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What is education for?
Marilyn Mason, Kingston Philosophy Café, 4 Feb 2014

Philosophy of Education is an ongoing discussion about education's aims and purposes (teleology, if you want a philosophical term). It is also an essentialist question: what is the essence of education, if indeed there is one? It has overlaps with psychology and with other philosophical disciplines, particularly epistemology and ethics - because ideas about what kind of person we start with and what kind of person we should be by the end of schooling, and theories about what we know and how we know it, are bound to influence what we think education is for, while ideas about values will influence our ideas about what we think is worth learning, and the methods we might choose to instill that learning: "Spare the rod and spoil the child" was once a common enough maxim in education and child-rearing, though now illegal and widely considered beyond the pale.
There was a time when Philosophy of Education was an integral part of teacher training - but it has long been considered a waste of valuable practical teaching time, so that few practising teachers these days would have had to think very deeply about the subject. They may well have worked out or evolved their own philosophy of education, or they may simply have bought into the apparently widespread view that education = training, training to pass exams and training for work. Whether you accept this definition will probably depend on your own philosophy of education - we probably all have one whether it is informed by study or experience or the government or the media.
Quite often there is an implicit educational philosophy underlying education policy and the school curriculum - but because it's unstated it is not subjected to the scrutiny and criticism that it warrants. 
Probably a dominant philosophy for the past 2 or 3 decades has been a very egalitarian, meritocratic one: the idea that all children can succeed in a broadly similar curriculum if they work hard enough and teachers teach well enough. This has, for example, been manifested in the comprehensive school system, a general endorsement of education as a route to social mobility (always upward mobility, of course, which poses questions of its own), and SATs and the GCSE intended for all pupils at various stages of their schooling, with all children and all schools apparently expected, in defiance of common logic, to attain above average results. This approach, and the formal learning that goes with it, has even trickled down to nursery schools, though other (quite successful) countries postpone formal education to around 7 years old. Though egalitarianism and meritocracy sound like good things, they have downsides: in the case of education, a one-size-fits-all national curriculum and exam system, that seem to become fuller and more demanding all the time, alongside a meritocratic disdain, supported by increasingly unequal pay and our national disease of snobbery, for those who don't or can't move up the educational and social ladder.  
An opposing philosophy - that intelligence and talent, like other qualities, are not uniformly distributed -  has been long been discredited by its racist and eugenic associations, as well as its social determinism and snobbery, though most parents and teachers must be aware of some truth in it: children do seem to be born and then to enter school with different characteristics and abilities. A recent discussion about the importance of genes in educational attainment
 proved controversial and sounded eugenicist and deterministic, but if it led to learning tailored to the individual child, or schools that catered better for different talents, perhaps could have beneficial effects?
An associated common, but unstated and un-critiqued, idea, that education is all about passing tests and preparation for the workplace, was very much in evidence in the outcry at the most recent Pisa results, international comparisons of educational attainment, published in December 2013. The UK results were mediocre, with Singapore, Taiwan, South Korea and Japan among the highest ranked across all subjects, particularly in science and maths. Much soul-searching and criticism of UK teachers ensued. But though South Korea is at the top end of the academic performance tables, it's at the very bottom in how happy pupils are in school. Punishingly long hours of study, high-pressure tests and extra lessons out of school deliver high results - children who work for 13 hours a day tend to do very well in maths tests - but they have little time for friendship, culture, creativity, sport, just messing around... 
This raises more questions - from both ends of the spectrum: is it the job of schools to create produce happy, socialised people? Can all pupils pass lots of exams and go on to higher education (which might depend on how you define higher education)? Can schools or even universities prepare students adequately for work in a world where work changes so rapidly? As early 20th C Indian polymath Rabindranath Tagore said: "Don't limit a child to your own learning, for he was born in another time." 
So is preparation for work a job for further education and employers - though they would surely appreciate students and trainees with sound values who can work with colleagues and who know how to read, count, work, learn? There has been a lot of emphasis in recent years from employers and government on boosting numbers taking the so-called STEM subjects (science, technology, engineering, maths) - but there is also a counter-argument that schools should be concentrating on teaching people to think broadly and communicate clearly, and that these will be the employees that drive innovation and a flourishing economy.
  
So that's a few fairly intuitive philosophies of education along with some of the problems they throw up. There's also a very common idea currently that choice, and changing school structures and ownership to facilitate choice, are undeniably good things - another idea worth questioning.  

Let me give you a few more examples of wildly differing educational philosophies.

One that will probably be familiar to philosophers is the Socratic one. I recall being taught that the derivation of the word "education" is from educare = to draw out, and that is essentially what Socrates in his dialogues purports to do: the slave boy knows no geometry, yet, interrogated by Socrates, he somehow knows theorems that he didn't know he knew. The lesson to educators is that the knowledge is all there, innate, and just needs to be drawn out by the skilful teacher. However, as counter-arguments, one might point out the leading nature of Socrates' questions, and the difficulty of drawing out of an untutored pupil the date of the battle of Hastings or a quotation from Hamlet or how to spell "although"; drawing out surely works better with a priori knowledge, such as logic and maths, than with empirical facts.

The almost exact opposite model is one that has been called the "blank slate" or "empty vessel" model: the pupil as knowing nothing and requiring to have knowledge and facts written onto this blank slate or poured into this empty brain. The best (albeit fictional) example of this is Mr Gradgrind in Dickens' Hard Times, but I'm sure we can all think of non-fictional contemporary examples too. Hard Times starts with Gradgrind lecturing the teacher in a classroom:


“Now, what I want is Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are 
wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You can only form the minds 
of reasoning animals upon Facts; nothing else will ever be of any service to them.” 
This emphasis on facts and the eschewing of the imagination has been described as a critique of a Utilitarian philosophy of education - though to my mind this systematic drilling and rote learning of  facts is not Utilitarian in the JS Mill sense of promoting the greatest happiness of the greatest number, nor in the more everyday sense of being practical or useful, though there is an implicit critique of the broader philosophical aspects of Utilitarianism later in the novel. 

And as the novel develops the reader is made to see the weaknesses and failures in Gradgrind's own children, Tom and Louisa, brought up under this regime and, as a result, cold, unfeeling, sad, amoral... Only Sissy Jupe, the circus girl adopted into this dysfunctional family, survives more or less intact, basically by failing at school. As she relates her failures in a lesson on "National Prosperity" to Louisa, Utilitarianism, with its inherent bias towards the majority, is seen in an unfavourable light: 

" And he [the teacher] said, Now, this schoolroom is a Nation. And in this nation, there are 
fifty millions of money. Isn't this a prosperous nation? Girl number twenty, isn't this a 
prosperous nation, and a'n't you in a thriving state?'


'What did you say?' asked Louisa.


'Miss Louisa, I said I didn't know. I thought I couldn't know whether it was a prosperous 
nation or not, and whether I was in a thriving state or not, unless I knew who had got the 
money, and whether any of it was mine. But that had nothing to do with it. It was not in the 
figures at all,' said Sissy, wiping her eyes.


'That was a great mistake of yours,' observed Louisa.


'Yes, Miss Louisa, I know it was, now. Then Mr M'Choakumchild said he would try me 
again. And he said, This schoolroom is an immense town, and in it there are a million of 
inhabitants, and only five-and-twenty are starved to death in the streets, in the course of a 
year. What is your remark on that proportion? And my remark was - for I couldn't think of a 
better one - that I thought it must be just as hard upon those who were starved, whether the 
others were a million, or a million million. And that was wrong, too.'"
There are of course other models of education between these two extremes, or at other extremes, and variations on these theories. 
There's the traditional public school model based on character-building via sport, competition, the house and prefect systems, and learning from history and the classics - preparing young men for leadership: in the 19th century in the military and the colonial services, nowadays, apparently, in  Government. And it seems to have survived in the UK National Curriculum in its requirement on schools to promote the "social, moral, cultural, and spiritual development" of pupils, which on analysis usually turns out to be something very like character development, just differently expressed.
There are also the more child-centred philosophies that probably have their roots in the educational philosophy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), who believed that children are naturally curious and ready to learn from their surroundings and grow into virtuous adults, but often fail to do so because of the corrupting influences of society. Rousseau advocated removing children from society, placing them in a more natural environment, setting problems and puzzles for them to solve, and always being truthful with them. Variations on this theme include "Democratic education" in which students and staff share decision-making on living, working, and learning (as in the famous Summerhill school), and the theory of "Unschooling", or Ivan Illich's "Deschooling", in which children are said to learn best outside the school environment, though self-directed play, exploration and experience. 
Perhaps one of the most influential theorists on my generation of teachers was John Holt, who in 1964 published How Children Fail, another child-centred educational philosophy which, in short, claimed that schools were designed to bring about the academic failure and consequent low self-esteem of children. After all, in competitive or ranking systems, like exam systems, only a few can come top and most people will lose or fail: positive reinforcement for the few, alongside negative reinforcement for the many.  After all, how do most of us feel about endeavours that we fail in: don't we lose interest, drop out, find something more worthwhile to do with our time...? 

But that's not unproblematic: the resulting rise of moral and cultural relativism, cult of un-earned self-esteem, and decline of competitive sports in schools, has been mocked, with some justification, by commentators such as Melanie Phillips in her polemic "All Must Have Prizes".
This survey has been by no means comprehensive, but I hope this has given you some ideas about education, what and how we should learn, what we want the end-product of education to be. I will finish with a recent letter to The Independent from a comprehensive school headteacher, who had made a list of  all the expectations made of schools just in the past year by politicians and interest groups:


"The Royal Society has called for a greater emphasis on science and technology 
education. The NSPCC wants to see more done to 
tackle bullying. St John Ambulance 
believes first aid should be compulsory in the curriculum. The Amateur Swimming 
Association has requested that swimming be compulsory


Others have voiced opinions that schools should be teaching children to recite poetry, how 
to organise personal finance, to know where food comes from, and that all children should 
learn to speak a foreign language. 


There have been broad calls for a greater emphasis on the arts, set against those of the 
opinion that there should be more apprenticeships, more enterprise education and more 
vocational learning.


Famous athletes have spoken of the need for schools to tackle childhood obesity and 
falling fitness levels. A top TV chef has called for a
greater emphasis on cookery in 
schools.


Other interested groups have demanded that schools address a lack of religious 
knowledge, build character and teach about road safety. 


In addition, there have been strongly expressed views that children should be learning 
more British history dates, should have much better geographical knowledge and should be 
brushing up their Latin. 


If, as a headteacher, I actually responded to each week’s call for something extra to be 
added to the school curriculum, the result would be a mish-mash of initiatives with little time 
left to spent on basic literacy and numeracy.


What is clear is that there is no national agreement on the fundamental purpose of 
education. Headteachers are caught in the middle of argument and counter-argument 
about which of the problems of society we should concentrate on in our school curriculum."

I could add to this headmaster's list, and so could most of us - everyone and every pressure group wants to dump their particular hobby horse or social problem onto schools for teachers to sort out. But is solving social problems what schools ought to be doing?  "Ought implies can", as Kant and other moral philosophers have said - and perhaps a bit of realism about what schools can in fact do wouldn't go amiss. Random demands and chaotic accretions to the school curriculum, plus seemingly endless tinkering with school structures, seem to be what happen in the absence of any sound guiding philosophy of education. So can we come up with a philosophy that is fit for purpose? What do you think education is for?
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Philosophy of Education - Questions to discuss
What do you think education is for? 
What is a well-educated person?
Is education different from training? How?

Can one educational philosophy (and system) fit all pupils and all abilities and talents? 

Is there a common core of knowledge and culture that all pupils should have? 
What would you suggest for this common core? Why?
How would you teach thinking and communication skills?
What would you add to the school curriculum? What would you take away to make time for it? Why?
Is choice important in education? Choice of school? Choice of curriculum? Choice of subject? Whose choice? Why? At what stage? 

Should learning be self-directed, driven by curiosity? 
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