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Each of us, at one time or another, has been asked what our philosophy of life is with respect to a certain 

issue or problem; or someone may comment on another's behavior by saying, "You certainly know what her 

or his philosophy is." Each of us has a personal philosophy which we apply, consciously or unconsciously, to 

our daily life. While some people are more informed than others, most people have established a basic 

framework within which to view life.  

Similarly, each teacher has not only a personal philosophy of life but a philosophy of education as well. 

These two philosophies are quite closely related. A teacher's personal philosophy generally has a significant 

impact upon the educational philosophy he or she adopts. For example, how a teacher interacts with people in 

general will likely affect the way in which he or she chooses to interact with children and fellow colleagues in 

the teaching-learning environment. How the teacher views the importance of knowledge will affect that 

importance in the classroom. What the teacher values will affect the value patterns he or she models in the 

classroom. One builds upon the other. Your own personal philosophy toward life probably had a great deal to 

do with your decision to pursue teaching as a career.  

Quite often, the term "philosophy" conjures up images of an abstract field of study pursued by those at 

the highest levels of academia. In many respects, philosophy is abstract. But it is also concrete, and as such it 

is with each of us at all times. In this sense, philosophy is the system of beliefs about life which each of us act 

out daily. It is one of the most important pieces of intellectual equipment that each of us has.  

Philosophy pervades all aspects of education. It is the underlying basis for everything we do in the 

classroom. In this chapter, we will give you a brief sketch of the basic principles and underlying assumptions 

of five schools of philosophy which have, in turn, led to the development of a number of educational 

philosophies. While these are by no means the only schools of thought, they are the ones we consider to have 

had the most significant impact on education, both in the past and at present. In each case, we will briefly 

discuss the relationship of these philosophies of education in terms of their implications for the 

teaching/learning process. And finally, for each philosophy, we will present a brief profile of an educational 

philosopher who is generally identified with the particular school of thought. At the end of the chapter we will 

cite other readings which will give you a more in-depth perspective of the several schools of thought.  

It is not our intent in this limited space to make educational philosophers out of you. The purpose of this 

section is to introduce you to the types of educational philosophies most prevalent in contemporary American 

schools. Also, we hope to convey to you the importance of a personal philosophy of education as you continue 

your professional training and enter the classroom. As you grow and develop both as a teacher and as an 

individual, you will need to study philosophy in more depth.  



WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION?  

Philosophy of education has its roots in classical philosophy. Philosophy is defined by Webster as 

"the love of wisdom," which is a literal translation of the Greek term. It is the study, through the use 

of the powers of reason, of the ultimate causes of things in the universe. It helps us to answer 

recurring questions-What is real? What is truth? What is of value? How do we know these things? It 

helps us to organize our personal system of beliefs in order to be able to apply them to our daily 

living. The study of philosophy helps us to better understand who we are, why we are here, and to 

some extent where we are headed.  

What one knows is, in youth, of little moment; they know enough who know how to learn.  

Henry Adams  

Educational philosophy directs its attention to the same basic concerns as classical philosophy. 

But the philosophic probing of these concerns is directed toward the analysis and clarification of 

educational problems and issues. Just as one forms a general philosophy toward life, so too does one 

entering the teaching profession develop a philosophic position regarding education and schooling. 

There are numerous philosophic issues in education and schooling. A variety of philosophic issues 

in education confront the teacher almost daily. Some are major issues of broad import, while others 

are directly related to the daily teaching-learning process. Some of the more fundamental questions 

which philosophers and educators have been posing for ages are presented in the inventory. 

Underline the position you lean toward or support at this time for each of the ten items. At the end of 

the chapter, check back again and reflect on your original philosophical position; see if you would 

still make the same choices.  

One of the goals of this chapter is to help you clarify where you stand with respect to your 

educational philosophy. Most of you are just entering the field of education, and will have time in 

the years ahead to develop and refine your educational philosophy. Classroom-teaching experiences 

and dealing with all kinds of educational problems and issues will provide more input for you, as 

will further study.  

Your educational philosophy is closely tied to, indeed built upon, your general philosophy of 

life. Let us take a closer look at some of the sources of your developing educational philosophy.  

Educational Philosophy: Sources  

A general philosophy of life, as well as an educational philosophy, have many sources. Some of them are 

obvious; others are not.  

 

PEOPLE. The multitude of people encountered during the process of maturing have a significant impact upon 

what one comes to believe; upon what one becomes. Parents, teachers, siblings, friends, members of one's 

extended family, clergy, neighbors, and other people in the community influence the development of an 

individual's thought and behavior. The kinds of relationships and experiences he or she has with these people 

helps to mold his or her attitudes and systems of beliefs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SCHOOL. The experiences the individual has in school are molding forces as well. The kind of school(s) one 

attends and the teachers in them are key sources of one's educational philosophy. Many of you have decided to 

enter the teaching profession because you enjoyed school and were influenced greatly by one or more teachers 

during the course of your schooling. Others of you have chosen to pursue teaching careers because you 

believe you can make schooling a better experience for tomorrow's children and youth than it was for you. 

There were things you did not like and want to change if you can. Your schooling has influenced, and will 

continue to influence, the development of your educational philosophy.  

 

ENVIRONMENT. The sociocultural environment the individual lives in and grows up in is another important 

source of his or her educational philosophy. If one grows up in a home environment and community that 

places a high value on education, this will influence his or her philosophy. If good books and other resources 

are available, these too will have an impact. Travel is also a factor.  

These are the primary sources of one's philosophies of life and education. These sources and new ones will 

continue to have their effects as the individual continues to grow and develop.  

 

FIVE PHILOSOPHIES: AN OVERVIEW  

We will now take a brief look at each of the five major schools of philosophy that have influenced, 

and that continue to influence educational thought in the United States. These are not studies in 

depth, but rather short definitions designed to give you a general overview of each philosophy. 

These definitions will help you to better understand the five educational schools of thought that will 

be outlined following these definitions. The educational philosophies are all drawn from one or 

more of the philosophies briefly described here.  

Idealism  

Idealism is one of the oldest schools of philosophic thought. Plato, who is generally regarded as the 

father of idealism in the West, lived approximately 2,500 years ago; since then, the philosophy has 

been propounded, in various forms, by many others.  

Idealism emphasizes moral and spiritual reality as the primary sources of explanation of the 

universe. Truth and values are seen as absolute and universal. Knowledge is in the mind, and needs 

only to be brought to the conscious level through introspection. To know is to rethink the latent ideas 

which are already present in the mind.  

Realism  

Realism is another of the classical schools of thought. Aristotle contributed a great deal to the 

development of this philosophy in ancient Greece. The realist sees the world in material terms. This 

world of things, which exists independently of the mind, can be revealed to the mind through 

sensory experience and the use of reason. The realist views reality in terms of the world of nature. 

Everything is derived from nature and is subject to its laws. Realism suggests that life in its physical, 

mental, moral, and spiritual sense is attributable to and explicable by the ordinary operations of the 

natural world. Realism IS more concerned with things as they are than with things as they should be.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Neo-Thomism  

 This is one branch of the philosophy generally referred to as scholasticism. It was developed by Saint 

 Thomas Aquinas in the mid-thirteenth century. This Christian philosopher integrated Christian 

 thought with that of the early Greeks, in an attempt to bridge the gap between the dualism of idealism 

 and realism. Accordingly, humanity was viewed as having both mind and body. To the neo-Thomist, 

 God is the creator of the universe and humans are His ultimate creation. Aquinas suggested that people 

 need both reason and faith to understand God and the universe. Paradoxically, however, absolute truth 

 is to be found in faith. This philosophy became the official doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church 

 during the late nineteenth century and is, still influential today.  
 
Experimentalism/ Pragmatism  

Experimentalism, also referred to as pragmatism, grew out of the work of the English philosopher Sir 

Francis Bacon and the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. Experimentalism/pragmatism views 

reality as constantly changing; thus, reality can be known only through experience. There is no 

absolute or permanent knowledge; only what can be observed and experienced are real. In order to 

deal with this world of change, humanity needs to develop a means for dealing with the problems 

caused by change. And just as knowledge is tentative, so too are values.  

The whole art of teaching is only the art of awakening the natural curiosity of young minds for 

the purpose of satisfying it afterwards.  

Anatole France  

Existentialism  

This modern school of philosophy grew out of the work of the Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard, 

who believed that the central problem facing humanity is the ability to cope with its own existence. 

Individual freedom is viewed as being of primary importance. Since there are no absolutes, the 

individual is what he or she determines to become. One must choose what is essential and meaningful 

for oneself in this life and accept the consequences of one's choices. And one must strive to live this 

individual life in a world that stresses conformity to group behavior.  

EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHIES  

Now let us turn our attention to the major focus of this chapter, the examination of five educational 

philosophies. These are perennialism, essentialism, progressivism, reconstructionism, and 

existentialism. In each case we will briefly sketch the significant assumptions and principles 

underlying each school of thought and then turn to an examination of the influence of these theories 

on educational purposes, curriculum, and method, and their effects on the role of the teacher and the 

role of the school. A profile of an educational philosopher who is dearly identified with each school of 

thought will also be presented.  



For purposes of organization, we have divided these five educational philosophies into two 

categories: (1) traditional schools of thought like perennialism and essentialism; and (2) contemporary 

schools of thought like progressivism, reconstructionism, and existentialism. We use the labels 

"traditional" and "contemporary" only to indicate the schools of thought which have been with us 

historically as opposed to those which are more recent in their development.  
.   

No one philosophy is right for all people. Each philosophy has its intelligent, informed, 

and thoughtful proponents as well as its ardent critics who are just as intelligent, informed, and 

thoughtful. Therefore, we will make no attempt to rank one philosophy as better than 

another-although our biases may show through from time to time. What is important is that you, as 

a future teacher, carefully examine each of these philosophies as you begin to define your own 

personal educational philosophy. An educational philosophy is not just an abstract discipline to be 

studied and debated at the highest levels of academia. Rather it is a foundation, a life plan, a 

system of beliefs that we use daily. To work effectively with children and youth in the schools, a 

teacher must develop a philosophy in order to help students sort out what they believe. .  

 

TRADITIONAL SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT  

Perennialism  

 Perennialism is an educational philosophy founded -on the belief that that body of knowledge which 

 has endured through time and space should form the basis for one's education. It contends that the 

 basic principles of education are both timeless and recurring. Robert M. Hutchins, a longtime 

 proponent of the perennialist school, summarizes education's task: Education implies teaching. 

 Teaching implies knowledge. Knowledge is truth. The truth is everywhere the same. Hence, education 

 should be everywhere the same. This school of thought developed out of the philosophical schools of 

 realism and neo-Thomism described earlier. Perennialists view the individual as both a rational and a 

 spiritual being. Let us now take a look at the perennialist position as it relates to specific areas of 

 education.  
 

A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his influence stops.  

Henry Adams  

PURPOSE. The basic purpose of a perennialist education is to help the student uncover and 

internalize the lasting truths. Since these truths are universal and constant, it follows that they should 

be the goals of a genuine education. These truths are best uncovered through the careful training of the 

intellect in order to discipline the mind. Character training is also important as a means of developing 

one's spiritual being. The training of both the intellect and the spirit are central.  

 

CURRICULUM AND METHOD The curriculum of a perennialist education would be 

subject-centered and would draw heavily upon the disciplines of literature, mathematics, languages, 

and the humanities, including history. It would be what is commonly termed a "liberal" education. 

Hutchins suggests that the best means to attaining this enduring knowledge is through the study of the 

great books of western civilization. The method of study would be the reading and discussion of these 

great works which in turn disciplines the mind.  

 

 

 

 

 



ROLE OF THE TEACHER. The teacher, accordingly, must be one who has mastered a discipline, 

who is a master teacher in terms of guiding discussion which will enable the student to deduce the 

proper truths, and whose character is beyond reproach. The teacher is to be viewed as an authority in 

the field whose knowledge and expertise are not to be questioned.  

 

ROLE OF THE SCHOOL. The role of the school becomes one of training an intellectual elite who 

know truth and will one day be charged with passing this on to a new generation of learners. The 

school must prepare children and youth for life.  

 

Essentialism  

Essentialism is the second of the major traditional schools of educational thought. Although it has been the 

most predominant educational philosophy throughout history, the modern essentialist movement actually 

developed during the early part of this century in response to the educational philosophy known as 

progressivism (which we will consider next in our discussion). Essentialism draws upon the philosophical 

schools of realism and idealism discussed earlier. The essentialist position relating to education was 

formulated by Professor William C. Bagley of Teachers College, Columbia University. Bagley, generally 

regarded as the father of the essentialist educational philosophy, believed that the major function of the-school 

was to transmit the cultural and historical heritage to each new generation of learners.  

 

PURPOSE. The purpose of an essentialist education is to pass on the cultural and historical heritage through a 

core of accumulated knowledge which has persisted over time and thus is worthy of being known by all. This 

knowledge, along with the appropriate skills, attitudes, and values, embodies the essential elements of an 

education. The learner's task is to internalize these elements of an educated citizen.  

 

CURRICULUM AND METHOD. Like the perennialist curriculum, the curriculum of an essentialist 

education is subject-centered. The emphasis during the elementary school years is upon basic skills in reading, 

writing, and mathematics; in ·the secondary school, this is expanded to include a concentrated study of mathe-

matics, science, the humanities, language, and literature. The mastery of these curricular areas is viewed as an 

essential foundation for the general education necessary to living a fulfilling life.  

The rigorous study of these disciplines will develop the learner's mind and at the same time make him or 

her aware of the surrounding physical world. Mastery of the basic facts and concepts of the essential 

disciplines is imperative.  

ROLE OF THE TEACHER. The role of the teacher following the essentialist philosophy is much like that of 

the teacher working under the perennialist position. The teacher is again viewed as a master of a particular 

subject field and as a model worthy of imitation. Teachers are to be respected as authorities in areas of 

knowledge and because of the high standards they hold. The classroom is very much under the teacher's 

influence and control.  

ROLE OF THE SCHOOL. The role of the school becomes one of conserving and transmitting to the current 

generation of learners the cultural and historical heritage through the accumulated wisdom and knowledge of 

the traditional disciplines. This is a school where each student will learn the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 

values necessary to making him or her a contributing member of society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



CONTEMPORARY SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT  

Progressivism  

Progressivism, as an educational philosophy, grew out of the pragmatist philosophy of Charles S. Peirce, 

William James, and John Dewey. But it is primarily from the educational writings of Dewey that the general 

underlying principles of progressivism are drawn. In that sense, it is truly an American educational 

philosophy, designed to best meet the needs of those growing up and living in a democracy. Dewey viewed 

the school as a democratic society in miniature, where students could learn and practice the skills necessary to 

living in a democracy. It was through these experiences that the individual would be able to deal with a 

changing world: Since reality was constan1ly changing, Dewey saw no need to focus upon a fixed body of 

knowledge as did the perennialists and essentialists. Progressivism, instead, places emphasis upon how to 

think rather than what to think. The basic underlying principles of progressivism as summarized by Kneller 

are outlined below.  
 

1. Education should be life itself, not a preparation for living.  

2. Learning should be directly related to the interests of the child.  

3. Learning through problem solving should take precedence over the inculcating of subject 

matter. .  

4. The teacher’s role is not to direct but to advise.  

5. The school should encourage cooperation rather than competition.  

6. Only democracy permits-indeed encourages-the free interplay of ideas and personalities that is 

a necessary condition of true growth.  

 

PURPOSE. The purpose of progressive education is to give the individual the necessary skills and tools with 

which to interact with his or her environment-an environment which is in a constant process of change. These 

tools should include problem-solving skills which the individual can use to define, analyze, and solve 

problems of both a personal and a social nature. In addition, the learning process should focus upon 

cooperative behaviors and self-discipline, both of which are necessary for functioning in a democratic society.  

  

CURRICULUM AND METHOD. A progressivist curriculum is generally built around the personal and 

social experiences of the students. It draws most often upon the social sciences as the core of the subject 

matter to be used in the students' problem-solving experiences and projects. But since problem solving 

involves communication skills, mathematical processes, and scientific inquiry, the curriculum is truly 

interdisciplinary in nature. Books are viewed as tools in the learning process rather than as sources of ultimate 

knowledge.  

The methodology used is often difficult to distinguish from the curricular processes. The scientific 

methods of inquiry and problem solving are the generally accepted methods.  

ROLE OF THE TEACHER. The teacher has a very different role to play when operating under the 

progressivist philosophy. This is a role in which many teachers are not at all comfortable. Because the 

students are viewed as learners who are capable of thinking and exploring their own needs and interests, the 

role of the teacher becomes that of a guide for the students in their problem-solving activities and projects. 

The progressivist teacher must help students define meaningful problems, locate relevant data sources, 

interpret and evaluate the accuracy of data, and formulate conclusions. This teacher must be able to recognize 

at what point a student needs instruction in a particular skill in order to proceed further in his or her inquiry. 

This requires a teacher who is patient, flexible, interdisciplinary, creative, and intelligent. It is not an easy role 

to fulfill.  

 

 

 



ROLE OF THE SCHOOL. The progressive school is generally viewed as a microcosm of the large society. It 

is here that the young learner can study problems and issues faced by the community as a whole. The school 

becomes a living-learning laboratory, a working model of democracy and an entirely new world order. George 

S. Counts formulated the early thinking of this camp in 1932 with his classic work, Dare the Schools Build a 

New Social Order? (This work is "must" reading for any serious student of education.) Counts contended that 

the schools would not truly carry out their role until they became centers for the building of a totally new 

society committed to eradicating poverty, war, and racism. Counts states:  

 

If the schools are to be really effective, they must become centers for the building, and not merely for the 

contemplation of our civilization. This does not mean that we should endeavor to promote particular 

reforms through the educational system. We should, however, give to our children a vision of the 

possibilities which lie ahead and endeavor to enlist their loyalties and enthusiasms in the realization of 

the vision. Also our social institutions and practices, all of them, should be critically examined in the 

light of such a vision.  

Counts further contended that "to refuse to face the task of creating a vision of a future America 

immeasurably more just and noble and beautiful than the America of today, is to evade the most crucial, 

difficult, and important educational task." This challenge was issued by Counts in 1932; the statement is as 

contemporary now as then.  

Theodore Brameld has also been an outspoken advocate of reconstructionist philosophy. He contends 

that although we have moved from an agrarian, rural society to a highly technological, information-oriented 

urban society, there exists a serious cultural lag in our ability to adapt to a technological society.  

More recently, the historian Edwin O. Reischauer of Harvard University, a former United States 

Ambassador to Japan, has called for "a profound reshaping of education if mankind is to survive in the sort of 

world that is fast evolving." Reischauer contends that unless we move quickly to bring about this reshaping of 

education, it will be too late.  

Before long, humanity will face many grave difficulties that can only be solved on a global scale. For 

this there must be a much higher degree of understanding and a far greater capacity for cooperation 

between disparate peoples and nations than exist now. Education, however, as it is presently conducted 

in this country-and in every other country in the world, for that matter-is not moving rapidly enough in 

the right direction to produce the knowledge about the outside world and the attitudes toward other 

peoples that may be essential for human survival within a generation or two. This, I feel, is a much 

greater international problem than the military balance of power that absorbs so much of our attention 

today. 

 

PURPOSE. The purpose of a reconstructionist education is to raise the consciousness of students regarding 

the social, economic, and political problems facing humankind on a global scale, and to instruct them in the 

necessary skills to solve these problems. The ultimate goal of a reconstructionist education is the creation of a 

new society, an interdependent global society.  



CURRICULUM AND METHOD. The reconstructionist curriculum takes as its subject matter the 

multitude of social, political, and economic problems facing humankind. This includes, as well, the 

social and personal problems of the students themselves. It uses the organizing structures of the social 

science disciplines and the processes of scientific inquiry as the methods for working toward the 

solution of these problems.  

ROLE OF THE TEACHER. The role of the teacher is very similar to the progressivist role. The 

teacher must make students aware of the problems facing humankind, help them identify problems 

they are committed to working on, and then ensure that they have the necessary skills to do so. Where 

they do not, it is the teacher's task to instruct them accordingly. The teacher must be skilled in helping 

students deal with controversy and change, for most of the problems to be solved are very 

controversial. The teacher must encourage divergent thinking as a means to creating potential 

alternative solutions to these problems. Further, the teacher must be well organized and capable of 

orchestrating many different learning activities simultaneously. It is a difficult role but a very 

challenging and stimulating one.  

ROLE OF THE SCHOOL. The reconstructionist school becomes the primary agency for social, 

political, and economic change in society. As such, it plays a very different role from that traditionally 

assigned to the school. Its task is to develop "social engineers," citizens whose purpose is to radically 

alter the face of contemporary and future society. How do you think contemporary American society, 

in general, would react to this kind of education philosophy put into practice?  

Existentialism  

The final school of thought which we will consider in this chapter is existentialism. Existentialism is 

more difficult to describe in relation to schooling because, as a philosophy that stresses individualism 

and personal self-fulfillment, it generally runs counter to our group-normed system of education in the 

United States. In existentialism, each individual is viewed as being unique and uniquely responsible 

for his or her own fate. This theory is obviously the antithesis of reconstructionism.  

PURPOSE. The basic purpose of education as related to the existentialist position is to enable each 

individual to develop -his or her fullest potential for self-fulfillment.  

CURRICULUM AND METHOD. Because each individual has specific needs and interests related to his or 

her self-fulfillment, there is no generally prescribed curriculum. Rather, the individual learner draws upon 

those experiences, subject-matter fields, and intellectual skills necessary to attain self-fulfillment. The 

processes of reflective thought are generally emphasized.-The humanities and the arts are often viewed as 

appropriate subject areas which further the necessary introspection and reflection. Students are encouraged to 

pursue projects that will help them develop needed skills and acquire requisite knowledge.  

 

ROLE OF THE TEACHER. The teacher's role is again similar to that of a progressivist or reconstructionist 

teacher, i.e., to guide the learner and gently stimulate reflective thought through probing questions. The 

teacher is, in a word, nondirective. The teacher presents the class with a variety of views in order to bring 

about a genuine discussion of the subject matter. While the teacher has read widely and can certainly set the 

subject before the class adequately, he or she instead submits the subject for discussion. After discussion, the 

teacher offers the class his or her own view, formed after long reflection on the subject.-The teacher asks the 

students to consider this view against their own experiences, including the knowledge they have gathered in 

this class and in previous ones.  

 

 

 

 

 



Should the student reject the teacher's interpretation of the subject, it is the student's right to do so. 

Existentialism insists not that the teacher be "successful," but that the teacher be honest. Nevertheless, honesty 

leads to success, for if the teacher is honest with the pupil, trust is established. In an atmosphere of mutual trust 

the student knows that the teacher's interpretation of a subject is a wise one, and the teacher knows that the 

student will weigh this interpretation with the respect it deserves. Thus the dialogue that is education rests on 

trust between persons, a trust that the teacher must earn by integrity and create with skill.  

ROLE OF THE SCHOOL. The school should be a forum where students are able to engage in dialogue with 

other students and teachers to help them clarify their progress toward self-fulfillment.  


