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These progressive principles have never been the predominant philosophy in
American education. From their inception in the 1830s, state systems of
common or public schooling have primarily attempted to achieve cultural
uniformity, not diversity, and to educate dutiful, not critical citizens.
Furthermore, schooling has been under constant pressure to support the ever-
expanding industrial economy by establishing a competitive meritocracy and
preparing workers for their vocational roles. The term "progressive" arose
from a period (roughly 1890-1920) during which many Americans took a
more careful look at the political and social effects of vast concentrations of
corporate power and private wealth. Dewey, in particular, saw that with the
decline of local community life and small-scale enterprise, young people were
losing valuable opportunities to learn the arts of democratic participation, and
he concluded that education would need to make up for this loss.

In his Laboratory School at the University of Chicago, where he worked
between 1896 and 1904, Dewey tested ideas he shared with leading school
reformers such as Francis W. Parker and Ella Flagg Young. Between 1899
and 1916 he circulated his ideas in works such as The School and Society,
The Child and the Curriculum, Schools of Tomorrow, and Democracy and
Education, and through numerous lectures and articles. During these years
other experimental schools were established around the country, and in 1919
the Progressive Education Association was founded, aiming at "reforming the
entire school system of America." Led by Dewey, progressive educators
opposed a growing national movement that sought to separate academic
education for the few and narrow vocational training for the masses. During
the 1920s, when education turned increasingly to "scientific" techniques such
as intelligence testing and cost-benefit management, progressive educators
insisted on the importance of the emotional, artistic, and creative aspects of
human development--"the most living and essential parts of our natures," as
Margaret Naumburg put it in The Child and the World. After the Depression
began, a group of politically oriented progressive educators, led by George
Counts, dared schools to "build a new social order" and published a
provocative journal called “The Social Frontier” to advance their
"reconstructionist” critique of laissez faire capitalism.

At Teachers College, Columbia University, William H. Kilpatrick and other
students of Dewey taught the principles of progressive education to
thousands of teachers and school leaders, and in the middle part of the
century, books such as Dewey's Experience and Education (1938) Boyd
Bode's Progressive Education at the Crossroads (1938), Caroline Pratt's

| Learn from Children (1948), and Carlton Washburne's What is Progressive
Education? (1952) among others.
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[These] continued to provide a progressive critique of conventional
assumptions about teaching, learning, and schooling. A major research
endeavor, the "eight-year study,” demonstrated that students from progressive
high schools were capable, adaptable learners and excelled even in the finest
universities.

Nevertheless, in the 1950s, during a time of cold war anxiety and cultural
conservatism, progressive education was widely repudiated, and it
disintegrated as an identifiable movement. However, in the years since,
various groups of educators have rediscovered the ideas of Dewey and his
associates, and revised them to address the changing needs of schools,
children, and society in the late twentieth century.

Open classrooms, schools without walls, cooperative learning, multiage
approaches, whole language, the social curriculum, experiential education,
and numerous forms of alternative schools all have important philosophical
roots in progressive education. John Goodlad's notion of "nongraded"
schools (introduced in the late 1950s), Theodore Sizer's network of
"essential" schools, Elliott Wigginton's Foxfire project, and Deborah Meier's
student-centered Central Park East schools are some well-known examples of
progressive reforms in public education; in the 1960s, critics like Paul
Goodman and George Dennison took Dewey's ideas in a more radical
direction, helping give rise to the free school movement. In recent years,
activist educators in inner cities have advocated greater equity, justice,
diversity and other democratic values through the publication Rethinking
Schools and the National Coalition of Education Activists.

Today, scholars, educators and activists are rediscovering Dewey's work and
exploring its relevance to a "postmodern™ age, an age of global capitalism
and breathtaking cultural change, and an age in which the ecological health
of the planet itself is seriously threatened. We are finding that although
Dewey wrote a century ago, his insights into democratic culture and
meaningful education suggest hopeful alternatives to the regime of
standardization and mechanization that more than ever dominate our schools.

The Frankfurt School and Critical Theory.

The Frankfurt School, known more appropriately as Critical Theory, is a
philosophical and sociological movement spread across many universities
around the world. It was originally located at the Institute for Social
Research (Institut flr Sozialforschung), an attached institute at the Goethe
University in Frankfurt, Germany. The Institute was founded in 1923 thanks
to a donation by Felix Weil with the aim of developing Marxist studies in
Germany.
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The Whole Language Fraud

_ s1mple way to prepdre a nation’ -
~for'a Godless world system is’ _' '
to remove religious faith and'-3

values. from its chlldren s education. A’

" hallmark of the ongoing effort to accom- .~
‘plish this in America’s public schools is
~“the “whole: Idnguage -concept of teach-:
mg reading. The whole-language model

“is-based on’ ‘the philosophy of decon-

struction, WhICh Webster’s New World::
" Dtctwnary defines as a‘method of liter-+
ary-analysis originating ‘in mid’ 20th-

century France, and “based on a [heory"_'-
.:-Ihal: by the very nature of language and .-

" usage, no text can have a fixed, coher-

ent meaning.” The authors of Whole
' Language What's the thjerence? ar-
L gumg for-this model of teaching read-
ing;-declare that “reading is not a matter-
. of ‘getting the meaning’ from the text, .
‘as if that meaning were in the texi wait- -

ing to be decoded by the reader,” but is

- rather “‘a matter of readers using the

" cues print prov:de and knowledge’ they
bring with them
mturpretatnon

~“In ather words, whole ]anguage theory
holds that the- 1ead1ng process is totally :
' j_subjectwe and the reader is’ free to in-".
. terpret the text any way he or she wants,
~ Obviously, this is.a recipe for the de-"

- struction of hterdcy, not for its improve-
- ment. The authors of Whole’ Language
E What s the Difference? explain:’

' Rather than viewing reading as
“getting the words,” whole lan-
o guage educators view reading as .

essentially a process of creating,

_ meanings.... Meaning is created .
“through a transactwn with whole,
meaningful texts (i.e., texts of any
length that were written with the
intent to communicate meaning). It
is a transaction, not an extraction of
the meaning from print, in the sense
that the reader-created meanings
are a fusion of what the reader
brings and what the text offers.
B SIna tramacnondl model,
o _words do not have static mednmgs o
_Rather, they have meaning poten-

My Blumenfeld is the editor of The Blumenfeld Edu-
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to (,on:,lruct i umque;:

cate muitlple meamngs

In the whole ]anguage model Chll-

dren are expected to “read for mean-"
ing,” but are encouraged also to interject
their own meanings into the text. After °
all, when whole-language advocates =

speak of “reader-created meanings,”
what limits do they place on the reader’s
creativity?

Absolute Truth
.- The initial. premises for deconstruc-

- tionist theory — the basis for the whole- -
language model — were formulated by. -
French philosopher Jacques®Derrida.
- According to the Academic American
Encyclopedia, Derrida attacked what he -
called * ‘lo;,oce,ntnsm, the human habit -
-of assigning truth to logos — to spoken”
~language, the voice of reason, the word"
“of God.” The Academic American Ency-
- clopedia continucs:

Derrida finds that logocentrism
generates and depends upon a
framework of two-term opposi-
tions that are basic to Western
thinking, such as being/nonbeing,
thing/word, trutivlie, male/female.
In the {ogocentric epistemological
system the Hirst term of each pair is
privileged (TRUTHAie, MALE/fe-
male). Derrida is critical of these
hierarchical polarities, and seeks to
take tradition apart by reversing
their order and displacing, and thus
transforming, each of the terms —
by putting them in slightly differ-
ent positions within a4 word group,

Lo i e A

i

o

nals and the’ capacny to communr- o

or by pursuing their etymology 1o
extreme lengths, or by substituting
words in other languages that look
and sound alike....

" Thus, deconstruction is an attack on:
the notion of absolute truth and literal
‘comprehension of a written text. “Typi- -
“cally, Western thmlung is *logocentric”
“in that-it relies on words as the means
~of convcymg ‘truth. Critics of traditional -

* teaching methods-are keenly aware of
the difference between the logocentric
and the whole-language approach. Inan”
-article ‘entitled “Political Phllowphy;_
and: Reading Make .a Dangerous Mix,”
-pllbllbhﬂd in Education Week for Febm-

ary. 27, 1985 the duthors write:’

tion throughout the country, we

“have found a ‘paltern of activities'

that could, if some members of the

New Right are successful, cause a -

~very limited model for teaching

readmg to prevcul in both publlc N

~and private schools. The model is

bused on the belicf that literal com-

- After spendmg six yea.rs 0bserv~"' N
“-ing the efforts of the self-styled
“New Right” to influence educa-.
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prehension i is the only goal of read- -
" ing instruction. ‘Because it trains
children to reason in a very limited

' manner, it is a model that we be-

- lieve could. the senous political :
| consequences in a country where -
the ability of the citizenry to read
-and think critically is-an essential
determmant of democratic gover- B
- nance.. :

: The ‘common enemy, in the eyes of
_ progresswe " educators, is clearly “literal
comprehension” because of the implica-

-tions that words may represent absolute’

“truth. An article on Derrida in Contem- -

- porary Authors states that “deconstruc- "
‘tionism emphasizes the reader’s role in:

as the expression of the social
semiotic, it serves at the same time
as the means of transmitting it, and
also of constantly modifying and
reshaping it, as the child takes over
the culture, the received system of
meanings in which he is leamning to
share.

.. In this way a child, in the act
of learning language, is also learn-
ing the culture through language.
The semantic system which he is
constructing becomes the primary
mede of transmission of the cul-
ture.

" Thus, those who control the tcachmg

“of language to chlldren can control the a

ism and superstition prevail as the
means of knowing.

_ Classroom Practice

“How does whole-language decon-

‘structionism translate itself into clasy
room pracuce7 First, the educator:
~deconstruct the English alphabeuc Sys-

tem. That is, the nature of our alphabetic -

~ system is ridiculed and its benefits kept -
- from the students. And so the teaching -
- of phomcs is sl:rongly discouraged. Frank -
-~ Smith, a leading whole-language propo-
_ __nent writes in Readmg Without Non-
- sense.

. Children do not need a mastery_
of phomcs in order to .identify

 extracting meaning from :

words that they have

‘texts and the impossibil-
ity of determmmg abso« g
lute meamng

Controlling

_the Language _
A key to changing .

: Amenca into an amoral, .

. Godless society is con-

“trolling how - chlldren'

For all intents and purposes, whole
language is a way of preventing
children from becoming fluent,
accurate phonetic readers. It is
a new way of creating academic
confusion and learning frustration.

- ‘not met in print before. .
" The ‘very complexity . -
- and unreliability of

the 166 rules: and .~
- scores of .exceptions
-~ make it remarkable * -
...-that-anyone should =
... think that the inability -
to use phonics ‘ex- -
.plams “Why Johnny

. learn language. Michael
Halliday, professor of linguistics at

Australia’s Sydney University and a -

leader in the development of whole-lan-
guage philosophy, writes that “language
comes to occupy the central role in the

processes of social learning.” He ex- -

plains:

A child who is learning his
mother tongue is learning how to
mean. As he builds up his own
meaning potential in language, he
is constructing for himself a social
semiotic {a system of signs and
symbols]. Since language develops
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future of our culture. It is the height of
folly for parents concerned about moral,
_religious values to put their childrenin ..
schools controlled by humanists, where'
12 years of Godless indocirination will -
lead many of these children to forsake -
*their rehgwus roots for the destrucnve .
life-style of the Western pagan. E
The full implications of the whole- "
- -langudge movement cannot be dpprem— L
‘ated or understood until we récognize .
that the cultural war we are 'in is being -
waged with an intensity never before
seen in this country. That its philosophi- -
- -cal roots ‘can be traced to the nihilist
' depths of ‘deconstructionist philosophy

But not only do thé whole-language

.deconstructionists reject the concept of
““absolute truth as applied to the written -
~‘word, ‘they ‘reject the very system of
" logical thinking that made | Western_'--'
" civilization possible. They not only re-

ject the Bible, they reject Aristotle’s A
is A. Their new formula is A can be
anything you want it to be, which can
only be the basis of a pre-literate or
non-literate culture in which subjectiv-

- -~ still can’t read.” Once
A child dlsc,overs that a word isin a
_meaningful context, learning to
recognize it on another occasion is
- as simple as learning to recognize
"'a'face ona second occasion, and
does not need phomcs D]SCOVCI’lﬂg_ '
~what a word is in the first place is
~usually. most efficiently accom-.-
plished by asking someone, listen- -
‘ing to someone else read the word,
©of using context to prov1de a sub- -
_stanual clue. : '

In the same book Srruth wrltes

-The_speihng-to-_sound-corre--_ :
should not surprise us, since the aca-"
- demic world has become the spawning. -
ground of every anti-religious idea of. '
which the human mind can conceive.

spondences of English are so con-
fusing - that -in’ my judgment -
children who believe they can read. .
: _unfa.mlhar words Just by “blend--
_-ing” or “sounding” them ou;i are
likely to develop into disabled
. readers, the type of secondary stu-

s _-'dents who are condemned for be-

- ing “funcnoudlly illiterate” because
they do exactly what they have
- been taught and try to read by put-
ting together the sounds of letters.
- ‘Besides, 1 think it would be dif-
ficult to e'xaggerate the complexity
“and unreliability ‘of phonics. To .




take just one very simple example,
how are the letiers o pronounced?
“Not in a trick situation, as in the
- middle of a word like :shop, but
. when ho are the first two letters of - -
-a word? Here are eleven common
‘words in each of which the initial -
---ho has a different pronunciation —
““hot, hope, hook, hoot, house, hoist,
- horse, horizon, honey, howr, hon-

est. Can anyone really believe that -~

a child could learn to identify thez,e
- words by sounding out the
letters?.

“Obviously, Smith doesn’t -
‘know how “intensive phonics”

-is taught. Children are taught the
letter sounds”in their spelling |,
.families. Thus, the child knows -
how to pronounce hot because it - |-

rhymes with ‘cot, dor pot. He

- knows how to plonounce hope- of
because it rhymes with cope,
mope, rope. He knows how to
~_pronounce hook because it is in
-the :same spelling family as .
' "book, cook, look. He knows how -
" to pronounce al} of these words
" not because they begin with ho’
“but because he knows: their.’
spelling families. As for shop,
.after the child has been taught
“the sound the consonant digraph - -
" sh stands tor, he can decode any

doesn’t make sense. The spoken word
provides the correct pronunciation. It is
the same with the word have, which is
pronounced hav, even though it isin the
same spelling famiiy as cave, rave, save.
But in a word like behave, the pronuncia-
tion of the have is perfectly regular.

. A, B, C Importance
- The important characteristic of an al-
phabetrc wntmg system is that it is a

Samue! Blumenfeld's monthly newsietter
keeps parents and educators abreast of the
latest developments in the field of education.

number of words beginning with -
" sh: ship, sham, shell, shut, etc. If . ©
Smith had ever taught intensive -

‘phonics, -he'd know that there are rm]-_ :
“lions of children who have no problem
' 1eammg how to read these words on the

basm of their letters

" What Smith doesn’t say in his book :

is that an alphabetic writing system is a
phonetlc system that requires the reader

to develop ‘an automatic association be- -

‘tween letters and sounds -That auto-

matic association can only be acquired -

by rote memorization so that the child

doesn't have to think about the sounds -
- the letters stand for. Our alphabetic sys-

“tem is 85 percent regular with 95 per-

“cent of the’ 1rregulantres consisting of
shght vanatlons in vowel pronuncxatlon o
‘The reason children have little diffi- =~ -

culty in mastering the irregular words i

because their pronunciations are obvi-

ous. For example, even though the word
was 1§ in the asthas spelling family, a
child knows it is pronounced wuz sim-
ply because waz is not a word and .

phonetic representation of the spoken
language. Meaning is derived when the

written letters are articulated in’ speech

“or internally vocalized or subvocalized
by the reader. Alphabencally written -
- words are not ideographs or hieroglyph-

ics. They are graphic representations of
speech. Whole-language theorists reject’

this simple fact. Smith writes in Under- ‘-
-.-'.standmg Readmg :

Written language does not re-

quire decoding to sound in order to

be - comprehended ‘the ‘manner in

- which we bring meamng to print 1s_ E

just-as direct as the manner in
which we understand speech Lan-

‘guage comprehension is the same

.. forall surface structures

' --In other words we should all read as .
if we were deaf and prrnted words were
httle pictures conveying meaning di-

rectly. ‘But this is really 1mpossﬂ:le to

‘do, for if we do not relate the prmted .

word to its spoken equivalent, then we: .

‘cannot think, for the thought process —
as opposed to daydreaming — is carried
“out through language, not through a se-
ries of still_pictures. In other. words, -

whole—language educators see no differ-
ence between the word man ‘and the

little picture of @ man that might appear -

on a rest room door in an airport, To

Whole Language: What’s the
_ :_szferen_ce_? write:

Orai léngoage written lan-
| guage, sign language — each
4| of these is a system of lmguls- o

1.~ meanings. That means none is . .
- “the basis” for the other; none -

-is -2 secondary . representauon -

- of the other.

“mount to an- architect - not?
knowing how to read blueprints,

- “tic conventions for creating -

‘whole-language educators, both are
“little pictures. The . authors of .}

. Unfortunately, saying it doesn’t - ;.

- make it so. Alphabetic writing is .
arepresentation of the spoken

. equivalent. That is what made al- -
~phabetic writing ‘superior to

' ideographic writing, For educar."' :

-"tors not to know this is tanta-

or a concert pianist not knowing -
how to read music. In fact, al- . -
-~ phabetic writing ‘is the same as

- musical notation in that both

forms of writing stand for sounds. The

‘written’ notes stand for muswal sounds.’

~The a]phabet]cally written words stand
for their artlculated equwalents in

speech

In short, whole- language educators .

are perpetrating a fraud. They are tell-

ing parents that this is a new and beiter

way. of teachmg children to read when, -

in reality, it is nothing of-the sort. For |

all intents and purposes, whole language -
isa way of preventing children from be-

-coming fluent, accurate phonetic read- -
cers. It is a new way of creating reading
disability, a new way of creating aca-"".
_demic confusion and learning’ frustra—-
tion, a new.way of crippling a child’s"
linguistic development. Whole-language
"-teachers may ‘think ‘they are doing-a

wonderful Jjob in their firsi-grade

~classes. After all, they don’t have to

ptck up the pleces in the’ gmdes tha
come after l
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