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Education and Society 
 Education and larger society interdependent 

 Needs of society generally drive education 

 Social change usually reflected in education – not 
vice versa 

 The capacity of education frequently enables or 
disables social change 

 But education is not solely responsible 
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William Penn 
 

“Men of wisdom and virtue, qualities that 
because they descend not with worldly 

inheritances, must be carefully propagated 
by the virtuous education of youth . . ..” 

 
William Penn, from his Preface to the Frame of                 

Government of Pennsylvania, 1682 
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Early Pennsylvania Schools 
 

 1697: Friends Public School – not public but for children of 
Philadelphia commercial elite to prepare for clergy and 
commerce 

 

 First half of 18th century: 

 Immigrant groups built their own schools to prepare 
their children to become future farmers and clergy 

 The Enlightenment led Franklin and others to support 
schools for scientific inquiry and practical knowledge 
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Early Social Progress 
 1776 state Constitution: “A school or schools shall be 

established in each county by the legislature, for the 
convenient instruction of youth, with such salaries to 
the masters paid by the public, as may enable them to 
instruct youth at low prices.” 

 
 NOTE: Education was state responsibility – but not 

free 
 
 Trend toward democratization, along with commercial 

growth and the older religious culture all encouraged 
expansion of schools into early 19th century 
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The 1-Room School 
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Universal Public Education 
 1834 Free Schools Act: 

 State-regulated  common 
schools 

 Publicly financed 

 Governed by local elected 
officials 

 Open to all youth 

 

 Reflects: 
 Democratic spirit 

 Increased importance of 
commerce/industry 

 
EPLC Fellows Retreat           September 18, 2014 7 



McGuffey’s Reader, 1836 
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Continued Social Progress 
 From Civil War to Depression: 

 Industrial Revolution: machines and brains over muscle 

 Immigration: common schools  melting pot 

 Migration: preparing children of former slaves for work 
and citizenship in the industrializing north 

 Growing economic progress and middle class led to and 
depended upon more education  growth of high 
schools 

EPLC Fellows Retreat           September 18, 2014 9 



Professionals Were in Charge 
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Since World War II 
 International conflict 

 Global economy and connectedness 

 Faith in education as engine to fuel military and 
commercial leadership and statesmanship 

 Greater diversity in society and schools 

 Greater demands on schools 

 But for the past 30 years, schools seen as part of 
the problem, not the solution 
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Interests / Coalitions Took Charge 
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Economic Changes 
 1848:  Pennsylvania became the first state to set a 

minimum age for factory work – 12  

 

 1895:  Pennsylvania adopted first Compulsory 
Attendance Act, requiring all children between 8 
and 13 to attend school at least 4 months a year 
(not during planting or harvesting season) 

 

 1910:  Census was still tracking all persons 10 and 
older as part of the labor force 
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Economic Changes 

Breaker Boys at Pennsylvania Coal Company Mine, 1911 
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Economic Changes 
    Common PA Jobs - 1910     Common PA Jobs - 2010 

 Coal miners 

 Farmers 

 Iron and steel workers 

 Farm laborers 

 Servants 

 Retail dealers 

 Salesmen 

 Building trades 

 

 

 Trade, transportation, utilities 

 Health care/social assistance 

 Professional/business services 

 Manufacturing 

 Leisure/hospitality 

 Local government 

 Financial services 

 Educational services 

 Construction 
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Economic Changes 

Doctors, 2011 
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Economic Changes 
 Global competition 

 Global marketplace for 
goods and services 

 Global labor force 

 Global capital markets 

 Roles of inventors, 
engineers, 
manufacturers 
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Response of Education 
 Career-technical education 

 Expansion of higher education 

 Increased emphasis on math and science 

 Increased use of technology in schools 

 Faith in market economy  competition in 
education: 
 Charter schools 

 Vouchers 

 Privatization 
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Response of Education 
 No additional time for schooling 

 Standards  standardization 

 Increased testing and accountability (only 22% think 
this has been helpful; Gallup, 2013) 

 Focus on reading, math, science (that which is tested 
is taught) 

 Reduced emphasis on: 
 Creativity (art, music, etc.) 
 Learning about other cultures 
 Foreign languages 

 Don’t we need these in a global economy? 
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Demographic Changes 
 State  population more than doubled from 1900 – 2010 

(to 12.7 million) 

 Little change in ancestry (western and central Europe) 
despite growth in Hispanic/Latino immigration 

 4th highest percentage born in state (74%) 

 4th highest percentage over 65 (16.4%) 

 Relatively small minority population (22% :: US = 37%) 

 However, public school minority population is growing 
faster (31% in 2013-14) 
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Response of Education 
 Nearly universal school attendance (97%) 

 

 Special education 

 

 Federal education law (NCLB, 2002):  attention to 
minority students and English language learners 

 

 But teaching force looks less and less like students (in 
past 20 years, students of color increased from 19 - 
31%; teachers of color declined from 6% - 4% ) 
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Response of Education 
1899 

2010 
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Purposes of Public Education 
 Provide universal access to free education 

 

 Guarantee equal opportunities for all children 

 

 Unify a diverse population 

 

 Prepare people for democratic citizenship 

 

 Prepare people for economic self-sufficiency 
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21st Century Reform Agenda 
 Standards and assessments 

 Test-based accountability 

 Success for all students 

 Focus on increasingly narrow curriculum 

 Increased influence of national government and 
foundations 

 Choice, charters, and privatization 
 

Do these actually promote the purposes 
of public education? 
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Are They Now in Charge? 
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Who Should be in Charge? 

The Public Trusts . . . 
  Public School Teachers 64% 

  The Presidency 29% 

  Big Business 21% 

  Congress 7% 

2014 Gallup polls of public attitudes toward pubic 
education and of institutional confidence 
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Who Should be in Charge? 
 50% give A and B grades to local public schools 

 

 67% give A and B grades to the public school their 
oldest child attends 

 

 27% give A and B grades to Obama education 
policies 

 
(2014 Gallup poll of public attitudes toward pubic education) 
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What Lies Ahead? 
 More centralization of policymaking influence 

 Every participant in every debate is certain he or 
she is always right – and demonizes all who 
disagree 

 More conflict (centralization raises stakes of all 
disputes) 

 Continued focus on all students (hopefully) 

 Less attention to voices of teachers and parents 
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Will China Eat Our Lunch? 
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Will China Eat Our Lunch? 
 

“The current . . . reform initiatives — 
centralized curriculum, standardized testing, 
accountability, required course of study — 
could kill creativity, the United States’ real 
competitive edge.” 

 
Yong Zhao, University of Oregon 

Former Director, U.S.-China Center for 

Research on Educational Excellence 
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What the Public Wants 
Public Wants Schools to Teach . . . 

  Critical thinking 95% 

  Communications skills 94% 

  Goal-setting 89% 

  Collaboration skills 84% 

  

Public believes in 
importance of 
extracurricular activities 

94% 

2013 Gallup poll of public attitudes toward public education 
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What the Public Wants 

Public Thinks Schools Should . . . 

  Motivate students 85% 

  Foster creativity 84% 

  Promote well-being 77% 

  Build character 76% 

2013 Gallup poll of public attitudes toward public education 
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Are We on the Right Path? 
 What kind of society do we want? 

 What is the role of education in producing that 
society? 

 Can we ensure opportunity for all without 
enforcing standardization on all? 

 Can we educate all children if we focus only on 
individual students at the expense of systems? 

 Can we have good schools by denigrating public 
education or discouraging and blaming teachers? 
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Are We on the Right Path? 
 Ask of every public policy and every proposal: 

 Is it good for most or all children? 

 Is it good for the neediest among them? 

 Would you want it for your child or your next door neighbor’s 
child? 

 Is it oriented to what the future is likely to be – not just to 
what policy wonks a decade ago thought the future would be? 

 Does it improve public institutions that serve children? 
 

 “Reform” means “to change to a better state” 
(dictionary.com) – not just any crazy idea dreamed up 
by politicians and think tanks 
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Are We on the Right Path? 
 

 This is your future 

 

 You have a voice 

 

 Hopefully the Fellows program will help you 
realize and exercise that voice effectively 
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The End 
 

 After 45 years of doing this work, I realize that I 
know less and less about more and more 

 

 It’s time to leave you in charge 

 

Robert E. Feir 

rfeir@comcast.net 
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