By seeing that there are pat-
terns, rather than simply applying rules,
the learning process will be much more
effective.

This active approach to learning
relates strongly to the democratic cur-
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riculum goals described above. Instead
of being taught that knowledge and
learningis something to be received from
experts, the children are encouraged to
look at the world for themselves, to
explore it and make maximum sense out
ofit. Even where their explorations end
upin absurd conclusions about the world,
there will be benefits. As the children
face concrete situations in the world
they will be forced to give up those of
their ideas that cannot be accommo-
dated by experience; however, the en-
couragement of such reality testing of
imaginative ideas will lead to a person-
ality which questions received opinions,
which is autonomous.

A secondimplicationis that teach-
ing methods should use as many sensory
modes, as many 'intelligences' as pos-
sible. A mathematical problem might,
for example, be primarily a logic-mathe-
matical but it also might be approached
spatially (by using models) or verbally
(by translating it into a word problem).
Such an approach will allow all areas of
competence to develop and will particu-
larly aid those students who may be
deficient in one area or another.

_ This last point brings up an
importantbenefit of such an educational
approach:its ability to allow all students
to maximize their potential. An impor-
tant implication of Gardner's work is
that all children do not have the same
areas of potential: one child with strong
logico-mathematical skills will do best
at science while a child with below aver-
age mathematics capacities may have
exceptional spatial, verbal or physical
skills. By incorporating all intelligences
in the curricula, all of these children can
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develop in accordance with their indi-
vidual talents. In the cognitively-ori-
ented schools only those students with
therelatively narrow mathematical and
verbal capacities which are emphasized
will fully thrive. This, of course, is
strongly in line with democratic values
of equality of opportunity.

Gardner emphasizes that the
various capacities are combined in
symbolic cultural systems and, in fact, it
could be argued that they become mean-
ingful only when placed within such
systems. The most formal mathematics,
which may have no reference to any-
thing outside of its own rules, only be-
comes a possible activity when a culture
symbolically defines pure mathematics
as a valued activity (by, for example,
creating university departments which
reward it with titles and money). In
confronting and developing a sense of
the world a child is not simply using the
abstract frameworks of space, time,
causality and so on; he or she is building
upon these abstractions to form a sym-
bolic model of the world. Itis within this
symbolic model, not in the objective
model of physics, that the child will lead
the life for which the educational system
must prepare him.

This indicates that, where pos-
sible, curriculum subjects should be
related to the symbolic world of the child.
This will necessarily be different from
the symbolic world of an adult of the
culture and it thereforeintroduces again
the Piagetian concept of readiness.
One would have to be careful in talking
about a terrorist event with third-grad-
ers; their view of the world is apt to be
more involved with heroes and demons



than with complex political realities and
the fears raised by the eruption of a
demonic element into their world -- even
through the mediation of television --
can make those even much worse than
the generally more rational ones of adults
(although many,if not most, adults have
themselves not entirely rid their view of
the world of demons).

A more positive implication of
this is the importance of relating a spe-
cific lesson to the developing symbolic
world of the children. That is, where
possible, lessons should be presented
within a context which can be related to
their picture of the world. Examples
and demonstrations which make analo-
gies with that world can be effective in
this area. It should also be noted here
that different cultural groups have dif-
ferent symbolic worlds and thus may be
more receptive to different presenta-
tions. The thing is to present informa-
tion not as isolated facts but as part of
meaningful bodies of knowledge that
relate to the world as the children expe-
rience it.

This is not to say that all educa-
tional materials must be easily assimi-
lated into those symbolic worlds. The
purpose of education is to allow those
worlds to be questioned, corrected and
expanded; the real development that
education can bring about comes from
processes of accommodation -- of devel-
oping new pictures of the world -- not
simply in confirming all pictures (as-
similation). However, atooradical break
with a previously defined symbolic pic-
ture will be so far from the student's
world that he or she will neither accom-
modate it nor assimilate it. It will be

introduced into the child's mind as a
foreign substance and, as such, will be
apt to remain isolated.

The points about curriculum made
here have been primarily related to
developmental implications of a theory
which Gardner published in the 1980s.
Yet the ideas are not new and related
ideas have influenced educational prac-
tice at least since the time of Dewey. In
the following passage, originally pub-
lished seventy years ago, for example,
one finds many of the same concerns
which are implied by Gardner:

When education under the influence of
a scholastic conception of knowledge
which ignores everything but scientifi-
cally formulated facts and truths, fails
to recognize that primary or initial sub-
ject matter of an active doing, involving
use of the body, and the handling of ma-
terial, the subject matter of instruction
is isolated from the needs and purposes
ofthe learner, and sobecomesjust some-
thing to be memorized and reproduced

on demand. (Dewey, 1966: 184)

In Dewey's classic treatment of demo-
cratic education we find the same em-
phasis on the rejection of a purely cogni-
tive approach, on active learning and on
placing learning in the context of the
concrete life of the student. Thus, this
developmental approach largely con-
firms what has been one of the most
important (if very often not practiced)
educational traditions of the present
century, that of progressive education.
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