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ers are a positive step in the direction of reforming the educational system. There are also 
those who argue that voucher financing is merely a way of shoring up a failing school sys- 
tem, which needs to be abolished in toto and replaced with a flexible system of educational 
alternatives. Others oppose vouchers because they do not do the whole job of redefining 
and reallocating educational resources. Such positions are not merely the manifestation of 
a “‘revolutionary” as opposed to an “evolutionary” approach to social change. Individual 
analysis of the empirical issues in the context of a theory of social change may lead to dif- 
ferent positions by thoughtful men as well as by self-interested groups. Deciding “whose 
side are you on’’ is not so easy as it looks. 

MARY JO MNE‘ 

Xaward UnivcrSity 

CRISIS IN THE CLASSROOM by Charles E. Silberman. New York: Random Howe, 
‘970.552 p p .  #lO.OO. 

Over the recent decades our arnbitjon to fashion society in the shape of our values has 
swollen. We no longer accept society as a given, as a preexisting state of nature. We view 
it as an arrangement, one which we can disassemble and then rearrange. We seek not 
merely to reform but to transform the relations among the races, the classes, the nations; 
we seek to deeply affect people’s smoking, drug use, drinking, and eating habits, as well 
as to fundamentally change their education. Our economic, political. and intellectual 
capacity to affect these changes has increased, but much more slowly than our ambitions. 
We are now learning, as recent discussions of the “peace dividend” indicated, the full 
measure of this disparity between ambition and resources. Even if the war is finally termi- 
nated and the SALT talks do succeed, there apparently will be available only $15 to $40 

new billions per annum for domestic reforms, which require at least $60 to $100 billions. 
As a nation, it seems, we are much more inclined to talk reform than to display the pol i t id  
will required to bring it about. In those domestic sectors where the nation does find the 
will and the resources, it frequently lacks the necessary know-how. The knowledge and 
skills needed to provide a uiubie plan for social engineering are still rudimentary. Fre- 
quently we are still guided by well meaning but inadequately conceptualized and poorly 
worked out blueprints, by semi-utopian programs of which Silbennan’s book is a recent 
example. 

In this issue, HER inaugurates a new policy of including in ib book review section occasion- 
al reviews by members of its editorial board. Miss Bane, a doctoral candidate ‘at HGSE, is a teach- 
er in the Brookline public schooIs and has served as a consultant to the Center for the Study of 
Public Policy on the voucher project. 
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The problem is not Silberman’s, but is a common one shared by most of our efforts at 
guided societal1 change. Like several other such books, it is the result of a commission’s 
study, involved extensive interviews, travel, and considerable staff work, and a $300,000 
investment by the Carnegie Corporation. The study provides an opportunity to examine 
the problems encountered by those who seek to provide an intelligent input into the de- 
cisions of policy makers and into public debates as to what is to be done. Similar questions 
raised by this book can be asked about the designs of the war against poverty, Title I, com- 
pensatory education, the Kerner Commission’s report, and-more generally-the thinking 
which preceded and accompanied most of the four hundred odd domestic reform pro- 
grams initiated in the U.S.A. since the early Sixties. (The limitations encountered by so- 
cial thinkers of other societies, which include some of ours and some of their own, do not 
concern us here.) 

Blueprints for a societal change may be usefully assessed in term o f  the definition of 
the problem (why is change needed): the goals subscribed to (wqere we ought to be); 
the specificity of the recommendations; the extent to which those are based on empirical 
evidence and on sound theory; the degree to which the recommendations take into ac- 
count the linkages between the problem studied and others which inflict the same so- 
ciety, as well as the relationship between the policies recommended for the problem un- 
der study and those sought for other sectors of the same society; and the extent to which the 
analysis is anchored in an encompassing concept of the society and its dynamics. 

Definition of the Problem 

I cannot summarize Silberman’s definition of the problem more effectively than Christopher 
Lehmann-Haupt who wrote: 

Mr. Silberman has sailed up the shallow creek of American education, surveyed the 
landscape and pronounced it joyless, mindless, barren. The natives, he says, are pinched 
and crabbed, and ‘stand before their children mumbling empty incantations; the chil- 
dren stare back silently, hollow-eyed, and pick their scabs. (New York Times, October 8,  
1970)- 

Stylistically, Silberman, like most reform writers, utilizes straight English prose rather than 
sociologese. He is not reluctant to use terms which have normative and emotive connota- 

l I  prefer the term societal guidance over that of social engineering. I use the archaic term 
”societal” to stress that we are dealing with change in societies and not with changes cf a few so- 
cial relations. The procmes involved in societal guidance Cannot be ordered or streamlined as is 
implied by the concept of engineering nor can solutions be found on the basis of expert or elite 
decisions, which the concept of engineering implies. 

Sodal systems do change constantly as a result’of forces which the members do not understand 
nor controk The concept of guidance points to those changes which society brings about deliber- 
ately. For additional discussion see my The Active Society (New Yorlc: The Free Press, 1968). 

l 
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tions or to cue the reader to his general ideological posture which-unlike that of former 
Senators Tydings and Goodell-is radical-liberal. Typically, Silberman does not seek a 
revolution and is careful to disassociate himself from the more radical writers such as 
John Holt. Paul Goodman, and Edgar Z. Friedenberg. At the same time, he asks for more 
than piecemeal, limited reform. He believes that the total educational system of America 
must be transformed through the accumulation of sweeping, peaceful; and encompassing 
changes. In  the course of these, the nation will be redone, since the ills of education are 
diagnosed as reflecting and reinforcing those of a society in deep crisis. 

As in other such documents, for instance the Report of the Kerner Commission, the 
definition of the problem is by far the best part of the work. We recognize the symptoms 
pointed out; the challenge reads well; it arouses the desire to get out there and do some- 
thing about all these horrors. They all deserve “A” for exhortation. 

But these documents do not limit themselves to preaching or to outlining societal symp 
tomatology; they do seek root-causes and they make what look like specific recommenda- 
tions. Hence, they open themselves to the critique of their value as a guide to deliberate 
societal change. Silberman suggests that the crisis-education’s loss of meaning and au- 
thority, and hence its reliance on discipline which caeues disciplinary probl-results 
from the rapid changing of our world. As a consequence, the nation can no longer draw 
on an educational system, whose purpose is to transfer the accumulated wisdom of earlier 
generations. A new system is needed which is highly “horizontal,” participatory, and which 
stresses helping the pupil to evolve procedures for knowing rather than transmitting de- 
tails. This new system should also focus on the evolution of the whole man rather than 
preparing manpower for a fragmented life in the obsolescent industrial-bureaucratic so- 
cieti. As I said, the definition of the problem is quite convincing. But what about the 
plan? 

The Purposes of the New Education 

Once the ills of the present are recited, setting the goals for the future becomes almost an 
inevitable step for the radical-liberal writer. But, as several commissions have discovered, 
setting goals is a very unrewarding enterprise.2 

The twin traps which await the goal-setters are vagueness and dissensus. T o  say, as Sil- 
berman does repeatedly, that the purpose of education should be to render our society 
“humane and just” is no more of a guidepost for school boards or community groups than 
the seven virtues and less so than the ten commandments. On the other hand, to speciEy 
what a just or a humane society entails is an inordinately difficult task, and one which 

’For the mast recent document see Toward Balonced Growth: Quantity with Quality. Report 
of the National Goals Research Staff (Washington, D. C.: Government Printing Office, 190). 
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would quickly elicit very considerable disagreements among those who are to accept the 
policy writer’s advice. 

Once it is recognized that consensus cannot be assumed, the policy writer must ask to 
what historical, societal, or political force or forces he addresses himself. Silberman and 
others write as if as long as their counsel is wise and worthy, it will be heeded. Actually, 
at the moment, there is very little reason to believe that America is headed toward either 
a humane or a just society or could be so transformed by any educational reforms the pres- 
ent system would tolerate. Why then design an educational system to serve such a trans- 
formed society? 

While the answer is not to bless wherever the society is going,anyhow, the writer whose 
interests go beyond preaching or fiction must constrain his prescriptions to the confines 
of where the society might be made to go. He must couple his work to goal-Qetting processes 
which grow out of the tensions and dynamics of the society he is addressidg. The moralist 
can advocate anything he believes in. However, for societal designers to, write policy to 
their own goals (or leave undocumented the assumption that their design is relevant to a 
viable societal, historical force) is to place themselves where God, history, the polity, or 
”the movement” belong, and to truncate analytic responsibilities. 

From the Crisis to Silberman’s Future: How to Get There? 

The test for blueprints of reforms or societal transformations is not the acidity of their 
critical prolegomena or the placidity of their futuristic poetry but the sharpness of the 
cutting edge of their recommendations. Sharpness is to be found in making recommenda- 
tions specific, spelling out the reasons one expects the proposed changes to have the pro- 
jected impact, and in marshalling the necessary evidence to support such claims. Most 
blueprint makers escape such detailed specifications for any one of their recommenda- 
tions, by briefly listing many recommendations. A typical example of this fallacy is the 
Kerner Commission Repoit which lists more than a hundred suggestions, none of which 
are spelled out. Silberman achieves a better balance. His core idea, the informalization 
of American schools. receives considerable treatment in his book. Many of the numerous 
recommendations he makes, concerning, for instance, changes in teacher education, follow 
from or supplement his core idea. How valid is the core conception? 

The main features of informal schools, a subject to which we cannot do justice here, 
are the *replacement of the teacher as directing a passively seated class of children, by 
several “interest areas” in which children do, at their own pace, a variety of things they 
are interested in, for varying time intervals, with the help of teachers and teacher-aides. 
Self-directed, self-disciplined, the children enjoy rather than work at their tasks. The 
teachers’ main duty is to provide a stimulating, encouraging environment. This informal- 
ization of the schools entails more than reorganization. Teachers must be re-educated to 
be able to fulfill their roles in the new classroom. The substance of the curriculum must be 
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adapted to be more meaningful, open to the child’s interests, and “balanced” to include 
the affective next to the cognitive. and esthetics and ethics next to acquiring information 
and skills. 

Informal schools were recommended by the Plowden R-port of Great Britain and are 
being introduced there. “Open classroom” is a similar, albeit more radical, concept en- 
dorsed by a variety of American Writers on education and practiced in a few places in this 
country. The progressive movement harbored a similar idea. Silberman stresses the dif- 
ferences between the idea he endorses, the informalizing schools, and the open or progres- 
sive mode of education. En the informal school, he says, the teacher does have a guiding 
role. Spontaneity, it is recognized, is not all that is needed; encouragement to growth is 
also to be provided. 

Now we turn to the tough test: how valid are the prescriptions? If you come to a society 
and recommend that its schools (or welfare system, or prisons, or some other major in- 
stitution) be remade, and your advice is faulty, energies and resources made available to 
reform will be wasted; frustrations will multiply; and the end result may be as bad or 
worse than where you started. (Silbetman’s report on the fate of all pre-Silberman edu- 
cational reform muvements in the U.S.A. provides convincing reading on this subject.) 
Hence, the responsible designer must be precise enough in his recommendations, so that 
his ideaslcan be critically examined and tested. After all, a mere change in the direction 
of the t r p ,  as Sweden found out recently, costs millions of dollars and requires consid- 
erable qther adaptations. Informalizing the American schools, if it can be done, is not 
much less of an undertaking than the war on poverty and may be an even match to deseg- 
regation. 

The demand to provide an idea which would make a viable program, let me be the h t  
to admit, is a harsh one. In  each area of social endeavor, there are thousands of ideas, 
hundreds of programs, and, at best, a handful of effective reforms. That is, most ideas do 
not survive the trip from concept to reality and all are significantly modified on the way. 
The steps needed to select those ideas which could make viable programs of reconstruction 
are best depicted in terms of the “R and D” (for “research and development”) sequence 
followed in engineering. In this field, a concept is first concretized into a rough sketch, 
which is followed by the production of detailed blueprints. These, in turn, are converted 
into small scale models, which are tested in laboratories. Models which survive these tests 
provide the basis for one or more full-scale prototypes which are built and tried. In social 
“engineering,” the tendency i s  still to omit most or all of these stages and to jump from 
an idea to its implementation in a mass system. In this way, a theoretical postulate w a  
written into the law, which .required “maximum feasible participation of the poor,” whid. 
view turned out to be quite unfeasible. A form of compensatory education for the disad 
vantaged was awarded $1.2 billion a year over four years under Title I before the Cole 
man Report, the key relevant research on t4e possible effects of such a drive, was avail 
able. 
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Silberman’s informalize-the-schools offers an idea in the rough-sketch stage. He does 
point to live systems (in U.K. and US.) to support the viability of his plan. However, for 
reasons which will become evident below, these do not provide the test or specificity 
needed to evaluate the idea of informal schooling. Let me digress long enough to say that 
there is only so much one man can do, even with $300,000 and a team. Nor am I sorry 
to see an idea written up. Silberman’s book does, though, serve well to illustrate what is 
needed to advance a process he and many others start, but few care to advance, let alone 
to complete. How far does Silberman carry the scheme he favors? How specified and docu- 
mented is his advice? 

Specificity 

Critical to the whole idea of the informal classroom is the role of the teader. If he overly 
exerts his influence by making children learn his ways, his lines, the i n f o h l  school will 
be little more than the old system in a new disguise. However, if he is too passive, allow- 
ing anarchy and indulgence to prevail, the new school may be rather like some of the 
least structured progressive schools. Silberman speaks about the “right balance” between 
allowing the child’s interests to guide the educational process and allowing the teacher 
to guide the child toward the knowledge, skill, and development of self-discipline. How- 
ever, he gives the reader no set of indicators by which he can discern if such a balance 
exists in a classroom under observation. Even in these general terms, he leaves the range 
quite open, stating at one point about the system he approves, ‘I.. . the teachers and ad- 
ministrators with whom I talked and whose informal classroom I observed were more 
than simply ’here’; they were very much in charge” (p. 210). Discussing Piaget’s contribu- 
tion to what educational practice ought to be, Silberman says that “the child is the prin- 
cipal agent in his own education and mental development” (p. 215). 

S i l b a n  recognizes the pivotal nature of teacher education for the translation of the 
informal school idea into practice. But several of the measures he suggests are so vague 
that they amount to a statement of faith or expression of sentiment. For instance, he urges 
that teachers should think about education, that the teacher should be infused with 
purpose. Hence, like many others, Silberman is frequently in the re-endorsing the banners 
stage rather than in the stage of program development (which in itself is only the second 
step on the long road to societal change).. 
Particularly naive are Silberman’s implicit assumptions about the societal anchoring of 

the present structure and the conditions under which it may be unlocked and reshaped. 
The ZB.E.A. Reporter (“News from the World of Education”), summarizes Silberman’s 
message on this point: “. . . by .and large, teachers, principals, and superintendents are 
decent, intelligent, and caring people who try to dotheir best by their lights. If they make 
a botch of it, and an uncomfortably large number do, it is because it simply never occurs 
to more than a handful to ask why they are doing what they are doing-to think seriously 
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or deeply about the purposes or consequences of education.’’3 Silberman’s theory is not 
quite that simple, but almost so. 

Silberman endorses the idea that all students should do some teaching as a major 
way to humanize them and that all university departments,should make teacher educa- 
tion one of their prime goals. But, one must ask, is it accidental that these ideas, which 
are not completely novel, have not been implemented s6 far? Are there other values 
which will have to be sacrificed to maximize this educational one? Are there deep-seated 
interests which are being challenged? These are problems of substantive rationality (mul- 
tiplicity of purposes) and politics (how sufficient support may be marshalled for the de- 
sired change). Without some answer to these kinds of questions, no idea can be realisti- 
cally specified. 

While Silbeman generally stays on a level of generality, which in a Sense protects the 
ideas he promotes, at one key juncture his vagueness casts doubt on the validity of the 
whole conception. This concerns his evidence. 

On the Role of Data 

Ideas fly chekply, evidence is hard to muster. Hence, ideas which are substantiated by evi- 
dence, supp&ted by data that they “work,” are to be particularly treasured. Before turn- 
ing to the ewnce of the data on the merits of informal schools, let me say that, through- 
out the book, the research Silberman and his staff undertook is not of high quality. In  
their attempts to substantiate a point, they frequently draw on sources even vaguer and 
more immune to evidence than Silberman himself. For instance, so what if Paul Good- 
man “argues” that “technology is a branch of moral philosophy” @. 388) or if Harold 
Taylor has said that “preparing to become a teacher is like preparing to become a poet” 
(p. $0)) Does this co-endorsement of banners make them wiser, more useful, and indeed 
mote authoritative? Whole books, some of which are edited collections of papers, are cited 
as sources of evidence for specific points (eg.. footnote 7, page 19). And statistical data 
is used in a rather relaxed manner. 

Silberman relies heavily on journalistic observations of the “I-have-seen-it-myself” type. 
I am among those sociologists who maintain that such data is often as good a source as 
quantitative data and that is almost invariably a valuable complement to quantitative 
data. However, one must separate credible from tendentious reporting. When I read that 
in a primary school in Oxfordshire “there is no ambivalence about authority and no con- 
fusion about roles” and that in an infant school in London we find “. . . the combination 
of great joy and spontaneity and activity with equally great self-control and order” and 
that “in every formal classroom that I went to visit In England, children were restless” 
and so on, I take it for granted that such statements are, at least, exaggerated, since very 

, 

‘(Summer, 190) p. 1. 
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few social phenomena are that monolithic. As Silberman’s reporting is loaded with such 
adjectives, I cannot but start wondering about the reliability of all his first-hand observa- 
tions. 

Second, the well-trained and qualified journalist, anthropologist, and historian has a 
special sense which allows him to tell the trivial from the consequential. It is a poor jour- 
nalist who attempts to use the trivial to daim that it stands for the consequential,-which 
he did not observe and hence cannot report from first hand. Too often Silberman reports 
relatively trivial items, as follows: 

A child who has been seated at a table, writing, hurriedly leaves as she hears the call for 
physical education. “Come back, please, Michelle: your chair isn’t put back,” the teach- 
er softly calls to her. “We don’t have very many rules,” the teacher tells the visitor, “but 
children must learn to look after the property and put things back where they belong.” 
(P- 227) 

A school in Leicestenhire. In a corner where two main corridofs meet, is a large table 
with a sign in large letters reading, “Smell everything on this table.” On the table are a 
number of jars, of rose petals, of mixed flowers, of vanilla, coffee, cloves, and various 
other herbs and spices. (p. sn4) 

Thus, it is not Silberman’s journalistic approach to data which weakens his case, but his 
weak journalism softens the data. 

This weakness chiefly concerns secondary points; the main empirical softness is found 
in the lack of clarity concerning schools which have been successfully informalized. Sil- 
berman recommends informal schools on the basis of “it has been done, successfully, in 
Britain” (and in a few cases in the U.S.A.). That is, there are viable prototypes. The evi- 
dence of success of these schools is, by necessity, limited and incomplete since the a p  
proach is fairly new and full evaluation is very difficult. But the very fact that schools can 
be organized in this way, and that they graduate students who are at least not very poorly 
educated, is itself of great significance. One must then ask-which schools have been in- 
formalized in Britain? Are these infant schools (age 5 to 7) or schools in general, indud- 
ing secondary ones? It is a very different proposition to state that the first grade should 
be quite similar to the Kindergarten and to limit the informalization largely to the first 
two school years, than to state that “schools” should be full of learn-through-play, do-your- 
own-thing and soon. At  one point Silberman makes quite dear that the British experience 
is much more extensive in infant schools than in higher grades of primary schools. Infant 
schools provide much of the “it works” data and they are frequently cited as the source 
of his first-hand observations. However, in contrast to the factual materials presented, his 
discussion tends to imply that at least all grades of the primary school should be in- 
formalized and, to a somewhat lesser extent, also those of the secondary schools. T o  put 
it more sharply-where the evidence is relatively solid, for the “infant age,”-the recom- 
mendations offer little that is new either for educational thought or practice; where the 
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recommendation requires far-reaching changes, it has little grounding in empirical reality.4 
Furthermore, the data gives an unclear picture as to the value of these schools for 

pupils from a working class or lower middle class background. It is also unclear whether 
there are special factors in Britain which are not transferable to American schools; for ex- 
ample, the role of the principal Seems to be quite different in the two school systems. 
Finally, as long as attendance is required, children are evaluated (graded). and many 
parents demand “achievements,” it is unclear if  informalized schools will really be fun- 
damentally different from the existing ones-an assumption which runs throughout Sib 
berman’s boot 

Human Nature, Institutionalization, and Piaget 

Any educational theory is predicated on certain implicit or explicit assumptions about 
human nature. T o  what extent is man open to instruction or is he biologically predeter- 
mined? And, is man straining toward the light of reason or must he be coaxed to look at 
it? The prevailing view of man’s nature in the social sciences and in the educational es- 
tablishment downgrades biological factors (often viewed as racist) and ten& to assume 
that man‘is very educable. Silberman subscribes to this highly optimistic position. 

Among the optimists, there are those who see man taking to education as naturally as 
a duck tp water; this propensity approximates the unfolding of an instinct, which can be 
helped or hindered by the educational institutions, but which cannot be fundamentally 
shaped by them. Piaget’s theory, which Silberman embraces, is interpreted as a major 
support of this view. 

This great confidence in human nature is wupled with a great suspicion of institutions. 
Schools, at least as they are presently constituted, are viewed as hindering or distorting 
this natural development. The more extreme proponents favor doing away with schools 
as institutions. The more moderate counsellors, like Silbeman, favor, in effect, curbing 
their scope, reducing their institutionalization. and restructuring the remaining elements 
in such a way that the child is helped in his growth rather than being directed. The in- 
formalizers stress the second element (of help), while the liberators concentrate on the 
first (reducing the scope). Silberman’s program is rich in both, although he talks as if it 
is chiefly a matter of moving from control to assistance. 
My view of human nature is less optimistic. Recent evidence suggests that physiological 

4To ate a journalistic source, William K. Stevens’ report (New York Times. October 19, 1970, 

A survey of students indicated that they considered Adams a “humanized” school. “At 
least you feel like a person here,” said one student. But the same survey found that many 
students felt the intellectual content of the curriculum should be strengthened. 

For discussion of the informal school as being more effective as a source of joy than of achieve- 
ments, in the traditional sense, see Silbeman, pp. 231-32. 

p. 29) about “Oregon High School’s Experiment in Free Study” that 

95 

I . 



factors (such as nourishment) and social background factors (such as those recorded by 
the Coleman report and studies by compensatory educators) are quite powerful. As a 
result, we see that pre-school and extra-school forces can damage many children to the 
point where their “pre-programmed” sequence of capacities. as Piaget followers see 
them, are so severely disturbed that they will not unfold and can be tapped by the 
educator only through very peat  eflorts and costs. For me, the normative conclusion de- 
rived from this evidence is not to reduce our educational efforts for the disadvantaged, 
but to start earlier, to move more broadly, to be more persistent, and to invest many more 
resources in such efforts. But, it also means that school organization and curriculum often 
cannot be based on an optimistic assumption about the unfolding natural powers of the 
child. Educators must recognize that the natural sequence is often derailed and that only 
large guided efforts on their side can put the child back on this high actu*ation track. 

Also, it must be noted that Piaget’s work refers to stages of learning in which the inner 
cupucities blossom; but, there is no evidence to show that these capacities will be ac- 
tualized unless actualization is systematically encouraged. One cannot derive from man’s 
capacity to walk on two legs the assumption that he will unless he is actively taught to 
do SO. Nor can one mume that a child, possessing a certain natural capacity, also pospesses 
a natural motivation to exercise it. 

The critical question becomes then-how much, how detailed, how encompassing a guid- 
ing hand is needed? Silberman does not hold the radical positior, which in effecr elimi- 
nates such guidance; he does see a role for a teacher. But, he philosophically leans towards 
a teacher who is child-centered, not in the sense of responding to the child’s underlying 
capacities, but to his expessed needs. Informalization aims to give prime emphasis to the 
child’s interests, which may or may not correspond with his natural capacities, and to con- 
struct the educational process around his wishes. 
In my opinion, the majority of the children in our society need more of a guiding 

h h d ,  a more institutionalized school than the highly informal school that the theorists 
advocate. A school system is needed which exercises less control than the present but pro- 
vides more guidance than the one Silberman advocates. The exact mix cannot be spelled 
out within the limits of a miew essay. Nor should it be based on idle speculation; differ- 
ent mixes should be tried and evaluated. I t  may well be established that children who 
come from privileged homes, often inconsistent or ultra permissive, may have to learn 
to function within a somewhat more structured environment. No society could function 
if all its members acted as selfishly as those who seek to maximize their freedoms, disre- 
garding the costs such maximization imposes on others. Children from lower middle- 
dass homes may have to be guided in learning to cope with more freedom than they are 
accustomed to, so that they will not backlash in frustration when they are given more of 
it. (Possibly here the first grades would be more f o d  than the later ones, within the pri- 
mary school, to reduce the discontinuity in the transition from the authoritarian home to 
the informal school.) A still different approach may have to be designed for those whose 
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natural potential capacities have been suppressed by the conditions which prevail in dis- 
advantaged communities. The concept of the same school structure for all never had any 
broad reality in a society where children come from such divergent starting points. Ch5 
dren may now go to what looks like the same school but actually there are great differ- 
ences among schools in the way the same rules and organizational principles are applied, 
and these differences are correlated with d a s  background. Nor has the notion of one 
school for all, on the face of it a great equality, any normative validity. Ynformality for all” 
is no more realistic than assuming you can teach all fifth gradek the same math just 
because the Piaget scheme suggests that they all ought to be “ready” for it. 

Most important of all, the school is unavoidably a funnel which leads from infancy at 
home to the adult occupational structure in the greater society. Hence, just as earlier 
grades are and ought to be much more like home, the later grades ought to be more like 
the society in which the students will live. This ought to be a better society than the pres- 
ent one; hence the higher grades may be geared not only to the present, but also to a 
brighter future, although not to a utopia. Otherwise, one burdens the educational system 
with more pressures than i t  can possibly sustain; this in turn could backfire both against 
the schools and their graduates. Therefore, an adequate theory of education requires a 
conception of the society from which the child comes and which he will enter as an adult 
-and an u+derstanding of the amount of leverage the school can be reasonably expected 
to have on either of these aspects of society. To reiterate, I see the backgrounds of the 
majority of children as highly suppressive to their natural capacities and hence, the school 
organization, 6rst of all, must serve a corrective function for these. It is not only the dis- 
advantaged who are in need of decompressive education, but also those from the silent 
majority and from ultra permissive or inconsistent homes.6 It is precisely in this area 
that the school’s greatest potential leverage lies, especially if it works in connection with 
other social institutions, ranging in scope from labor exchanges to housing authorities. 

Considerations of the society into which the students will graduate are equally im- 
portant; it is unfair and unrealistic to prepare them for the educator’s favorite dream 
world because education does not have the force to transform society. Hence, educating 
students for life in a society which does not exist, say in Silberman’s “humane and just 
sodety” or for one in which work is as much fun as play-will not yield such a society, but 
might well serve to prepare a frustrated and disillusioned generation of graduates. More- 
over, the students mostly are much too smart for such xhemes to suceed in xhod, e% 
pecially in high school and college; they seek education which has a reality and when this 
is not given-the educator’s utopianism becomes a major alienating factor. 

Silberman correctly stresses that our schools are organized as if everyone will graduate 

‘It may be suggested, at this point, that we fall short by the same criteria we apply to Silberman, 
of not spelling out and documenting OUT propositions. It seems, though, proper in a review to cue 
and indicate, while a $goo,ooo study report, which stakes claims for policy guidance, may have 
to go beyond the specificity and empirical validity provided by a review essay. 
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either to work on an assembly line or in a civil service. They are best suited to preparing 
indifferent cogs for an industrial-bureaucratic machinery, that is, at best, to be p a t  of 
yesterday’s world. Schools must, hence, be reorganized, not just in the substance of their 
teaching but in the very educational environment and experience they provide, to pre- 
pare their students for the different societies of ig80 and even for the year 2000 and be- 
yond. But, despite the hip talk about rapid societal change, as far as I can fore=, OUT SO- 

ciety will continue to have major instrumental and technical needs. True, we will be able 
to work less, and less efficiently, and still be aftluent. And we can realistically help PR- 
‘pare students for a world with more “work” and less “labor” (to use Hannah Arendt’s 
terms) and a world in which more energy and time are devoted to personal and interper- 
sonal growth, and less to productivity-all educational purposes for which informal 
schooling is suited. However, we must also recognize that the transition from one societal 
pattern to another will not be abrupt, even if there will be a radical tevolution, and a 
revolution does not seem imminent. Hence, schools must help prepare the child for a 
better society but unfortunately it is premature to prepare him for the good society. TO 
cease to educate children for discipline or to put a ceiling on their spontaneity, to build 
up their intolerance for periods of labor, and their acceptance of rules and authority-is 
to prevent the educational system from helping to bring about that change for which the 
society is ripe. Our efforts to prepare students for a society that may exist at a later time 
or for a society which cannot exist reduces the impact of the educational system, as an 
agent of societal change. Its graduates will be too utopia-minded to join with other groups 
working for societal change, and this in turn will lead the graduates to withdraw into 
apathy, romantic revolutionary infantile acts, or to reject their education in favor of the 
world around them, as it is. The well-known principle of physical education applies here: 
one helps the pupil to evolve goals which require that he stretch his muscles, but not to 
run one mile in  three minutes. One helps the pupil to raise his sights, as his actualized 
capacities (as distinct from his potential ones) grow. Such a posture would spell, for 
the organization of schools. moving from a relatively informal organization in the early 
years (subject to great variations according to varing decompressive needs) to a reku- 
tiveky less inforaial, more uniform, more specialized schooling as we move closer to grad- 
ua tion. 

It may seem ungrateful to a book which raises many provocative issues to conclude by 
saying that the best we can hope to do is to outgrow it rapidly-both as a policy guide for 
educational reforms and as a form of policy research. But this recommendation seems 
appropriate not only for this work but for many which recently provided a stimulating 
but also “soft” basis for new policy making in education and societal guidance in general. 

AMITU ETZ~ONI 
Columbia University 
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