
The study of education is
inseparable from the
study of humankind;
members of the National
Council on Educational
Research took this
perspective as they
established missions for
NIE's research centers
and regional
laboratories.

ONALEE McGRAW

In nis State of the Union address,
President Reagan urged the nation
to return to "traditional values" in

education. He said:

Excellence must begin in our homes
and neighborhood schools, where it's the
responsibility of every parent and teacher
and the right of everv child.... [We] must
do more to restore discipline to schools;
and we must encourage the teaching of
new basics, reward teachers of merit, en-
force tougher standards, and put our par-
ents back in charge.'

The same philosophy guides the
National Council on Educational Re-
search (NCER), appointed by Presi-

dent Reagan to formulate general poli-
cy for the National Institute of
Education. The greatest challenge fac-
ing the NCER has been the prospective
1985 competition on the research cen-
ters and regional laboratories support-
ed by the Institute as mandated by
Congress. Since early 1983 I have
served as Chairman of the NCER Com-
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mittee on Labs and Centers. Our task
in regard to the competition has been
threefold:

1. To articulate a philosophy of edu-
cational purposes underlying our poli-
cy.

2. To identify criteria to guide us in
selecting research priorities on which
NIE should focus.

3. To formulate a policy to imple-
ment President Reagan's views on edu-
cation and, at the same time, to reflect
a consensus on federally supported
educational research priorities among
all those who have a stake in the
outcome of that research.

Philosophical and Practical
Cousderatons
As one who was active in the Civil
Rights movement of the early 60s,
having marched around the White
House as an exchange student to How-
ard University in the last year of the
Eisenhower Presidency, I share with
my fellow Council members and the
great majority of Americans a commit-
ment to the proposition that all men
are created equal in the sight of God
and under the law.

What is at issue, however, is the vast

array of educational policies and pro-
grams put in place under the label
"equity" to accomplish this goal. As
education historian Diane Ravitch
commented, our schools came to be
treated like "sociological cookie cut-
ters." She said that during this era, the
"forgotten questions" were rarely
asked in professional circles: "What
does it mean to be an educated per-
son? What knowledge is of most
worth? Are the graduates of our
schools educated people?" 2 Now these
same questions, asked by many par-
ents over the years, are at last being
discussed by those in the education
community. "Excellence" has become
the new catch phrase for education
reform; it has replaced "equity" and
the notion of educators as "agents of
social change."

We might ask whether it is possible
to combine the two often conflicting
goals of equality and excellence into
one coherent philosophical proposi-
tion. I believe it is. Both of these goods
are combined in the fundamental affir-
mation that every person has dignity
and value. For me this tenet, so promi-
nent in the Judeo-Christian ethic, is a
satisfactory resolution of the question,
at least at the theoretical level.

We make a serious mistake if we try
to avoid the questions of philosophy
that underlie all education issues, in-
cluding those items now on the excel-
lence agenda. Education issues can
never be separated from life's deepest
questions regarding man and his place
in the world. H. Thomas James, Presi-
dent of the Spencer Foundation, ob-
served that "because the study of edu-
cation is hardly separable from the
study of the nature of man, many of
the questions now under investigation
have deep intellectual roots in philos-
ophy and theology. " 3

Yet our most prominent spokesmen
on education reform avoid discussion
of first principles. Such questions as
parental rights and the exercise of
religious freedom are of paramount
importance to the public. Surely more
professionals have positions on these
questions than have been invited to
participate in the establishment fo-
rums addressing education reform in
the 80s.

In education, as in all other fields,
underlying philosophical assumptions
are determinative. It really does make
a difference whether one believes with
B. F. Skinner that the measure of man
is completely determined by scientific
laws of human behavior; or whether
one agrees with Carl Rogers that the
only reality that can and should exist is
inside people's heads; or whether one
concurs with C. S. Lewis that "certain
attitudes really are true and others
really false to the kind of thing the
universe is and the kind of things we
are.4

Surely, education is never value-
free. Recently Ernest Boyer stated:

We cannot have a value-neutral educa
tion... Communicating values is at the
very heart of education, whether it takes
place in a Catholic school, aJewish school,
a military academy, a Baptist institution, or
Public School 118.
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Boyer went on to say:

The social and moral imperative of edu-
cation is to help all students see the con-
nectedness of things, an insight that touch-
es the very foundation of morality-social,
personal and religious.,

Indeed, "seeing the connectedness
of things" involves understandings
about the cosmos, the nature of hu-
mankind and morality. However, these
fundamental topics, which are the ba-
sis for human conduct, can only be
addressed superficially in public
schools if consideration of the tran-
scendent order is excluded by judicial
edicts that decree public schools to be
strictly secular institutions. The words
of C. S. Lewis again apply:

In a sort of ghastly simplicity we remove
the organ and demand the function. We
make men without chests and demand of
them virtue and enterprise. We laugh at
honour and are shocked to find traitors in
our midst. We castrate and bid the geldings
be fruitful.6

Part of the difficulty is that because
of previous education practices there
is a dearth of Renaissance men and
women who can address education
issues in public debate drawing on
philosophy, history, literature, and
theology, as well as the findings of
social science. The mistake has been
to view education primarily in terms
of social science and then, further, to
view it primarily in terms of what can
be verified through quantitative mea-
surement. To attempt to reverse this
trend, the NCER has called for repre-
sentation from a wide variety of disci-
plines in the personnel makeup of the
labs and centers and in the peer re-
view process that selects them.

Louise Kaegi, Editor and Public Re-
lations Coordinator of the American
Bar Foundation, addressed this issue
in testimony at the NIE-sponsored
hearing in Chicago in 1983. Kaegi ar-
gued that many educators see educa-

tion as "fundamentally a process of
planned change where the overriding
purpose of education is therapeutic,
socialization, adjustment, social prob-
lem-solving, or simply moving through
a 'time and place' process that must be
managed and studied."7

The public attentive to the patterns
of federal funding in the educational
marketplace of ideas in the 60s and
70s is, by and large, in agreement with
the views expressed by Kaegi. Many
parents may not be able to state these
views as eloquently as she does, but
they know what questions are worth
asking because nothing is more im-
portant to them than their children.

Selecting Research Priorities
One antidote to the problems outlined
above may be not only to restore
literature and history to today's stu-
dents, as Diane Ravitch has so persua-
sively argued, but to restore the entire
liberal arts curriculum to today's edu-
cators.

Moreover, there are some strong
indications that the parameters of edu-
cational research have deepened and
widened in the recent past A land-
mark development in this regard was
the publication of Michael Rutter's Fif-
teen Thousand Hours: Secondary
Schools and Thetr Effects on Chilren,5

which focused on the importance of
edbos in schools. The popularity of
case studies, such as Sara Lawrence
Lightfoot's The Good High School Por-
lnaits of Character and Culture dem-
onstrates that excellence in literary
prose and a comparative nonscientific
approach to describing important
questions in education are back in
style.9 Gerald Grant, in his essay, "The
Character of Education and the Educa-
tion of Character," addresses neglect-
ed questions about authority, coher-
ence in transmitting moral values to
the young, and school climate.10

"We make a
serious mistake if
we try to avoid
the questions of
philosophy that
underlie all
education issues."
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"The rediscovery of the importance
of shared values as more important
than abstract flowcharts and
bureaucratic mandates arrives none
too soon."

In arriving at its criteria for missions
of the research centers and labora-
tories in the upcoming competition,
the Council took into account several
considerations:

1. Recognition of the primary rights
and responsibilities of parents in the
education of their children.

2. The importance of the principle
of subsidiarityv with a focus on studying
private and parochial, as well as public
schools, and concentrating on those
research questions that would have
greatest application for decisions
made at the school and district level.

3. To recommend missions for cen-
ters that all those who have a stake in
the outcomes-parents, practitioners,
education researchers, Congress, and
the Reagan administration-can agree
represent appropriate and useful utili-
zation of taxpayers' money at NIE.

Bearing this in mind, the Council
approved the following missions for
NIE's research centers: Literacy; Pro-
fessional Development of Teachers,
Improvement of Elementary Schools;
Improvement of Secondary Schools;
Improved Learning of Mathematics
and Sciences; Acquisition of Second
Languages; Student Testing, Assess-
ment, and Standards; Education and
Employment; and Postsecondary Edu-
cation.

Shared Values
Although many of the major decisions
regarding the initial phases of the lab
and center competition are currently
being made, the NCER will, of course,
continue to address educational re-

search directions at NIE. Chester Finn
of Vanderbilt University has discussed
the tension between school-level au-
tonomy and systemwide uniformity;
he made the persuasive argument that
effective policies in education depend
on an authentic understanding of the
real nature of schooling. ' Michael Co-
hen expressed it this way:

Community in schools is dependent
upon more than shared instrumental goals.
It requires the creation of a moral order,
which entails respect for authority, genu-
ine and pervasive caring about individuals,
respect for their feelings and attitudes.
mutual trust, and the consistent enforce-
ment of norms which define and delimit
acceptable behavior. 2

The rediscovery of the importance
of shared values as more important
than abstract flowcharts and bureau-
cratic mandates arrives none too soon,
for as Allan C. Carlson, Vice-President
of the Rockford Institute, reminds us:

The experience of the 20th century sug-
gests that the roots of modern evil lie in
institutionalized public amorality. Liberty,
in fact, depends on a widelv shared con-
ception of the desirable society. a value
scheme against which we can evaluate
normalcv and deviance, define our heroes
and villains, reward merit, dispense de-
merit, ground our laws, and resolve those
myriad conflicts that arise in daily life

This kind of rediscovery is some-
thing that must be done by everyone,
not only those who consider them-
selves enlightened liberals, but also by
those who call themselves conserva-
tives and who think that mere adher-
ence to conservative political princi-
ples can be a substitute for the hard
work of restoration of our public phi-
losophy.

Alexander Solzhenitsyn discovered
this truth for himself and offered the
following insight:

Gradually it became clear to me that the
line separating good and evil runs not
through states, nor between classes, nor
even between political parties, but right
through the center of each human heart.
And every human heart.'[-
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