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Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis 
Summer 1987, Vol. 9, No. 2, pp. 153-170 

Educational Technology, Policy, and Practice 

David K. Cohen 
Michigan State University 

This essay probes the relations between educational policy and teaching practice in instruc
tional innovations. It also takes up explanations for the slow pace of instructional reform, 
and the seeming failure of many exciting instructional innovations. Computer technology is 
the case in point. One theme in the essay is that policies and programs depend on practice. 
Another is that instructional practice in schools is situated in a larger organization and a 
longer history of academic instruction than are usually considered. These angles offer a useful 
view of educational policy and innovation, that solves some problems in inherited accounts. 
But they require that analysts cross several academic barriers, joining studies of policy and 
school organization to studies of instructional practice, and doing so in large social and 
historical perspectives. 

New technology is an old educational en
chantment. Though one would never know 
it from reading about microcomputers in 
schools, the romance dates back at least to 
the 1820s, when educators enthused about 
the production and wider distribution of 
school texts—then a great novelty. They 
were convinced of the pedagogical promise 
of these materials, and wanted to make them 
more directly available to students and 
teachers. Similar excitement gripped educa
tors throughout the 19th and early 20th 
centuries, as various new technologies of 
instruction—books, radio, and film chief 
among them—inspired dreams of classroom 
revolutions. But the romance seems to have 
heated up especially since the end of World 
War II: educators, reformers, and school 
critics have seized on one technical innova-

An earlier version of this essay was written for 
a Winter, 1986 meeting of the Policy Forum, of 
the National Center For State and Local Govern
ance in Education. Comments from members of 
the Forum, especially Richard Elmore, helped to 
guide my revisions. Robert FΊoden also read that 
earlier version, and made several useful sugges
tions. 

tion after another, seeing fabulous opportu
nities for better education in each. Changes 
in publishing made books widely available: 
the paperback revolution was announced as 
a way to free students and teachers from the 
texts, lectures, and recitations to which they 
had been chained since McGuffey. Educa
tional television was another early hope, but 
prophecies of new freedom for teachers and 
students were quickly followed by stories 
about TV sets languishing in school closets. 
Computer-assisted instruction was the next 
rage, even more exotic than television. But 
one remembers CAI more for the failure of 
large corporations to exploit it successfully 
than for its effect on school instruction. The 
successes of Sesame Street and its progeny 
soon distracted commentators from the dis
mal performance of both the new educa
tional technology firms and CAI. But Amer
icans had just gotten used to the new pro
gramming when microcomputers burst on 
the scene, the newest new technology. Prom
ises of computerized educational revolution 
quickly put most of the older new technol
ogies in the shade. 

With microcomputers, new technology is 
once again a leading issue for educational 
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policy and practice. I begin this essay by 
exploring patterns in the use of older new 
technologies, and the likely implications for 
microcomputers. I argue that the success of 
this technology will depend partly on a phe
nomenon that has bothered reformers since 
the turn of our century: the persistence of 
traditional modes of teaching, which has had 
a constraining effect on innovations of all 
sorts. Policy researchers have been trying to 
account for this remarkable persistence since 
the late 1960s. In the process, they have been 
arguing about whether teaching can be 
guided by deliberate efforts to change it, and 
if so how, and how much. 

I take up both issues in this essay, for the 
flexibility of teaching practice and its con
nections to educational policy seem likely to 
remain leading problems in policy debate 
and research. What follows is thus part of a 
conversation about practice, policy, and ed
ucational innovation that began early in this 
century. As the conversation has meandered 
on, researchers have gradually begun to reex-
amine inherited assumptions about teaching 
practice. 

Patterns in Technology Use 
The liaison between schools and technol

ogy has had many ups and downs. Larry 
Cuban (1986) has summarized these and 
ably synthesized decades of research on tech
nical innovation in his recent book, Teach
ers and Machines. While illuminating, this 
academic messenger's news is not cheery. 

One common feature of technical inno
vations in education has been inflated hopes 
for their effects. Cuban (1986) notes that 
"Claims [of] extraordinary changes in 
teacher practice and student learning . . . " 
dominated discussion of educational radio, 
films, and television (p. 4). This is not an 
abberation of education: Americans have 
celebrated technology as a powerful force for 
change nearly everywhere in social life. The 
creation of assembly line production quickly 
achieved nearly mythic status in popular 
history, and many of the machines thus 
produced have been objects of similar fasci
nation and celebration. Computers are only 
the latest in a long line of mythologized 
machines, endowed with near-miraculous 

powers. Americans are fond of picturing 
technology as a liberating force: cleaning up 
the workplace, easing workers' burdens, 
making the good life broadly available, in
creasing disposable income, and the like. 
Nearly all of the new technologies pressed 
on schools, from books to microcomputers, 
also have been advertised as agents of liber
ation. They would change education by 
making students less dependent on teachers, 
and by reducing whole class, lock-step, 
batch-processed teaching and learning. 
Whether they are dreaming about schools or 
steel mills, Americans are attracted to the 
liberating possibilities of technical innova
tions. There is a Saint-Simonian, Utopian 
quality to these hopes, a sense that technol
ogy can break the chains that bind us to a 
dreary, work-a-day routine. One result is 
that innovators have paid little attention to 
the actual effects of technical innovations on 
daily life and work. 

A second common theme in research on 
earlier technical innovations is that few were 
adopted, or widely used. Studies of educa
tional films, radio, and television revealed 
that the adoption of these instructional tech
nologies was much more limited than spon
sors had hoped, and that use was even more 
limited than adoption. The story of technical 
innovation in schools has thus been a sort 
of roller coaster: extravagant hopes of easy 
revolution produced many quick uplifts, but 
each was quickly followed by a steep drop 
into dreary disappointment. This dippiness 
takes a toll on American views of the 
schools: visions of exciting educational 
transformation give way to visions of schools 
intransigent. Rosy pictures of schools in 
which learning is easy and delightful are 
replaced with dark pictures of schools in 
which change is resisted with a fierce tenac
ity. We are familiar with this dippy syn
drome from the 1960s reforms, when ex
traordinary hopes for social reform through 
education fed symmetrically abysmal de
spair about the schools' capacities for 
change. 

How do we explain the dismal record of 
earlier technical innovations? Many inves
tigators, fans of the innovations, focused on 
teachers' "resistance" to change. Unlike 
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them, Cuban looked to problems in the in
novations. He argues that the relative inflex
ibility of most educational technology was 
very influential. Most schools had only one 
or two television sets or computer terminals, 
and in the days before the Sony Walkman, 
either everyone in class watched films or TV 
or listened to the radio, or no one did. These 
rigidities meant that radio, TV, and films 
could not easily be adapted to the require
ments of classrooms in which there was any 
variation at all in students' work. In addi
tion, the programming of these media was 
rarely adapted to the schools' curriculum, or 
to teachers' concerns. That older innovation, 
the textbook, was much more flexible. Cu
ban (1986) notes that this helps to explain 
teachers' preferences for books over radio, 
TV, and films (pp. 51-71). Books permit 
students to adapt their studies to differences 
in taste, talent, and time. Even when an 
entire class uses the same book, the technol
ogy is quite flexible. Each student can read 
at his own pace, with few queuing problems. 
Readers can flip back and forth for particu
lar points, or review, with great ease. Books 
can be carried around and used at the stu
dent's discretion, read for hours at a time, 
studied in bits on subways and buses, or put 
aside for consultation with a teacher. They 
can be used individually or in groups. Books 
also can be published relatively inexpen
sively, and cost can be further reduced by 
re-use. 

While this analysis may refresh our appre
ciation of books, it has a hidden hook: the 
schools have capitalized on the flexibility of 
books, but they have not made instruction 
much more flexible. Despite the availability 
of many different sorts of books, those most 
commonly used in public schools are texts. 
In addition, texts are mostly used within a 
rigid and traditional organization of class
room work. Teachers dominate classes with 
lectures and other talk. When students con
tribute it is usually informal and fragmented 
recitations. If students work on their own, it 
is usually on highly specified worksheets, at 
their own desks (Cuban, 1984, pp. 1-11). 
This is the very organization of instruction 
that many advocates thought would be 
swept away by such innovations as paper

backs. But more than a century of innova
tions in publishing and curriculum appear 
to have produced only modest changes in 
the formats of public school instruction. The 
style of work in most classrooms today ap
pears to be strikingly similar to that of 8 or 
9 decades ago. The very flexibility of books, 
which innovators thought would revolution
ize education, made it easy to adapt them to 
existing instruction, classroom organization, 
and teachers' purposes. 

What does this analysis imply for the 
adoption and use of computers in educa
tion? If these machines can be used flexibly, 
like books, they may be widely adopted and 
used, because they could be accommodated 
within extant patterns of practice. If not, 
computers are unlikely to be widely adopted 
or used, because their use would disrupt 
most practice. 

There are several indications that instruc
tional computers—which began life as a 
rather rigid teaching technology—are be
coming increasingly flexible. The newest 
machines are relatively cheap, and getting 
cheaper. As a result, some schools already 
can afford to have all students in a class 
work simultaneously on their own ma
chines. More may be able to afford it in the 
near future. In addition, computers are be
coming more capacious and smaller at the 
same time. The programming is more var
ied, and sometimes quite ingenious. There 
are quite a few programs on which students 
can work at their own pace, without disturb
ing others. There even are some programs 
that allow students to work alone on topics 
that might interest them. The more com
puters advance in these directions, the easier 
it will be to fit them into the existing orga
nization of instruction. In addition, all re
ports are that the most common instruc
tional programs are drill and practice. If this 
industry responds to demand in roughly the 
same way that other publishers have, such 
software will continue to be the most popu
lar, simply because it can most easily be 
integrated into mainstream classrooms. My 
point here is not that all schools will adopt 
computers. It is that if present developments 
in the technology continue, many schools 
could adopt them and many teachers could 
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use them without creating the sorts of orga
nizational problems that CAI, radio, or TV 
produced. 

There is a nice irony here. One broad 
stream of ideas about this new technology 
portrays it as a liberating force in classrooms. 
Because microcomputers are so flexible, 
many advocates believe they will make it 
possible for teachers to become less rigid, to 
adapt instruction to children's thinking, and 
to use a curriculum that requires more in
ventive work from students (Papert, 1980). 
Yet my account implies that if computing 
does revolutionize and liberate instruction, 
it will do so on the margins, or by accident. 
Widespread adoption seems likely only if 
there is minimal disruption of classroom 
work, which would produce little change in 
teaching practice. Thus, the very flexibility 
of microcomputers, which many fans see as 
a key to the reform of traditional teaching, 
may instead make it easy for traditional 
teachers to adapt this new technology to 
their purposes. 

While this account is persuasive in some 
respects, in others it seems odd. For educa
tion has changed swiftly and fundamentally 
in some ways. An entire system of public 
secondary education was built between 1890 
and 1940, and a new mass system of public 
higher education was created between World 
War I and the 1950s. In the world history of 
schooling these are great changes, basic in 
scope and rapid of accomplishment. Public 
education is thus no organizational masto
don, frozen in its own cozy little glacier. If 
the large organization of school provision 
has changed rapidly and deeply, why has 
instruction changed less dramatically and 
more slowly? 

Explanations 
There have been many efforts to change 

instruction. My interest is in a broad tradi
tion that has focused on efforts to make 
instruction more flexible, more centered in 
students' thinking, and more attentive to the 
intellectual content of academic subjects. 
This is the tradition that we identify with 
Dewey's Progressivism, with discovery 
learning, with Jerome Bruner, and with the 
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curriculum reforms of the 1950s. It also is 
the tradition with which computer-assisted 
instruction has been most closely identified. 
It is less a coherent doctrine than a shared 
belief that school instruction can be exciting, 
intellectually challenging, and attuned to 
children's ways of thinking. Though this 
faith is expressed in different instructional 
methods, it has become a familiar feature of 
the American educational landscape. 

This also is the tradition whose modest 
acceptance in schools many researchers have 
bemoaned, and tried to explain (Cuban, 
1984). I synthesize many explanations under 
a few broad headings. 

School Organization 
One line of work has focused on school 

organization. Researchers have argued that 
America's decentralized system of educa
tional government, and our loosely jointed 
organization of schools gives teachers enor
mous autonomy, even if their formal au
thority seems very limited. When innova
tions launched elsewhere seem inconsistent 
with teachers' views of instruction, they have 
plenty of room to ignore, turn aside, pervert, 
or otherwise frustrate the innovations' intent 
and effect (Berman & McLaughlin, 1977; 
Weick, 1976). This line of argument is ap
pealing; among other things, it paints a per
suasive picture of schools' political and or
ganizational situations. But it does not ex
plain why teaching seems equally resistant 
to change in much more centralized, tidy, 
and smaller school systems, such as those of 
Australia, Singapore, or Great Britain. Nor 
does it explain why teaching appears to be 
very difficult to change in private schools 
and small colleges, whose organization and 
scale bear little resemblance to American 
public schools. So even if we find the argu
ment from organization appealing, it seems 
an inadequate explanation for the relative 
immobility of teaching practice. 

Flaws in Reform 
A second sort of explanation focuses on 

frailties in the reforms. One common view 
is that there have been inadequate resources 
to do the job: too little money, or too few 
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people, or both.1 Another explanation points 
to heavy-handed administration, which frus
trates reform by pressing it without consid
eration of teachers' concerns. Another 
points to rapid changes in political signals 
which dissipate the momentum of reform. 
Still another focuses on deficiencies in cur
riculum, in teacher preparation, and in tech
nical support for reform (Gross, Giaquinta, 
& Bernstein, 1971; Powell, Farrar, & Cohen, 
1985, pp. 282-292). 

These are all arguments with understand
able appeal for educational reformers. And 
each is plausible, for at nearly any given 
point in time reform has been hampered by 
such frailties. But if we step back a few paces, 
we can see problems with these explana
tions. While public education does suffer 
from significant resource constraints, these 
have greatly diminished since World War I. 
Unit expenditures on education (adjusted 
for inflation), have grown astonishingly. 
Class sizes have shrunk by nearly half. Books 
and other materials are abundant by any 
past standard, and are much more lively and 
varied. Yet there is no evidence that change 
in instruction has become easier or more 
rapid as a result of these greatly increased 
resources. To persist with this explanation is 
thus to agree that practice will not change 
any time soon, because there is no reason to 
expect even greater resource increases. Nor 
is it plausible to explain the slow pace of 
instructional reform with technical deficien
cies—that is, the lack of good alternatives in 
curriculum, or good ideas about instruction, 
or good people in teaching or teacher edu
cation. Many more improvements could be 
made in each of these areas, and others as 
well. But inherited patterns of instruction 
have persisted through the provision of the 
new curricula and other instructional im
provements that reformers desired. They 
have persisted as well through dramatic im
provements in the education of American 
teachers, and in teacher education. If such 

1 This theme is an old one in U.S. education. 
It is being picked up again, in the wake of critical 
assessments of the most recent wave of educa
tional reform (Snider, 1987). 

past resource improvements had little or no 
apparent effect on teaching, how much more 
would be required to do the trick? 

Incentives for Change 
A third sort of explanation focuses on 

incentives. Free-market economists and re
formers of other persuasions have argued 
that incentives for innovation are weak be
cause public schools are nearly devoid of 
competition. They are maintained by gov
ernment grants, and insulated from politics 
by layers of bureaucracy; as a result schools 
are said to be relatively immune to pressures 
for performance (Center For The Study of 
Public Policy, 1970; Friedman, 1962). De
cisions about the adoption or use of inno
vations are not much affected by the orga
nizations' need to survive or prosper. For 
schools will go on, and salaries will be paid 
even if promising innovations fail, or go 
untried.2 

Whether or not markets for schooling 
would have the desired effects, other com
mentators have argued that the present or
ganization of public schools creates disin
centives for innovation in teaching. The U.S. 
school system is broadly inclusive, which 
brings in many students who care little for 
academic study. Community values typi
cally support sports, socializing, and voca
tional learning over academic studies. These 
do nothing to enhance students' interest in 
intellectual pursuits, or teachers' interest in 
inventive instruction. Virtually universal en
rollment and compulsory attendance mean 
that education itself is an entirely ordinary 
and unspecial enterprise, and this also weak
ens academic commitment. Weak internal 

2 Some reply that even if education were orga
nized as a market activity, incentives would be 
relatively ineffective. For education does not have 
results that can be relatively easily summarized 
in things produced, services performed, net sales, 
or profit and loss—unlike most private firms and 
some public organizations. Nor are production 
processes well understood, or easily controlled by 
teachers or managers. As a result, strong market 
incentives might well produce confused signals, 
or encourage teachers and students to do the 
simplest sort of work, or both. 
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standards for promotion and graduation 
reinforce the sense that education is unspe-
cial, permit most students to get through 
and out with little effort, and further weaken 
incentives for demanding teaching (Cusick, 
1983; Powell et al., 1985, chap. 5). 

There also are strong economic and social 
pressures to attend school, and few legiti
mate alternatives to school. Many school 
administrators respond to this situation by 
setting the highest priority on quiet, orderly 
classrooms, rather than pressing for serious 
learning and inventive teaching. These 
priorities are generally endorsed by school 
boards. Even highly motivated teachers, 
faced with many students who have little 
commitment to academic learning, must 
work within social and institutional con
straints that do little to mobilize and much 
to discourage such commitment. These con
ditions do not preclude inventive and de
manding teaching, but they often make it 
quite difficult. It is especially difficult for 
teachers to press academic work on unwill
ing students. For the lack of alternatives to 
school, the many social and legal pressures 
for attendance, and community and official 
support for many nonacademic features of 
schooling have made it perfectly legitimate 
to attend school without attending to edu
cation. Teachers who urge hard work on 
such students are in danger of becoming 
trouble makers, for if they elicit a disruptive 
response it will be seen as the teachers' fault. 
Many teachers settle for minimal academic 
work as a way to secure peace and quiet 
from the uncommitted (Cusick, 1983; Pow
ell etal., 1985). 

These arguments offer a plausible, even 
convincing account of the social and orga
nizational circumstances within which most 
schoolteachers work. But they do not seem 
sufficient to explain the glacial pace of 
change in teaching. There are, for example, 
schools that present a very different organi
zational picture but in which teaching seems 
little different. Many private secondary 
schools are neither compulsory nor unspe-
cial. Students choose to attend. They can be 
thrown out if they are disobedient. Their 
families pay fees. And there is evident stu
dent and faculty commitment to the school 
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and to each other. Yet the teaching in such 
places is often little different than in com
pulsory public schools (Powell et al, 1985, 
p. 213). Colleges and universities often pre
sent the same puzzle. Many of these insti
tutions are relatively selective. None are 
compulsory. Attendance is far from univer
sal. Teachers are not responsible for student 
discipline. Many compete for students and 
funds, in markets. Yet many students do 
minimal work, and many teachers require 
little in return for passing grades. Most 
teaching appears to be traditional lecturing, 
with little student participation. A great deal 
of it seems to be quite dull, and to engage 
students minimally at best (Newman et al., 
1973). College and university teaching seems 
to have changed little during the course of 
this century. There is little evidence that 
innovations designed to improve instruction 
have been adopted or used. Indeed, the evi
dence suggests less innovation here than in 
the lower schools. 

The argument from incentives is thus no 
more compelling than explanations that fo
cus on defects in reform, or problems of 
organization.3 Each is plausible, but there 
are equally convincing examples in which 
stability in teaching practice persists, when 
each explanatory factor is reduced or re
moved. These three accounts may point to 
factors that support stability in teaching 

3 In addition to these counter-examples, direct 
evidence on the effects of incentives is thin. The 
preceding sketch draws on the work of historians, 
organization theorists, economists, and other 
commentators. But these studies contain little 
direct evidence on the effects of incentives on 
teaching or learning. Instead there are inferences 
(often large), from data collected for other pur
poses, data-free organizational theorizing, socio
logically recycled economics, and interview stud
ies in which direct testimony about motivation, 
commitment, and rewards is taken on its face. 
The skimpy evidence does not mean that incen
tives have no effects, but it certainly opens up 
doubt about the claims sketched above. Note as 
well that incentives are the resource of the 1970s 
and 1980s: reform in these decades has focused 
on tighter requirements, improved social climates 
for achievement, and other noneconomic re
sources. Yet enthusiasm for the efficacy of these 
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practice, but they seem insufficient to ex
plain the existence of that stability. 

Another common problem with these ex
planations is that each assumes that change 
is to be expected in teaching. Each line of 
inquiry seeks to explain the absence of 
change, to discern "barriers," "obstacles," or 
"impediments" to innovation in the social, 
political, economic environment of teach
ing. But why should we assume that change 
is the normal state of affairs? It may seem 
an un-American idea, but perhaps stability 
is to be expected in this practice. Instead of 
looking for barriers to change in the envi
ronment of practice, perhaps we should be 
trying to understand the sources of persist
ence in teaching. 

In what follows, I explore three such 
sources. One is a European and American 
scholastic inheritance that embodies and 
supports traditional practices of school in
struction. A second is popular practices of 
teaching and learning, largely traditional in 
character, that support similar practices in 
schools. A third source of persistence is a 
social organization of schooling in which 
reform ideas and practices are mostly iso
lated in elite and selective universities, col
leges, and schools. As a matter of both his
torical and social description, then, the prac
tices that reformers wish to abolish might be 
regarded as normal. Efforts to reform teach
ing practice have lacked the social and or
ganizational resources that are required for 
success in the U.S. system of school govern
ance. 

Instructional Inheritance 
In our old instructional inheritance, 

teachers are tellers of truth, who actively 
inculcate knowledge. Learning is relatively 
passive: students listen, read, and accumu-

resources is no more solidly based than enthusi
asm for those resources that were popular in 
earlier decades: more experienced teachers, better 
books, newer schools, more equipment, and the 
like. In fact, the current assumptions about the 
efficacy of incentives have an eerie resemblance 
to assumptions about the power of "objective" 
resources in the 1950s and 1960s, just before the 
deluge of contrary evidence. 

late what they are told. And knowledge is 
objective and stable. It consists of facts, laws, 
and procedures that are true, independent 
of those who learn, and entirely authorita
tive. These ideas and practices have deep 
and old roots in academic habit. By contrast, 
the ideas and practices that reformers have 
pressed are a recent and still controversial 
development in our civilization. 

Consider first the view that knowledge is 
purely objective—that it is discovered, not 
constructed. This notion has deep roots in 
medieval Europe. Recall that educated men 
of that age worked from hand-copied man
uscripts that had survived the collapse of a 
glorious Empire, or found their way into 
Europe from more sophisticated Eastern civ
ilizations. Educated Europeans attached 
great esteem and authority to these rare, 
often sacred texts. They were studied and 
copied with great care, their contents mem
orized and analyzed with minute attention 
and considerable deference. In medieval re
verence for the text we find one source of 
later ideas about the objectivity and special 
authority of written knowledge (Moore, 
1938, chaps. 3, 4). 

The Protestant Reformation strengthened 
this tradition, for reformers sought to get 
back to the holy old sources that the Church 
had monopolized, and to re-orient worship 
accordingly. Luther was probably more con
vinced of the absolute truth of holy texts 
than were the Bishops of Rome, and more 
committed to literal Bible study. Early Prot
estantism strengthened respect for the objec
tivity and authority of written knowledge, 
adding to medieval foundations on that 
point (Ely & Arrowood, 1934, pp. 71-72, 
82-100, 128-137). 

Some heroic histories of science have held 
that such respect for intellectual authority 
was destroyed in the age of Newton and 
Voltaire. But the religious sources of respect 
for the authority of written fact endured for 
centuries. Most of Europe remained Catho
lic, after all, and the Counter-Reformation 
was not exactly a liberal movement. In ad
dition, the individualistic fruits of the Ref
ormation grew very slowly within most Prot
estant denominations: most were state estab
lishments, in which orthodoxy was carefully 
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guarded. Even in the more individualistic 
American colonies, literal reading, remem
bering, and recitation seem to have been the 
rule well into the 19th century. Little in the 
early modern history of religion eroded re
spect for the authority of written knowledge. 

Early modern scientists did sometimes at
tack religious belief, but science did not de
stroy respect for intellectual authority. Sci
entists and philosophers in the 17th and 18th 
centuries workshipped a rational Nature. 
They believed in the objectivity and author
ity of sciences that would open Nature's 
lawful heart to investigators. The age of 
Newton and Voltaire began to replace rever
ence for the authority of revealed text or the 
established Church with reverence for the 
authority of objective and rational natural 
facts (Cassirer, 1955, pp. 3-15). And as the 
facts of Natural Philosophy were discovered, 
they were written down in books. In an age 
in which scientific experiments were re
stricted to a tiny minority that had the re
quired knowledge, time, and money, the best 
that literate men could do was read. The 
written materials of science became a new 
doctrine. It was studied and recited as faith
fully, and often as mindlessly, as the old 
doctrines. The revolutions of modern sci
ence of course radically changed the concep
tion of knowledge, how it was derived, and 
where its authority lay. But these revolutions 
did little to disturb reverence either for the 
objectivity of fact, or for the authority of the 
books in which facts resided. 

During most of the modern age, then, 
there was little argument about the objectiv
ity of knowledge, nor about the great au
thority of such knowledge, even though 
there was dispute about which sort of knowl
edge was true. In all of the European and 
American traditions, religious and scientific, 
knowledge was believed to be factual, objec
tive, and independent of human distortion. 
Only very recently have these old and deeply 
rooted ideas been broadly questioned. 

A second element in our old scholastic 
inheritance is the idea that teaching is telling. 
In medieval Judaism and Christianity, the 
teacher was a voice for authoritative knowl
edge, which originated elsewhere. He was a 
pipeline for Truth. The teachers' assignment 

included codification and clarification of es
tablished knowledge, written commentaries 
on texts, the resolution of disputes between 
authorities, or among students, and passing 
knowledge on to students in texts and lec
tures. Teachers were the center of instruc
tion (Aries, 1962, p. 262; Broudy & Palmer, 
1965, chaps. 4-6). 

Teaching as telling appears to have sur
vived early modern Europe more or less 
intact. Philippe Aries has shown that in a 
small circle of elevated families, more gentle 
practices of childrearing began to grow in 
the late middle ages or early modern era 
(Aries, 1962, p. 61). But the character of 
school instruction remained traditional. In 
addition, formal instruction was limited to 
a very modest fraction of the population 
(Aries, Part II, chaps. 4-6). The churches 
were the only institutions of popular teach
ing until the 19th century, and there seems 
to have been no more room for give-and-
take with the laity in Calvinist and Lutheran 
practice than in Catholicism.4 

Traditional instructional practices per
sisted through the Enlightenment. While this 
may seem contradictory for an Age of Rea
son, nearly all schools began as religious 
establishments. Teaching was heavily influ-

4 Medieval approaches to teaching seem to 
have begun as formal occasions in which instruc
tors told knowledge to students. But the rise of 
scholastic philosophy, which focused much atten
tion on the problems of harmonizing Church 
teachings with increasingly diverse and secular 
knowledge, gave rise to new approaches, espe
cially to formal disputation. This changed teach
ing, at least in some respects. Abelard, though 
celebrated in many modern accounts for his am
orous liaison with Heloise, was much more noted 
by contemporaries for his recognition of funda
mentally contrary views of important religious 
issues, his efforts to harmonize these issues 
through a sort of dialectical method, and for his 
brilliance in disputes with other scholars concern
ing those issues. The method of dialectic that he 
helped to pioneer became central in scholastic 
philosophy. Disputation played a noteworthy and 
perhaps central role in university teaching in the 
12th and 13th centuries: teachers seem to have 
employed it among themselves, and perhaps in 
work with students; and students who wished to 
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enced by the traditional pedagogy that teach
ers saw as students in school, university, and 
church (Aries, 1962, chaps. 4-6). In addi
tion, the Enlightenment view of the mind as 
a blank tablet, ready to be inscribed by ex
perience, did little to dislodge the inherited 
idea that teaching was the didactic telling of 
truths. 

The dominant Western traditions of 
teaching had a strong didactic cast, then, 
well into the 19th century.5 In both religious 
and secular practices, teachers were persons 
of authority. They had special knowledge. 
Their task was to pass this knowledge on, 
intact, to students. 

The notion that learning is a passive proc
ess of accumulation, a third element in our 
scholastic inheritance, was quite consistent 
with these views. The idea that people learn 
by listening, reading, practicing, and remem
bering made perfect sense in medieval Eu
rope, when knowing meant taking posses
sion of material already extant. The idea 
that quiet attention, obedience to teachers, 
and recalling and repeating material were 
evidence of learning seems to have been 
powerfully reinforced by early Protestantism 

be certified as university teachers (to become 
doctors), had to demonstrate their competence in 
disputation of a thesis that they prepared. It ap
pears, however, that these forms became stylized 
and perhaps arid by the later Middle Ages. Dis
putation seems to have played no part in instruc
tion in Protestant churches or schools. All the 
evidence suggests that instruction became much 
more rigid as a consequence of the Reformation. 

5 These points are consistent with the testi
mony of those early reformers who sought to 
change traditional teaching. In the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries, Rousseau and Pestalozzi 
represented their child-centered ideas as unprec
edented deviations from ancient practices of di
dactic lecture and mechanical recitation. British 
advocates of more gentle and child-centered in
struction reported that rigid rote teaching was the 
rule there, 4 to 6 decades later. And contemporary 
American reformers of similar persuasion be
moaned the rigidity of teaching-as-telling, at 
about the same time. While vanity may have 
inclined these innovators to play down the 
sources of their own inspiration, the evidence in 
their accounts is quite consistent with everything 
else we know about teaching at the time. 

(Aries, 1964, 252-262). For in addition to 
their textual literalism, the new denomina
tions were obsessed with human sinfulness. 
In Calvinist and Lutheran doctrine, growing 
up meant learning to control devilish im
pulses. Protestant doctrine portrayed up
bringing as a contest for young souls, in 
which didactic instruction and strict disci
pline were needed to tame the wild spirits. 
Children who wanted their own way were 
viewed as willful, disobedient, or devilish. 
Obedience was a sign of religious virtue 
(Aries, 1962; Broudy & Palmer, 1965; Ely & 
Arrowood, 1934). 

The qualities in children that have been 
celebrated in more recent traditions of ped
agogical reform—independence of mind, 
spirited inquiry, and a willingness to strike 
out on one's own—were thus identified with 
sinfulness in early modern Europe. The new 
philosophies of the European Enlighten
ment reversed these Reformation ideas rad
ically in one sense: children were pictured as 
innocent rather than sinful. But childish 
minds also were portrayed as passive recep
tors: a powerful new instruction was needed 
to replace the old ecclesiastical messages. 
The idea that children could learn the right 
lessons if only left to themselves appeared 
later. 

All the extant evidence about instruction 
in the 17th and 18th centuries supports this 
account. Methods varied, but most teaching 
proceeded as though learning were a passive 
process of assimilation. Students were ex
pected to follow their teachers' directions 
rigorously. To study was to imitate: to copy 
a passage, to repeat a teacher's words, or to 
memorize some sentences, dates, or num
bers. Students may have posed questions in 
formal discourse, and perhaps even embroi
dered the answers. But school learning seems 
to have been a matter of imitative assimila
tion (Aries, 1962, pp. 262, 266-268; Broudy 
& Palmer, 1965, chap. 6). 

Compared with this venerable inherit
ance, traditions of reform were born yester
day. The notion that children had distinctive 
ways of thinking, and that they would learn 
better if these were taken into account, 
seems to have appeared in America only in 
the early 19th century. The idea spread in 
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succeeding decades, but slowly. In the mid
dle of the century a few school reformers— 
Horace Mann and Bronson Alcott among 
them—argued for a gentler pedagogy, and 
respect for children's uniqueness (Church & 
Sedlak, 1976, chap. 4). A few contemporary 
authors of teaching handbooks and school 
texts made similar arguments (Page, 1847). 
The new tradition was enriched by the im
portation of Froebel,s ideas later in the cen
tury, by a growing volume of home-grown 
writing about a new pedagogy after the Civil 
War, by the establishment of a few normal 
schools dedicated to a gentler pedagogy, and 
by the growth of the child study movement. 

By the time John Dewey began writing 
about education, about a century ago, new 
conceptions of children's thinking and learn
ing were becoming more available. Instruc
tional experiments also were reported more 
frequently. More than a few teachers must 
have had a brush with these notions, for the 
texts and handbooks went through several 
printings, and there were articles and reports 
in educational and popular magazines. Also, 
some teachers attended the reformist normal 
schools, or their summer institutes. 

But these were early ripples, not a tidal 
wave. Turn of the century reports from 
higher education and professional meetings 
suggest that the new ideas were far from 
common. And contemporary accounts of 
classrooms revealed that the gentler peda
gogy had made small dents in traditional 
practice, at best (Finklestein, 1970; Rice, 
1893). In addition, the new traditions had 
just begun to develop when educators were 
swamped by a real tidal wave: a deluge of 
elementary students, including huge num
bers of immigrant children, washed into 
public schools late in the last century. One 
reason this slowed the new tradition of ped
agogical experiment was that educators had 
to scramble simply to keep from sinking 
under the tide of bodies. Another was that 
most schools responded to the tide with 
batch-processing methods of instruction and 
school management (Tyack, 1974). On both 
counts, the new enrollments created barriers 
to the progress of a new pedagogy that had 
not existed before. 

Traditions of instructional reform devel

oped further during the 20th century, and 
the process continues today. The notion that 
learning is a process of active construction 
rather than passive assimilation, for exam
ple, is still quite novel. John Dewey ad
vanced a version of this view in the early 
years of our century, when he argued that 
school curricula should encourage children 
to reconstruct the great heritage of extant 
knowledge by a process of guided reenact-
ment. But he did so in an age when most 
scientists and fans of science pictured knowl
edge as solidly objective and enduring, when 
the reigning psychology pictured the mind 
more as a passive receptor than as an active 
creator of knowledge, and when Dewey and 
other reformers agreed that most school 
learning was in fact passive—that students 
added nothing to it, even with what psy
chologists now term students' "misconcep
tions." The objectivity of scientific knowl
edge had not yet been called into serious 
question, and other limits on scientific un
derstanding did not begin to appear until 
decades later. The more radical notion, that 
scientific knowledge itself is constructed, not 
simply discovered, that science is more a 
feat of disciplined imagination than of quar
rying hard facts, has begun to gain some 
scientific acceptance only in recent years. 
And the idea that minds actively construct 
knowledge is only beginning to be explored 
in psychological research and to be broad
cast in educated opinion, despite earlier phil
osophical intimations and announcements. 

Traditional approaches to instruction are 
very old, and seem to have correspondingly 
deep roots. By contrast, traditions of instruc
tional reform are still young. While reform 
ideas seem self-evident to committed parti
sans, and well-established to those who built 
careers around them, they are a great histor
ical novelty. Efforts to sort out their intellec
tual content and implications for instruction 
are only beginning. This is true even in the 
U.S., the nation most deeply committed to 
the new pedagogy. Other countries, like 
France, Germany, or Spain, remain largely 
untouched by new instructional ideas and 
practices. But efforts to try the new ideas out 
in practice are isolated and quite fragmen-
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tary, even in America. While trials of the 
new pedagogy have been most extensive in 
American early education, even there the 
outstanding examples have been in secluded 
private primary schools. The new practices 
seem to have made little progress in U.S. 
secondary schools, and even less in colleges 
and universities. We seem far from a mature 
grasp of what this new tradition implies for 
our understanding of teaching, let alone for 
the practice of teaching. 

Popular Practices 
By itself, of course, the great age of one 

tradition, or the youth of another, proves 
nothing. Revolutions occasionally seem to 
sweep everything before them. But there is 
no sign of such a revolution in instruction, 
even though reformers have repeatedly pro
claimed it. In addition, traditions of practice 
do not exist in an academic vacuum. School-
teaching subsists within a society in which 
unspecialized teaching and learning go on 
everywhere. These popular instructional 
practices have slowed the reform of aca
demic practice. 

Many practices are organized as very dis
tinctive specialties. Plumbing is an example. 
Few nonplumbers do much repair or instal
lation. Entry to practice is generally quite 
restricted. Legal requirements for municipal 
approval of repairs and installation often 
virtually mandate the use of master 
plumbers. And the tools of the trade are 
costly to acquire, and not easily mastered. 
As a result, relatively few adults know much 
about plumbing, and few children learn 
much about it. Teaching also is organized as 
a specialized craft. There are restrictions on 
entry to practice. Becoming a teacher is 
fairly costly. The work is commonly con
ceded to be difficult. And there seems to be 
a good deal of specialized craft knowledge. 

Despite these specialized features of teach
ing, there also is an extraordinary amount 
of unspecialized instruction. Most adult 
Americans are unlicensed teachers in a great 
range of matters. This work includes every
thing from such basics as teaching children 
language and the conduct of social interac
tion to such ubiquitous incidentals as teach
ing children and other adults how to ride a 

bike, drive a car, tune a television, or pur
chase groceries. The extraordinary amount 
of unspecialized instruction signals an 
equally broad range of unspecialized learn
ing.6 

It seems likely that we learn a great deal 
from these popular practices of teaching and 
learning, about teaching and learning. This 
matter has been little probed in academic 
research on teaching,7 but there is a good 

6 While the social organization of instruction 
described here is not unusual, it is not inevitable 
either. Some societies have very weakly developed 
school systems, and in such cases nearly all in
struction is unspecialized. Other societies have 
very highly developed systems of schooling and 
child care, which sharply restrict unspecialized 
instruction. Some kibbutzim in Israel, for in
stance, deliberately have removed children from 
their homes and made childrearing a communal 
responsibility, carried out in separate facilities by 
somewhat specialized caretakers. While the pur
pose was to reduce social inequalities and build 
community, one effect was to replace unspecial
ized parental instruction with more specialized 
and formal instruction by child-care workers. 
There are similar developments in the U.S., 
though for quite different reasons. Formal, insti
tutional child care has greatly expanded in recent 
decades, in part as a result of more women work
ing. An increasing fraction of children therefore 
receive appreciably less instruction from parents, 
and appreciably more from teachers and from 
young peers. In some cases (home care, most 
obviously), informal instruction from child-care 
workers simply substitutes for parents' informal 
instruction. But in other cases, children receive 
less informal and more formal instruction, be
cause they attend formal child care agencies that 
give a prominent place to school-like teaching 
and learning. 

7 Most academic research on instruction fo
cuses on school instruction, as though researchers 
assumed teaching and learning were limited to 
academic establishments. Academic investiga
tions of instructional innovation also have been 
restricted to schools. Researchers have considered 
change only in school instruction, and have tried 
to explain non-change only in terms of various 
features of schools' organization, management, 
or political economy. And they have done so 
despite all the evidence that popular influences 
on learning are very important, perhaps more 
important than academic influences. 
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deal of indirect evidence. Decades of study 
show that family and community influences 
on children's learning are more powerful 
than the schools' influences (Averch et al., 
1972). These results are consistent with evi
dence on the political attitudes that schools 
try to teach. Many studies show that family 
and community influences on the develop
ment of these attitudes in students outweigh 
those of schools (Merelman, 1971). In ad
dition, children communicate among them
selves about the content and methods of 
instruction, and there is plenty of evidence 
that they influence each others' academic 
learning. It seems likely that this pattern also 
holds for children's learning about teaching 
and learning. It is difficult to see how they 
could be so strongly influenced by commu
nity and family in the content of instruction, 
and not also be influenced by the modes of 
instruction themselves. How could students 
learn from the message without learning 
from the medium? 

What do children learn about teaching 
and learning from these popular practices? 
Systematic evidence is spotty, but it suggests 
that family and community instruction is 
mostly traditional. Studies of childrearing 
find that didactic instructional practices are 
very common. Parents are less likely, for 
instance, to explain than to simply tell chil
dren what to do. They are less likely to 
question than to command (Kohn, 1969). 
Studies of attitudes about education also 
find that traditional ideas and values, such 
as belief in strong discipline and acceptance 
of established authority, are very common. 
These studies also show that traditional 
practices and attitudes are most common 
among less urbanized, more religious, work
ing-class, or lower middle-class Americans 
(Kohn). Children from these sectors of so
ciety are highly likely to arrive in school with 
well-formed and distinctly traditional atti
tudes about teaching and learning. Research 
on childrearing also shows that the parents 
who are most likely to employ elements of 
the new pedagogy at home, or to support it 
at school, are highly educated and cosmo
politan. But even these seem to be a minority 
of such parents: most seem to have quite 
traditional ideas about what should be 

taught in schools, and how. Finally, the rel
atively few schools that adopt the new ped
agogy generally enroll children from unusu
ally advantaged homes. 

These points fit with my account of his
torical studies of family life and schooling. 
Both suggest that the old scholastic inherit
ance has been transmitted at least as much 
by informal as by formal instruction. Phil-
lipe Aries, among other scholars, argues that 
this inheritance rests on popular practices of 
teaching and learning that are conservative 
in character, and have been passed down 
unwittingly from medieval times.8 These 
popular traditions have been slowly eroded 
by more cosmopolitan instructional ideas 
and practices in the last few centuries, but 
the old ways are still firmly established. One 
reason is that the new pedagogy seems to be 
rooted in a distinctively cosmopolitan and 
upper middle-class style of family life, in 
which parental discipline is relaxed, in which 
children have plenty of money and free time 
and need not work, and in which personal 
independence is highly valued. The spread 
of the new pedagogy outside of school thus 
depends at least partly on the expansion of 
both economic affluence and cosmopolitan 
moral and political values to new segments 
of the population. While there has been 

8 Aries writes, for instance, that traditional con
ceptions of childhood persisted, virtually un
changed, in the French and British working 
classes from the 16th and 17th centuries into the 
19th century. The workers' social isolation from 
the aristocracy and upper middle class meant that 
innovative childrearing ideas and practices that 
originated among advantaged families had little 
effect on workers. Medieval attitudes and prac
tices thus persisted virtually unaltered into the 
19th century among most French and British 
families (Aries, 1962, pp. 334-336). 

9 The impact of practice on policy is a large, 
largely unexplored territory. Students of imple
mentation called it to our attention because they 
noticed the importance of practitioners' prefer
ences, judgments, and expertise in the realization 
of social policies. But their forays into the terrain 
of practice have been limited by a tendency to 
avoid categories salient to practice in favor of 
those familiar to policy—perhaps because inves
tigators were drawn to practice by tracing policy 
into it. 
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some expansion of this sort, there is little 
evidence of great change. Most high school 
students still work, and a very large fraction 
do so for a large fraction of their time. Most 
parents' attitudes about childrearing still 
seem to be quite traditional. And there have 
been only slight and inconsistent changes in 
the distribution of income in the U.S. during 
this century. 

Another reason for the slow spread of the 
new pedagogy is that it is a regular target of 
political attack. Pressure groups and public 
officials regularly press traditional ideas on 
school boards, administrators, and teachers. 
Parents often press them on schools, when 
they find that they cannot understand their 
children's homework. Campaigns against 
frills, new-fangled methods, and educational 
reform have been a recurrent feature of 
American school politics since the inception 
of public education. Many educators and 
local districts carefully avoid new ideas and 
practices, and teachers who might embrace 
them. 

Most reformers have assumed that tradi
tional instructional practice is rooted in 
teachers' bad habits, and that it is an obso
lete, boring, and stupid imposition on chil
dren. In a sense this is not surprising— 
schoolteachers, after all, are formally in 
charge of instruction. But my account sug
gests that traditional teaching in schools 
echoes and reflects popular practices outside 
schools. If so, the conceptions and practices 
that reformers wish to replace are not simply 
impositions, as Dewey and most reformers 
since have asserted. They contain views of 
knowledge, teaching, and learning to which 
many parents, teachers, and students have 
deep loyalties. In many cases it is the reform 
ideas and practices that are an imposition. 
What is more, these old views and practices 
can be reasonably defended (and have been, 
by l.B. Kandel and W. Bagley, for instance), 
even if they are unpopular in many aca
demic circles. 

Reformers also have concentrated on 
schools, in their efforts to improve instruc
tion. They have tried to change teaching 
methods, texts, academic knowledge, and 
instructional organization. This too is un
surprising: most reformers have been aca

demics of one sort or another, committed 
by profession if not experience to the efficacy 
of academic work. They could hardly revise 
family life. Despite that, my account sug
gests that school instruction floats on a sea 
of popular practices, and that these practices 
have an historical life of their own. It also 
suggests that popular instructional practice 
is largely traditional. The old scholastic in
heritance is passed across the generations, 
outside the stream of formal schooling, by 
families and communities, as well as inside 
it, by teachers and students. It seems pain
fully short-sighted to believe that such an 
inheritance could be easily or quickly 
changed merely by changing school learning 
and teaching. 

Social Organization of School Systems 
All instruction, popular or specialized, 

subsists within particular organizations. 
Families are one example, schools another, 
and neighborhood gangs and factory work 
groups are two others. In addition, most 
schools are part of larger educational orga
nizations that we call school systems. One 
way that these systems can influence practice 
is by affecting the transmission of knowledge 
about practice. This is particularly salient to 
any discussion of reform, since many 
changes in practice require new knowledge. 
The instructional reforms discussed here cer
tainly do, at least so the reformers have 
argued. 

School systems vary in their capacity to 
gather and transmit knowledge about prac
tice, or the improvement of practice. Some 
systems (the United Kingdom, Singapore, 
and some states in Australia, for instance), 
employ formal inspection as a way to collect 
and spread knowledge about good instruc
tional practices among teachers and schools. 
Other school systems have no such avenues 
of internal communication. Some systems 
are large and decentralized, which makes 
communication difficult, other things being 
equal. Others are small and centralized, 
which can reduce barriers to the the ex
change of knowledge. 

The organization of U.S. education gen
erally seems to impede communication 
about practice. American schools sprawl 
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over so large a country, and are organized 
in such a decentralized and fragmented fash
ion, that it may not be accurate to describe 
them as a system. While there is plenty of 
communication within and around these 
schools, there appears to have been only 
sporadic and limited exchange of knowledge 
about practice and the reform of practice. 
Communication about Progressive reforms 
has been especially limited. 

Most of the intellectual inspiration for 
Progressive reforms of instruction has ema
nated from academic intellectuals in elite 
institutions of higher education. John 
Dewey, Jerrold Zacharias, Jerome Bruner, 
W.H. Kilpatrick, and Theodore Sizer are 
among the leading figures in these traditions. 
They and many of their improving col
leagues held posts at Columbia, Harvard, 
The University of Chicago, MIT, Brown, 
and other pinnacles of academic excellence. 
Institutions of this sort also are the sources 
of most academic research, whether in the 
sciences, the social sciences, or the humani
ties. They were the institutions from which 
much criticism of public education as mind
less and boring was launched during the 
Progressive era, the 1950s, and the last dec
ade or so. They were the intellectual source 
of the curriculum reforms of the late 1950s, 
and the places in which most of the curric
ulum development was carried out. They 
also are the institutions in which the new 
cognitivist or constructivist psychology, 
presently regarded by many academics as a 
basic rationale for instructional reform, 
flourishes. These institutions are thus the 
center of the academic universe. Their fac
ulties have great prestige. 

But prestige does not easily translate into 
influence on practice. For one thing, pre
cisely because these institutions are at the 
top, they are quite remote from the thou
sands of higher and lower schools in which 
nearly all teaching and learning occurs. One 
reason is that the social distance helps to 
preserve the great status of those at the top. 
Faculty hiring is an example. Graduate stu
dents trained in the best institutions tend to 
work in such places, while students trained 
elsewhere rarely find their way to faculty 

positions at the top. They much more often 
wind up in the sorts of less selective institu
tions from which they came. If graduate 
training is an influence on instructional 
practice, that influence rarely seems to cross 
the great divide of academic status that sep
arates a few dozen research universities from 
thousands of lesser institutions (Jencks & 
Reisman, 1969). And of course only a tiny 
fraction of public school teachers are grad
uates of the highly selective institutions at 
the top. Most schoolteachers are educated 
in unselective institutions in which mass 
education is the order of the day. The edu
cation of faculty in lower and higher schools 
thus offers few ways for the great colleges 
and universities to influence teaching prac
tice. 

But even if we restrict ourselves to ideas 
about practice, the elite centers are less influ
ential than their great prestige might suggest. 
For these institutions have devised a unique 
mission: research and the production of new 
knowledge. Their distinction is partly due to 
their faculties' discoveries and academic pro
duction, and to their education of new pro
ducers and discoverers. But the mass of col
leges and universities and nearly all the lower 
schools exist to provide day care, to prepare 
students for further specialized education 
and work, and to grant degrees. Producing 
new knowledge is not a major and often not 
even a minor part of their work. As a result, 
staying in touch with new knowledge that 
has been produced in the academic centers 
is not a high priority for their faculties. It is 
quite superfluous for most purposes of life 
and work in the academic hinterlands. Some 
use it as a way of "keeping up," and staying 
in touch. But for those who do not write— 
the huge majority of U.S. teachers, whatever 
their institution—it is a matter of personal 
preference, not occupational necessity. Most 
teachers in the academic hinterlands have 
no good reason save curiosity to consume 
faculty production from the central aca
demic institutions. And the generally heavy 
teaching loads offer a substantial disincen
tive to read widely or write. This situation 
restricts the influence of critical writing 
about traditional instruction, or research on 
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instruction or learning, that is done at the 
great research universities (Jencks & Reis-
man, 1969). 

Another reason that the great centers of 
learning have contributed little to the reform 
of instructional practice is that their faculties 
are not known for either great interest or 
accomplishment in this department. Teach
ing of any sort is not the highest faculty 
priority at these universities, nor are many 
of them noted for excellence in instruction. 
In addition, most teaching in these places— 
excellent or not—is quite traditional lecture 
and recitation, as it is nearly everywhere in 
American higher education. All reports on 
instructional practice in higher education 
suggest that only infrequently is it either 
student-centered or exciting (Dunkin, 1986; 
McKeatchie, 1980). Most reports suggest 
that instruction in higher education has 
changed little for generations, and that much 
of it is dull (Rudolph, 1977, pp. 88-89). So, 
even if the barriers to the transmission of 
ideas or practices described above were 
much more modest, the examples of peda
gogy that faculty at the great universities 
presented would be little different from what 
their less eminent colleagues do. 

In fact, only a handful of educational in
stitutions, higher or lower, assign a high 
priority to cultivating the reforms of instruc
tion discussed here. Bennington, Sarah Law
rence, Bard, and a handful of sister colleges 
are centers of such practice (Rudolph, 1977), 
as are Shady Hill, the Cambridge School, 
the Prospect School, and a few dozen other 
elementary schools. This is a small group of 
institutions, and quite selective (most are 
private and charge fees, and most admit only 
academically able students). They have suc
ceeded in keeping traditions of student-cen
tered practice alive for several generations, 
which has been no mean feat. But the circle 
of institutions has not expanded much dur
ing that time, and may have contracted. In 
addition, only a few efforts have been made 
to educate new recruits in this sort of teach
ing. 

So, the great academic centers, from 
which the most potent attacks on traditional 
pedagogy have been launched, are not well-

situated to influence instruction in most ed
ucational institutions. Nor are they places in 
which the new pedagogy is cultivated. That 
pedagogy does flourish in other schools, but 
they are few in number, selective in charac
ter, and small in influence. The social orga
nization of U.S. schooling seems to reinforce 
traditional teaching, and to retard the spread 
of reform. John Dewey might have seen in 
this situation those gulfs between theory and 
practice that he so often deplored. But the 
gulfs seem wider and their existence more 
settled now than when Dewey began deplor
ing them. 

Conclusion 
One theme in this essay has been the 

historicity of educational innovations, and 
the wisdom of incorporating historical per
spectives into studies of them. Such perspec
tives have been rare. Studies of innovation 
and policy in the U.S. have drawn heavily 
on the social sciences, and those sciences are 
practiced in rather an ahistorical fashion 
here. American analysts tend to view inno
vation in a foreshortened perspective. While 
quick studies of issues are often essential, 
there is no good reason to treat innovations, 
programs, and policies as though each were 
contained in a tidy time of its own. Such 
myopic work is particularly problematic in 
sectors like education, in which many in
novations are actually tied up with old strug
gles over the purposes of schooling, the na
ture of learning, and the proper role of teach
ing. 

I sketched, by way of a contrary example, 
some connections between recent American 
efforts to improve teaching and the larger 
history of instructional ideas and practices. 
I argued that our struggles over such things 
as Progressive education, Discovery Learn
ing, and the new technology are small epi
sodes in a great collision between inherited 
and revolutionary ideas about the nature of 
knowledge, learning, and teaching. The col
lision began only two centuries ago, as re
formers first trained their fire on established 
conceptions of instruction (though with the 
wisdom of hindsight we can now see some 
earlier sources of their ideas). From this 

167 

 at Stanford University Libraries on March 24, 2011http://eepa.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://eepa.aera.net


David K. Cohen 

perspective, recent reform ideas resemble 
early manifestos in a long revolution, or 
fumbling first steps along an unfamiliar 
path. Dewey and the left-wing Progressives 
look like early missionaries. And as men of 
the word often do, they assumed that 
preaching, along with a few examples of 
good works, would be sufficient. The curric
ulum reforms of the late 1950s and early 
1960s were an even larger academic crusade, 
but these reformers also preferred preach
ment in their home ground to work in the 
schools. Perhaps efforts to press the new 
electronic technologies into schools will be
come a third crusade, though much remains 
to seen on this point. 

It is possible, perhaps even likely, that 
these reform episodes will turn out to be 
only the first chapters of a longer saga. If so, 
we could expect to learn more about old and 
new instructional doctrines as the arguments 
sharpen, and as some innovators and tradi
tionalists try to practice what they preach. 
But we also could expect that reformers will 
continue to cry in an academic wilderness. 
For the collision described here has been 
slow, and its effects on instruction modest. 

A second theme in this essay has been that 
policy depends on practice.9 The instruc
tional reforms discussed here seek profound 
changes in practices of learning and teach
ing: they are mind-changing programs. But 
changing minds is rarely easy. I explored 
three ways in which dependence on practice 
has affected instructional reforms. One is 
academic and institutional: inherited modes 
of teaching and learning are virtually un
challenged in most academic agencies, and 
seem to be quite effectively passed on by 
them. A second is popular and informal: 
teaching and learning are ubiquitous, com
prising much of the ordinary work of ordi
nary life. Children learn a good deal about 
the nature of knowledge, and about how it 
is taught and learned, before they ever get to 
school. They continue this ordinary learning 
from ordinary interactions outside of school, 
while enrolled in school. Their ordinary 
knowledge is typically quite traditional. In
structional reforms in schools must swim 
against these informal currents of instruc

tion, and against popular political support 
for them. 

A third way that practice affects policy is 
organizational. Teachers in the lower 
schools work at the broad bottom of a 
sprawling educational system, while most 
critics of traditional instruction work in elite 
institutions at its narrow heights. Most crit
ics of traditionalism have inhabited univer
sities that are either ambivalent about or 
hostile to the study of teaching. Most prac
titioners of reformed instruction are se
cluded in a small group of schools and col
leges that carefully select students and fac
ulty for their aptitudes and sympathies. But 
most teachers everywhere else are much less 
protected from public pressures, and they 
must work with whomever walks through 
the door. These differences have been com
pounded by the great and cherished gulfs of 
prestige and position that separate leading 
critics and reformers from instructors in the 
undistinguished mass of teaching institu
tions, higher and lower. The organization of 
instructional practice thus embodies many 
obstacles to communication about the prob
lems of practice, or the means of improve
ment. 

My account of dependence is hardly the 
only way to consider the relations between 
practice and policy. But I found it appealing, 
in part for heuristic reasons: it reverses the 
usual order of things. Most studies of a new 
initiative begin with the policy or the inno
vation; practice is considered a means of 
execution. But if we begin with practice, and 
view it as an established system of opera
tions, policy appears as an intervention into 
it. At worst, analysis of this sort would be 
refreshing. But it might improve our under
standing of practice. It might even encourage 
some revision in academic discourse about 
policymaking. For policy studies has be
come the analysis of official actions and 
agencies. The chief facts of policy analysis 
are the ideas and actions of state employees 
and agencies. The chief categories of analysis 
have been derived from the study of the state 
in political science and public administra
tion. 

But policies and programs are not simply 
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official creations. They also are interven
tions into established patterns of social re
lations. A language of analysis closely 
adapted to the state may not be the best way 
to grasp these patterns, or their relations to 
policy. The inherited language of discourse 
about policy has made it easy for analysts of 
instructional reforms to miss some rudimen
tary features of practice—such as that teach
ing and learning are not purely or perhaps 
even primarily the property of formal scho
lastic agencies, or of the state bureaus that 
govern or maintain those agencies. This 
oversight has obscured some other impor
tant points about reform policies and pro
grams. One is that every instructional reform 
contains an implied program for practice, 
and makes some bets about the resources 
required to reform practice. Yet few analysts 
have premised studies of implementation on 
analyses of the demands that reforms made 
on practice. Few have carefully assessed the 
resources that are available in practice to 
support those reforms. Few have tried to 
figure out what teachers actually did with 
academic work, as they "implemented" a 
reform of instruction. And fewer still have 
tried to understand what explains differences 
among teachers' management of instruc
tional reforms. 

These issues and others related to them 
are a worthy agenda for students of policy. 
Among other things, inquiry on these points 
would enrich our understanding of how in
novative policies and programs work. But 
intellectual rewards are no assurance that 
research will be done. For work of this sort 
would require that researchers cross the ac
ademic divides that separate the study of 
teaching from the study of governance, pol
icy, and organization. Such forays are pos
sible, but have so far been rare (Shulman & 
Sykes, 1983). 
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