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Can Education Be Subversive? Postman And Weingartner And The Case Of Citizenship in The National Curriculum for England

‘We aim at no less than a change in the political culture of this  country both nationally and locally: for people to think of themselves as active citizens, willing, able and equipped to have an influence in  the public life and with the critical capacities to weigh evidence before speaking and acting”   (Crick 1998, pp 7-8)
Citizenship Studies became a National Curriculum foundation subject in secondary schools in England in 2002, based upon the findings and recommendations of the Final Report of the Advisory Group on Citizenship, commonly referred to as ‘The Crick Report’.  In aiming to change the political culture of the country, the subject might be described as subversive. While one might be concerned that to encourage independent thought, active involvement and criticality could be seen as a fundamental change in  the political culture of a democratic society, my concern in this instance is to consider whether state-provided education can be subversive, whether change such as proposed by The Crick Report can truly challenge social attitudes and conventions. A significant influence on my approach to this has been the idea of ‘the New Education’ propounded in the USA in the late 1960s and early 1970s, particularly as articulated by Postman and Weingartner.

‘Subversive’, as used Postman and Weingartner (1976), does not mean to overthrow or undermine social values and institutions, but to face and attempt to resolve problems pervading society, to undermine the attitudes which result in suffering and the processes which result in feelings of hopelessness and social alienation. Postman and Weingartner pondered whether anything could be done to save a society characterised by problems of “mental illness . . .crime . . . [adolescent] suicide . . . parental beating. . . misinformation . . . pollution . . .  traffic” (pp12 & 13), all of which  problems remain. The list could be now extended to include religious fundamentalism, religious intolerance, and the decline of faith and values; growing consumer debt, and internet pornography; problems of falling standards and of unrealistic expectations; political apathy, political intolerance, political inertia, political disempowerment, and politicians who neither deserve nor earn respect.  I would argue that lists such as these, described by Arthur (2003: p3) as ‘litanies of alarm’, lie at the heart of citizenship education; not simply the existence of such lists, but the issues they address and the perceived need to do something about them.

Others, writing at the same time as Postman and Weingartner, would question whether state provided education can be subversive. Bowles and Gintis’ (1976) argued that education is designed to reproduce social relations, not to challenge them. Illustrated variously by their concepts of ‘correspondence’ and ‘jug and mug’, they sought to demonstrate that schooling would never go beyond meeting social needs as perceived by decision makers. Similarly, Goodman (1975) and others, most notably Illich (1973), proposed that the whole nature of schooling has to be reconsidered if significant social change is to be achieved – anything else might be described as ‘rearranging the deckchairs on the Titanic’. Goodman describes the focus on education being necessarily delivered through institutionalised schooling as “a mass superstition” (p11).  Equally, however, Goodman also posited that “Fundamentally, there is no right education except growing up in a worthwhile world . . . grown ups do not have such a world” (p55).

One of the central issues is whether Citizenship education is subversive rather than simply whether it could be.  Pring (2001) observes that “teaching is the conscious effort to bridge the gap between the state of mind of the learner and the subject matter (the public forms of knowledge and understanding) which is to be learnt, and as such the teachers’ expertise lies in understanding both”(p23). Bell (2005) commented that Citizenship initial teacher education courses are “at the sharp end of citizenship development, producing new teachers with a fascinating range of backgrounds and a commitment to the development of citizenship as a National Curriculum subject. These new teachers . . . are providing much needed expertise in an area of the curriculum that is sometimes misunderstood and undervalued by headteachers and senior managers in schools. 

 . . . if these specialists have so much to offer to this emerging and exciting subject, why are there not more advertisements from schools wishing to recruit them? It also surprises me that only 241 places on citizenship teacher training courses are being made available this academic year” (p3).  Most schools (Cleaver et al, 2003; Leighton 2004) do not have specialist teachers of Citizenship nor, according to Bell above, do they seem to be seeking to appoint them. This leads one to ask whether the change in political culture proposed by Crick, what might be considered by some to be the subversive nature of Citizenship Education, is likely to be realised.
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