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Most scientists might not admit the role of emotions in 
their research. They would say that it's an interest in the 
intellectual aspect of the problem that motivates them. I don't 
believe it. I think most of us do something because at a certain 
moment in our lives we, have been profoundly impressed in an 
emotional way by some event. We overlook in everything we do the 
importance of deep emotional responses that, at a critical 
period, focus our interests in a certain direction. 

Rene Dubos 

This paper de r ives from my growing concern over 
the c u r r e n t d i r e c t i o n of the mastery learning 
movement. This concern has been kindled by pe­
rusa l of r ecen t i ssues of Outcomes., by 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n at Network and o the r , mastery 
lea rn ing confe rences , and by d i scuss ions with 
mastery lea rn ing proponents and opponents. And it 
has been fanned by reading papers c r i t i c a l of 
mastery learning such as A r l i n (1984) and Good and 
Stipek (1983) . 

The nexus of my concern is not t h a t mastery 
learn ing ideas are i n e f f e c t i v e . Indeed, while new 
me ta - ana ly t i c a l r e sea rch may cha l lenge whether 
5Oth p e r c e n t i l e s tuden t s t y p i c a l l y learn as well 
as 85-9Sth p e r c e n t i l e ones (Guskey, personal 
communication), mastery s t r a t a g i e s have worked 
w e l l under a wide v a r i e t y of t each ing / l ea rn ing 
c o n d i t i o n s , now including fu l l s ca le c i v i l war: 

The hea r t of my concern is the nature of the 
exp lana t ion tha t a growing number of mastery 
learning proponents now offer as to why t h i s 
e f f e c t i v e set of ideas remains unused, underused, 
misused and abused by so many educa to r s . Those 
proponents seem to perce ive t h i s nonuse, underuse, 

misuse and abuse as being p r imar i ly a t e chn ica l 
ma t t e r t h a t can be resolved by simply revamping 
c e r t a i n t e a c h i n g / l e a r n i n g s t r u c t u r e s . 
Accordingly, the pages of Outcomes and the bulk of 
mastery l ea rn ing workshops are f i l l e d with advice 
about a p p r o p r i a t e l y r e s t r u c t u r i n g cur r icu lum 
planning , t e s t i n g , t each ing , grading and 
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . ' 

I feel t h a t the issue is deeper however. As 
Foshay (1973) and more r e c e n t l y Sarason (1983) 
sugges t , i t i s b e l i e f systems, not s t r u c t u r e s , 
which u l t i m a t e l y d r ive a l l tha t we do in schoo l s . 
Thus, I pe rce ive the nonuse, underuse, misuse and 
abuse of mastery learning ideas as being more a 
ph i losoph ica l ma t t e r t h a t can be resolved only by 
changing c e r t a i n teaching/ learning b e l i e f s . So. ! 
d e s i r e to sec in the pages of Outcomes and at 
mastery learning conferences a cont inuing and 
s p i r i t e d s u b s t a n t i v e dialogue among mastery 
learning proponents regarding our b e l i e f s and 

bel ief systems. 
The purpose of t h i s paper is to help i n i t i a t e 

such a dialogue. Herein, I propose to step back 
from my own play with mastery learning ideas and 
( Continued on page 4.) 
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to advance for your cons ide ra t i on and debate some 
of the fundamental beliefs that have dr iven my 
thinking.. 

:The paper is organized as follows. First. I --
shall lay. out what I perceive are the four major 

issues c u r r e n t l y bedevil ing educat ional public-
policwnakers. These issues cen te r around b e l i e f s 
regarding mat te rs of exce l lence and equi ty in 
s tudent learning and economy as well as excitement 
in t each ing . Second, I sha l l lay out some of my 
own b e l i e f s about these m a t t e r s . Br i e f ly , I 
be l i eve t ha t v i r t u a l l y a l l s tuden t s can be equal 
and exce l l en t in t h e i r l ea rn ing , learning r a t e and 
learning se l f -conf idence and t h a t t h i s equal 
excel lence or "equalence" can be generated with 
ex i s t i ng r e sou rces , e s p e c i a l l y i f staff a re 
t r e a t e d more humanely. Third, I shal l i nd ica te 
some of the concerns t h a t these b e l i e f s have 
ra ised among c o l l e a g u e s . And, four th , I sha l l 
specula te about why my b e l i e f s have ra i sed many of 
these conce rns . I sha l l propose that my b e l i e f s 
are c on t rove r s i a l because they chal lenge the 
hegemonic b e l i e f system about humans' capac i ty t o ' 
learn and teach tha t is deeply embedded in the 
consciousness of many educa to r s . This is the 
be l i e f system of Darwinism and social-Darwinism. 

The 4 E's 

Over the pas t year , pub l ic school educators 
have been inundated by a s e r i e s of high level 
school-reform documents. While the re is s t i l l 
some ques t ion whether t he se documents will have 
any r ea l impact on American pub l i c education 
there is no deba te t h a t t h e s e documents have had a 
perceptual impact on var ious publ ic policymakers. 
These policymakers seem e s p e c i a l l y concerned about 
at four major a r e a s . 

Exce l lence . The f i r s t of these areas involves 
issues of s tudent learning exce l l ence . 
Policymakers are s e r i o u s l y asking why so many. 
s tudents are c u r r e n t l y leaving our p u b l i c schools 
without those i n t e l l e c t u a l . emotional and 
behaviora l sk i l l s tha t have h i s t o r i c a l l y 
Character ized a large segment of our school-aged 
popula t ion . some reformers Challenge what we 
c u r r e n t l y teach arguing tha t present subject 

offer ings simply do not prepare s tudents to 
endure let alone prosper in t he i r out- of- school 
a n d p o s t - s c h o o l l i v e s . T h e s e r e f o r m e r s w i l l , f o r 

example, for c u r r i c u l a r and ins t ruc t iona l changes 
ranging from a r e tu rn to the bas ics to an advance 
to h igh- t echn ics . S t i l l o ther reformers chal lenge 
what levels we Current ly teach, arguing that we 
have le t our s tandards s l i d e . These reformers 
r a l l y , in p a r t i c u l a r , around t e s t i n g changes 
ranging from the Imposition of minimum competency 
t e s t s to maximal graduation requi rements . 

Equi ty . The second area under at tack by 
educational policymakers involves issues of 
e q u i t y . Here, while a few school reformers appear 

, to be at tempting to r eve r se the major c i v i l r i g h t s 
gains of the 60s and 70s, the majori ty are 
at tempting to preserve and extend them. Many of 
these reformers , for example, are cont inuing to 
w r e s t l e with the quest ion of how to maintain 
e q u a l i t y of oppor tuni ty so t ha t no s tuden ts by 
v i r t u e of t h e i r c o n s t i t u t i o n a l or socio-economic 
background are denied the oppor tuni ty to pursue 
learning exce l l ence . :A few of the re formers , 
however, are beginning to wres t l e with the . 
ques t ion of how to move beyond e q u a l i t y of 
oppor tun i ty to e q u a l i t y of outcomes to broader 
issues of oppor tuni ty and outcomes for everyone. 
As the Reverend Jesse Jackson has reminded 
educa to r s , we have taught minor i ty ch i ld ren to 
move from the back of the bus and to d r ive i t ; now 
we must teach them to run the bus company. And 
both these wres t l ing matches are being played out 
in a la rger arena where some school reformers are 
f i n a l l y beginning to r e a l i z e t ha t issues o f equity 
are not l imited to "minor i ty" s t u d e n t s ; t he re are 
i ssues o f e q u i t y — e . g . , t r a c k i n g — t h a t plague the 
"major i ty" s tuden ts as w e l l . 

Economy. The t h i r d area t ha t has drawn 
•' educat ional publ ic pol icymakers ' a t t e n t i o n 

involves issues' of economy. F e d e r a l , s t a t e and 
local aid for schools have been lacking over the 
l a s t several y e a r s . Faced with the r e a l i t y of no 
growth or l imited growth for i n s t r u c t i o n a l 
budgets', school reformers i r e beginning to ask 
hard ques t ions as to whence the resources for 
pursuing mat ters of exce l l ence and equ i ty wi l l 
come. Some reformers contend tha t " a l l out" 
pushes need to be made so tha t publ ic schools 
acquire t h e i r f a i r share of cur ren t economic 
upturn. These reformers look, for example, to 
t r a d i t i o n a l funding sources Such as leg is la tures - . 
as well as to untraditional ones such as 
l o t t e r i e s . At the same time, other re formers -
.contend that public schools must learn to get by 
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with the resources they already have. These 
reformers hope. In p a r t i c u l a r , to tune "ore f ine ly 
t h e i r e x i s t i n g human and nonhuman resource's and to 
o r c h e s t r a t e these resources in more c o s t - e f f e c t i v e 
fashions . 

Excltement. The f inal area which has drawn 
public pol icymakers ' concern involves i ssues of 
s t a f f excitement and renewal. For several years 
now, some of the school d i s t r i c t s ' most popular 
s ta f f workshops have been ones on the t reatment 
and prevention of teacher burnout . Central to 
these workshops has been the c rea t ion of more 
humane and rewarding school learning c l imates 
wherein fu r the r burnouts could be avoided and pas t 
burnouts r e l i g h t e d . Policymakers a re now 
beginning to ask how to genera te such c l i m a t e s . 
Some reformers be l i eve the answer l i e s in more and 
b e t t e r ex te rna l incent ives for t eache r s . These 
reformers , for example, c a l l for higher t eacher 
pay and b e t t e r ca reer o p p o r t u n i t i e s . Other 
reformers be l i eve the answer l i e s in more and 
b e t t e r in t e rna l incent ives for t eachers . These 
reformers c a l l , in p a r t i c u l a r , for s t r a t e g i e s to 
reaff i rm t e a c h e r s ' personal worth and power. And 
a l l t h i s a t t e n t i o n comes at a period of time when 
more and more teachers are tending to adopt a 
s tance t h a t is more r e l a t ed to being a publ ic 
employee than a profess ional—a stance t ha t has 
occasioned a growing number of educational 
policymakers to ques t ion whether any amount or 
type of incen t ives wi l l r e i n v i g o r a t e our s choo l s ' 
human r e s o u r c e s . These policymakers seem to be on 
the brink of stopping t h e search for a human-
dependent technology of t each ing and of s e t t l i n g 
for a machine-dependent technology ins tead . 

S o m e 4-E's Beliefs 

I too , have been wres t l i ng with these issues 
of exce l lence and equ i ty in s tuden t l ea rn ing , 
economy and excitement in t each ing . Let me now 
turn to my c u r r e n t b e l i e f s about each of these 
mat te rs . I w i l l be succint about these b e l i e f s 
because some of them have a l ready been developed 
in some d e t a i l in my pas t w r i t i n g s , no tab ly , 
Anderson and Block (1977), Block (1974) . Block 
(1978) and Block and Anderson (1975). Others wi l l 
be spe l led out in g r ea t e r d e t a i l in my future 
wr i t i ng such as the forthcoming Block, Artderson, 
Barber and Burns volume Exce l lence , Equity, and 
Mastory Learning (Longman. in p r e p a r a t i o n ) . 

Excellence B e l i e f s . I be l ieve that each 
s t u d e n t , with a few except ions , is capable of 
l ea rn ing we l l , swi f t ly and s e l f - c o n f i d e n t l y . ,. To 
achieve t h i s c a p a b i l i t y , the student must master 
not only c e r t a i n learning products but c e r t a i n 
learning p roces ses . 

One product r e l a t e s to the levels of learning 
that have h i s t o r i c a l l y charac te r i sed our 'best 
s t u d e n t s . Pragmat ical ly speaking, t h i s means I 
expect s tudents to do A-level work; not B, C. 0, P 
(Pass ) or S ( S a t i s f a c t o r y ) level l ea rn ing . I 
r e j e c t B and C levels of learning as being 
i n d i c a t i v e of excel lence because these levels 
t y p i c a l l y connote good or mediocre learning at 
b e s t . Likewise, I r e j e c t 0, P and S levels of 
l ea rn ing as being ind ica t ive of exce l lence because 
these leve ls typ ica l ly -connote the absence of 
f a i l u r e In learning r a t h e r than t h e presence of 
r ea l learn ing success . 

Another p roduc t r e l a t e s to the types of 
l e a rn ing t h a t have h i s t o r i c a l l y cha rac te r i zed our 
be s t s t u d e n t s . This means several t h i n g s . F i r s t . 
t h e s tuden t wi l l be asked to master not only 
c e r t a i n i n t e l l e c t u a l outcomes but a lso c e r t a i n 

• e m o t i o n a l and behavioral ones . -My e x c e l l e n t 
l e a r n e r s , for example, would be expected to master 
outcomes from a f f e c t i v e , psychomotor and 
in t e rpe r sona l taxonomies as well as c o g n i t i v e 
o b j e c t i v e s . Second, the s tudent wi l l be asked to 
master not only t h e lower-order aspects o f 
spec i f i ed i n t e l l e c t u a l outcomes but h ighe r -o rde r 
a s p e c t s , t o o . My exce l l en t l e a r n e r s , for example, 
would be pressed to master advanced and 
i n t e r m e d i a t e , not Jus t elementary t o p i c s ; 
e l e c t i v e , not J u s t requi red t o p i c s ; "open" t o p i c s 
where the compendiun of knowledge, s k i l l s , 
a p p r e c i a t i o n s and understandings is c o n s t a n t l y in 
f l u x , as well, as "c losed" top ics where t h i s 
compendium is more s t a b l e ; and top ics t h a t r e q u i r e 
c r e a t i v e , not Ju s t smart, problem s o l v i n g . Third , 
each s tudent would be asked to master f u t u r e -
o r i e n t e d as well as p re sen t -o r i en t ed outcomes. 

The process is the l e a r n l n g - t o - l e a r n outcomes 
t h a t have h i s t o r i c a l l y c h a r a c t e r i z e d our be s t 
s t u d e n t s . . Lea rn ing - to - l ea rn demands t h a t the 
s tuden t accept appropr ia te personal r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
for l ea rn ing . Accordingly, I expect the s tudent 
to learn how to assume g rea te r s e l f - c a r e for 
l e a r n i n g . Note that I say g r e a t e r , not t o t a l . I 
s t i l l assume that one of my chief i n s t r u c t i o n a l 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s is to do everything tha t I can as 
a teacher to help s tudents learn. But I wi l l 
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eventua l ly exhaust my bag of Ins t ruc t iona l 
t r i c k s . At that po in t , the in s t ruc t iona l bal l is 
out of my hands. I must generate a s tudent who 
wants to take th i s ba l l and run . 

l e a r n i n g - t o - l e a r n a lso demands that t h e s tudent 
acquire "appropriate personal r e s p o n s e - a b i l i t y for 
learning. Accordingly, I expect each s tuden t to 
learn how to assume g rea t e r se l f - t r ea tmen t of 
l ea rn ing . [ expect tha t s tuden ts will begin to 
define t h e i r own mastery learning outcomes and 
s tandards ; to develop t h e i r own ins t ruc t iona l 
sequences for a t t a i n i n g these outcomes to 
s tandard ; to plan and execute t h e i r own mastery 
learning i n s t r u c t i o n for each uni t in the sequence 
including o r i g i n a l i n s t r u c t i o n , feedback, and 
co r r ec t i on and/or enrichment techniques; and to 
conduct t h e i r own summative eva lua t ion . Again. [ 
am not assuming tha t s tuden ts wi l l always have to 
t r e a t themselves. Indeed, sometimes s e l f - t r e a t ­
men t , i s not only unnecessary but dangerous. But I 
do want s tuden t s who can t r e a t themselves when and 
if the s i t u a t i o n a r i s e s , as it must in much of 
o u t s i d e - o f - c l a s s and post-school l i f e . . 

Las t l y , l e a r n i n g - t o - l e a r n demands tha t the ' 
s tuden t acqui re appropr ia te ' personal responda-
b l l i t y for l e a r n i n g . It 1s not enough to have 
s tuden t s who can and want to assume g rea te r 
s e l f - d i r e c t i o n for t h e i r learning when necessa ry . 
U l t ima te ly , I must have s t uden t s who do assume 
t h i s d i r e c t i o n . Accordingly, I expect each 
s tuden t to develop g r ea t e r s k i l l s in the 
se l f -assessment of t h e i r l earn ing . Assessment, 
along with measurement, and e v a l u a t i o n . Is one of 
th ree major schools of t e s t i n g t ha t have dominated 
educa t iona l , t h i n k i n g . I t is the only school of 
t e s t i n g to be equa l ly concerned, however, with 
both l ea rne r growth and l ea rn ing growth. By 
teaching, s tudents to engage in se l f -assessment , I 
am inv i t ing ; them to look at the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between what they i n t e l l e c t u a l l y can and 
emot ional ly want to do as l ea rne r s arid what they 
b e h a v i o r a l l y do do in t h e i r learn ing . Out of t h i s 
se l f - examina t ion , I expect b e t t e r and b e t t e r 
alignments of ac t ions with thought arid f e e l i n g s . 

Equjty Bel iefs . , Besides pursuing exce l lence in 
s tudent l ea rn ing , I be l i eve tha t we must pursue 
equi ty too . I be l i eve tha t , v i r t u a l l y a l l s tuden ts 
can learn equal ly wel l , equa l ly swif t ly and 
equa l ly s e l f - c o n f i d e n t l y . Consequently, I expect 
al l s t uden t s to a t t a i n the same d i s t r i b u t i o n of 
learn ing products and processes that has 
h i s t o r i c a l l y charactorized our best s tuden ts . My 

exce l l en t s tudents would be heterogeneously 
grouped to master iden t ica l products and 

processes . They would not be homogeneously 
grouped In any way to Insure that some s tudents 
master d i f f e r e n t products and p rocesses . 

Obviously, I be l i eve 1n equity in terms of 
s tudent learning outcomes, not Jus t in terms of ' 
s tudent learning o p p o r t u n i t i e s . Indeed, to a t t a i n 
outcome equi ty I am wi l l ing to provide unequal 
t reatment in terms of learning oppor tun i t i e s and 
learning time for some s tudents and e s p e c i a l l y 
those who h i s t o r i c a l l y have been the "have-nots" 
in the t each ing- lea rn ing process . I do not care 
whether these "have-nots" come from minor i ty 
groups where t each ing / l ea rn ing d i sc r imina t ion is 
based on c o n s t i t u t i o n a l or home background 
d i f fe rences such as r a c e , sex or socia l c l a s s , or 
from major i ty groups where the d iscr imina t ion is 
based on educat ional cons t ruc t s such as a b i l i t y 
and e f f o r t . 

Economy B e l i e f s . I fu r the r be l i eve t h a t equal 
exce l lence or what I sha l l h e r e a f t e r c a l l 
"equalence" in s tudent learning can be pursued 
using e x i s t i n g resources." Indeed, I have seen 
equalence pursued in school d i s t r i c t s throughout 
t h i s country for l i t e r a l l y pennies in proport ion 
to t h e i r e x i s t i n g budgets . These programs have 
wisely used mastery learning ideas to a r t i c u l a t e 

,and o r c h e s t r a t e e x i s t i n g nonhuman and e s p e c a l l l y 
human r e s o u r c e s . 

. One economical way to pursue equalence is to 
employ an e v o l u t i o n a r y , not a r evo lu t iona ry 
deve lopment - s t r a t egy . Rather than t ry ing at the 
o u t s e t to change r a d i c a l l y the nature of the 
school o rgan i za t i ons or the human beings with 
which we d e a l , 'equalence advocates must i n i t i a l l y 
accept schools and t h e i r s t a f f s as they are and 
t r y to move them toward where we want them to be . 

for example, ask my c l i e n t s to work in the 
realm between what I think "should be" the case 
and what they know-"1s" the case at t h e i r school . 
I c a l l t h i s the realm of "can b e . " For example. . . 
suppose I be l i eve tha t s tudents ought to be graded 
on only a two-point system of exce l lence or of 
excel lence-1n- the-making, and I am dea l ing with a, 
school system tha t has a five point system: A. B. 
C. 0 and F; Then I find ways that t h e i r A's can 
i n i t i a l l y index exceI l ence and t h e i r B, C. D. or F. 
can I n i t i a l l y Ind ica te various degrees of 
excellence- in- the- making. Or. If I be l ieve that 
i n s t r u c t i o n ought to be more t u t o r - l i k e hut I am 
faced with A group-based l n s t r u c t i o n a l s i t u a t i o n . 
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then I f ind ways that group-based ins t ruc t ion can 
be made more t u t o r i a l - l i k e . I always try to 
remember t h a t the "can b e ' s " of one year are the 
" I s ' s " of the next year . . So next year , "what i s " 
will be c l o s e r to what "should b e . " 

A second economical way to pursue equalence is 
by focusing or a l t e r ing th ings which can be 
a l t e r ed . Equalence advocates must cons tan t ly be 
t ry ing to f igure out ways to redef ine apparent ly 
unsolvable problems in so lvable terms. 

One bas ic tenet of many mastery learning s ta f f 
development programs, for example, seems to be 
tha t program adminis t ra tors want a l l teachers to 
p a r t i c i p a t e regard less of t h e i r i n t e r e s t In or 
acceptance of mastery learning ideas . Impl ic i t In 
t h i s tenet seem to be the boo t s t r ap not ions t ha t 
some teachers need s t a f f development more than 
o thers and t ha t if s t a f f developers can somehow 
get t h i s "dead wood" to sp rou t , then everybody 
e l s e wi l l follow s u i t . Often, however, these 
"dead wood" people have good reasons for r e j e c t i n g 
any new se t of t each ing / l ea rn ing ideas . There­
fore , t a r g e t i n g an e n t i r e s t a f f development 
program to them can absorb abnormally la rge and 
f r u s t r a t i n g amounts of my time and energ ies and 
threaten the success of the overa l l program. 

J encourage program admin i s t r a to r s , t h e r e f o r e , 
to use a d i f f e r e n t i a t e d ra the r than a whole-s taff 

•, development approach. This approach focuses 
i n i t i a l l y on r e a l l y I n t e r e s t e d " l i v e wood" 
teachers and temporar i ly ignores "dead wood" 
o n e s . - After a l l , if you cannot make a program go 
with r e a l l y in t e re s t ed people , then you a r e not 
going to get the ideas to go at a l l , save by 
admin i s t r a t i ve mandate. I n t e r e s t e d people wi l l be 
able to t e s t whether t h e ideas work at a given 
s i t e , under the s i t e ' s p a r t i c u l a r t eaching/ 
learning c o n d i t i o n s . And, if they do, they wil l 
share these Ideas with o the r p o t e n t i a l l y 
in t e res t ed " l i v e wood" c o l l e a g u e s . 'Th i s 
combination of r e a l l y i n t e r e s t e d and p o t e n t i a l l y 
i n t e r e s t e d "live-wood" t eache r s can generate 
c r i t i c a l mass at a s c h o o l s i t e regarding a 

p a r t i c u l a r set of t e ach ing / l ea rn ing ideas and 
become a powerful lever for "dead wood" change. 
Now, however, the lever Is c o l l e g i a l peer 
p r e s s u r e , not admin i s t r a t i ve f i a t . 

The f i n a l , and In many ways the most powerful, 
economical way to pursue equalence is by focusing 
on the prevent ion of s tudent learning problems 
r a t h e r than t h e i r remedia t ion. As 1 have already 
indicated in the pages of OutCones: 

. . . I be l i eve I t Is time for a 
fundamental change of course In the design of 
group-based mastery learning programs. Rather 
than designing these programs to be so le ly 
remedial in n a t u r e , I propose tha t we a lso 
begin to design them to be more p reven ta t Ive in 
na ture too . As I have wr i t t en in a r e l a t i v e l y 
recent "Sta te of the Craft" a r t i c l e : 

"Although from the ou tse t mastery 
learning t h e o r i s t s have been concerned 
with the development of t a l e n t r a t h e r than 
its s e l e c t i o n , we have tended to a t t ack 
only p a r t of the t a l e n t development 
I ssue . S p e c i f i c a l l y , we have formulated 
but theory in terms tha t t e l l the 
p r a c t i t i o n e r or researcher what to do only 
a f t e r misdevelopments in learning occur . 
Remediation of misdevelopments, however, 
is only one way to develop t a l e n t . 
Preven- t ion of misdevelopments in t a l e n t 
in the f i r s t place is another way. It is 
t ime. I b e l i e v e , tha t we add to our 
present remedial formula- t ions of mastery 
learning theory some new p reven t a t i ve • 
ones . These new formulations would t e l l 
the p r a c t i t i o n e r and researcher what to do 
before misdevelopments in learning occur . 

Note t h a t I said we must add to our 
p resen t t h e o r e t i c a l formula t ions . I am 
not saying t ha t our cur ren t formulat ions 
a re p a s s e . C l ea r l y , schools throughtout 
the world have many s t u d e n t s , e s p e c i a l l y 
o lder ones , who have already fa i l ed to 
learn e x c e l l e n t l y , and we must find ways 
to d i scon t inue t h e i r f a i l u r e . However, 
schools throughtout the world also have 
many s t u d e n t s , e s p e c i a l l y younger ones. 
who have not yet f a i l ed to learn 
e x c e l l e n t l y . Mastery t h e o r i s t s must a lso 
find ways to cont inue these s t u d e n t s ' 
s u c c e s s . " 
(Block , , 1979. p. 117), 

I view p r e v e n t a t i v e group-based mastery, 
learning s t r a t e g i e s as t r e a t i n g a l l s t u d e n t s ' 
l earn ing problems as if they were p o t e n t i a l l y 
chronic and degenera t ive . Such s t r a t e g i e s . , . 
would, t h e r e f o r e , get to students, e a r l i e r in 
their careers and would stay with them 
throughout. They would have as their goal 

learning maintenance and promotion, much as 

OUTCOMES 



preventat ive s t r a t e g i e s In public hea l th have 
as t he i r goals heal th maintenance and 
promotion, I bel ieve tha t we need 
Ins t ruct ional programs tha t t e l l s tudents not 
only what to do a f t e r they have developed 
pa r t i cu l a r learning problems, but also what to 
do to prevent these problems to begin wi th . 
(Block. 1983. p. 23-24) 

This c a l l for the design of more p reven ta t i ve 
ins t ruc t ional programs p a r a l l e l s a s im i l a r c a l l by 
colleagues in other publ ic hea l th areas such as 
medicine and d e n t i s t r y where it has been noted 
that vast amounts of publ ic d o l l a r s are n e e d l e s s l y 
spent on remediation when small amounts could be 

• spent on prevention with the same e f f e c t . 
Consider for example, the cos t of a crown versus 
the Cost of f l o s s i n g . 

T o - t h i s point in our educat ional h i s t o r y . 
however most i n s t r u c t i o n a l i n t e rven t ions have had 
a remedial q u a l i t y about them. Again, I have no 
axe to grind against the use of such remedial 
ins t ruc t iona l systems. My po in t is t h i s : when-
one adds the power of prevent ion to the power of 
remediat ion, one gets the most c o s t - e f f e c t i v e , 
learning hea l th bang for the p u b l i c ' s bucks: 

Excitement Be l i e f s . I b e l i e v e tha t equalence 
can be economically pursued by making an e x p l i c i t 

"commitment to r e l y heav i ly on e x i s t i n g human, 
r a t h e r than on new nonhunan, r e s o u r c e s . At the 
hea r t of t h i s commitment should be humane t ech ­
niques which reaff i rm t e a c h e r s ' se l f -wor th and 
power. 

One e x c i t i n g way to pursue equalence is to be 
op t imis t i c about each t e a c h e r ' s capac l ty to teach 
we l l , swif t ly and s e l f - c o n f i d e n t l y . This means 
s ta f f development programs which use mastery 
learning ideas to teach teachers for equa lence . 
j u s t as teachers wi l l be expected to teach t h e i r 
s tudents for equalence. 

A second e x c i t i n g way to pursue equalence is to 
be accept ant of teachers as c r a f t s p e r s o n s . To my 
mind, a c r a f t is somewhere between a sc ience and 
an a r t . Cra f t spersons , l ike s c i e n t i s t s , a re 
expected to do th ings day in and day out tha t wil l 
r e p l i c a t e a p a r t i c u l a r product or p roces s . Like 
a r t i s t s , however, c ra f t spe r sons a r e t y p i c a l l y 
given freedom to do these th ings in ways that f i t 
t he i r cur ren t p r e d i l e c t i o n s and s k i l l s . Accepting 
teachers as craf tspersons ' means, t h e r e f o r e , seeing 
teachers as people who can c o n s i s t e n t l y perform 
the c r i t i c a l i n s t ruc t i ona l func t ions - -e . g . . 
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, feedback and co r r ec t l on - - r equ l r ed to produce 
equalence, but who must be given some freedom to 
do so in ways with which they are conversant and 
comfortable . Craftspersons will f l ou r i sh , of 
cou r se , in teacher-centered staff development. 
programs, not curr iculum-centered ones . The 
l a t t e r programs tend to insu l t the c r a f t s p e r s o n ' s 
s c i e n t i f i c a r t i s t r y and send imp l i c i t and e x p l i c i t 
messages to program p a r t i c i p a n t s t h a t they are 
l a rge ly assumed to be incapable of conducting 
t h e i r own pedagogical a f f a i r s . Indeed, these 
programs are often touted by t h e i r developers as 
being teacher-proof . The former programs, 
however, recognize and develop the c r a f t s p e r s o n ' s 
s c i e n t i f i c a r t i s t r y and send j u s t the reverse 
messages. In f a c t , they bui ld heavi ly on the 
t e a c h e r ' s a l ready e x i s t i n g s k i l l r e p e r t o i r e s , 
supplement them as necessary and o r c h e s t r a t e new 
s k i l l s with old ones within the mastery 
t each ing / l ea rn ing sca f fo ld ing . 

A f ina l exc i t i ng way to pursue equalence 
involves empowering school s t a f f s to e x e r c i s e 
t h e i r c r a f t . This empowering means t r e a t i n g 
teachers as g rass roo t s publ ic policymakers who 
have the power to change a school system from the 
bottom up and allowing them most of the c r i t i c a l 
t each ing / l ea rn ing d e c i s i o n s . I t a l so means t h a t 
school s i t e and cen t r a l o f f ice admin i s t r a to r s 
adopt s tance of benign neglect about the 
t e a c h e r s ' e f f o r t s . Administrator may de f l ec t 
inside and outs ide at tempts to tamper with these 
e f f o r t s and p ro t ec t t h e i r development; but they 
must not d i r e c t Iy touch the t e a c h e r s ' e f f o r t s 
u n t i l t h e r e r e a l l y i s something t o t ouch . 

S o m e Belief C o n c e r n s 

To summarize. I be l i eve t h a t it is pos s ib l e for 
v i r t u a l l y a l l s tuden ts to be e x c e l l e n t and equa l . 
or equa len t , as l e a r n e r s . I f u r t h e r b e l i e v e t h a t 
t h i s equalence can be economically a t t a i n e d using 
e x i s t i n g r e sou rces , the most e x c i t i n g of which are 
t e a c h e r s . , 

Not s u p r i s i n g l y . these b e l i e f s have come under 
substancial fire let me share some of t h i s f i r e 
and then b r i e f l y react to i t . 

Excellence Concerns. My b e l i e f s tha t 
e x c e l l e n c e ought to be defined in terms of c e r t a i n 
learning products and p r o c e s s has preempted the 
following major concerns among my collegues 
they say that in defining excellence for each 



student in terms of the types and levels of 
l ea rn ing c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of our best s t u d e n t s . . I 
am being u n r e a l i s t i c and f a i l to r e a l i z e how tough 
It Is to design an i n s t r u c t i o n a l program ta rge ted 
to producing "A" s tuden t s . I am re in t roduc ing the 
fuzzy-wuzzles of the humanist ic educat ional 
experience of the 60's and 7 0 ' s , and I am not a 
staunch basic s k i l l s advocate . Moreover, they say 
t h a t . In def ining excel lence for each s tudent In 
terms of the l ea rn Ing- to - l ea rn c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of 
our best s tuden t s , I am reve r s ing my e a r l i e r 
posi t ion tha t the s t u d e n t ' s sole burden for 
learning must be l igh tened . I respect these 
concerns but be l i eve my co l leagues are wrong. 

I c l e a r l y recognize the d i f f i c u l t y of des igning 
an ins t ruc t iona l system t a r g e t e d to ob t a in "A" 
levels of learning from each s t u d e n t . However, I 
would r a t h e r encourage the design of a t each ing / 
learning system t h a t shoots high and f a l l s shor t 
than one t ha t shot short to begin with. My 
experience has been t ha t every time I have been 
r e a l i s t i c and cu t the "A" levels of learning 
expected of a f ledgl ing mastery t e ach ing / l e a rn ing 
system, the system yie lded less e x c e l l e n t learn ing 
than when [ have been u n r e a l i s t i c and not cut my 
s tandards . 

Nor am I t r y i n g to r e i n c a r n a t e the neo-humanis-
t i c experience of the pas t two decades. I am • 
simply point ing out t h a t , h i s t o r i c a l l y , our bes t 
s tudents could undertake t h e learning cha l l enges 
they faced at schoo l , i n t e l l e c t u a l l y and emo­
t i o n a l l y . Moreover, I am suggesting t ha t it Is 
poss ib le to teach emotional and behavioral s k i l l s 
in such a way t h a t s tuden t s are cha l lenged , not 

"coddled, and given r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , not l i c e n s e . 
P h i l a d e l p h i a ' s remarkable mastery learning program 
is an e x c e l l e n t case in p o i n t . 

I am a s t rong b a s i c s k i l l s advocate, too . But 
r a t h e r than J u s t looking to t h e present to de f ine 
what is b a s i c , e . g . , the 3R ' s . I a lso look to the 
fu ture . Th i s f u t u r i s t o r i e n t a t i o n on bas ic s k i l l s 
has been forged in the ca ldron of painful 
exper ience. This exper ience has taught me t h a t 
our bes t s tudents c o n s t a n t l y seem to acquire 
school learning outcomes t ha t keep them on the 
edge of c u l t u r a l , p o l i t i c a l , economic, socia l and 
s p i r i t u a l p rog res s . I have a l so learned tha t it 
takes time, to design a successful i n s t r u c t i o n a l 
program tha t can ( I ) keep s tudents at the edge and 
(2) allow add i t iona l time for any student to 
complete t h a t program. I e s t imate that it takes 
at least five to six years to f ine ly tune a K-l2 

mastery learning program. This means that It will 
take about to I990 to f ine ly tune a program 
I n i t i a t e d today and un t i l about 2003 for t h i s 
program to yield its f i r s t graduates . If I want 
these graduates to be on the leading edge of t h e i r 
pos t -h igh school world ' s progress , then I must 
consider what might be bas ic In that world of 
2003. I slmlply cannot afford the luxury of 
assuming that those h igher-order i n t e l l e c t u a l , 
emotional and behavioral s k i l l s tha t are bas i c now 
in the world of 198S will be basic then. 

f i n a l l y , I s t i l l be l i eve tha t teachers must 
help l igh ten s t u d e n t s ' burden of l e a r n i n g . In my 
ea r ly w r i t i n g s , however, I suggested t ha t if 
t eachers were more r e s p o n s i b l e , response-ab le and 
respondable In t h e i r t eaching , then s tuden ts would 
be pressed to be l ikewise in t h e i r l e a rn ing . I 
have learned, however, t h a t press ing s tuden ts to 
be more r e spons ib l e , response-able and respondable 
is one ma t t e r ; ge t t i ng them to assume t h i s burden, 
e s p e c i a l l y in the t e a c h e r ' s absence, is another 
one. Mastery learning t eachers must do more than 
J u s t drop t h i s burden in each s t u d e n t ' s l a p ; they 
must a lso teach the l e a r n i n g - t o - l e a r n s k i l l s 
s tuden t s need to assume t h i s burden. 

Equity Concerns. My b e l i e f s about equalence in 
s tudent l ea rn ing , e s p e c i a l l y about equalence in 
learning r a t e s , have c l e a r l y concerned many of my 
c o l l e a g e s , even more than my views about 
e x c e l l e n c e . Their major-concerns seem to be two. 
F i r s t , t hey argue t ha t my b e l i e f s deny what 
everyone knows about indiv idual d i f fe rences in 
l e a r n e r s . Second, my co l l eagues fear t h a t the 
a t ta inment of equalence wi l l lead to m e d i o c r i t y , 
not exce l lence in l e a rn ing -homogene t l y , not 
d i v e r s i t y . in l e a r n e r s . Let me address both 

" i s s u e s . 

My b e l i e f about equalence does not deny the 
ex i s t ence of individual d i f f e rences in l e a r n e r s . 
Indeed, as a p sycho log i s t . I share with most 
educators an abiding b e l i e f tha t l e a r n e r s , while 
a l i ke in. some r e s p e c t s , are d i f f e r en t in many 
o t h e r s . As an educa tor , however, I do not share 
many p s y c h o l o g i s t s ' assumption t h a t because 
s tuden ts d i f f e r as l ea rne r s they must a l so d i f f e r 
in t h e i r learning outcomes. 

One reason for not sharing t h i s assumption is 
t echnica l and comes out of recent research on 
school and classroom e f f e c t s . This research Is 
beginning to explode the myth of indiv idual 
d i f fe rences In learners as being a major drawback 
to the i r learn ing , learning r a t e and learning 



self -confidence. In p a r t i c u l a r , the research 
begins to suggest that many observed student 
learning outcome d i f fe rences may be due to 
socia l -contextual d i f ferences In school and 
classrooms and not to individual d i f ferences In 
learners at a l l . ' Moreover, the research is 
beginning to reveal how educators have 
h i s t o r i c a l l y masked school- and classroom-induced 
socia l -contextual d i f f e r e n c e s in the guise of 
individual di f ferences such as sex , r a c e , soc ia l 
c l a s s , a b i l i t y and e f f o r t . Such a guise serves 
very wel l , of course , to s h i f t r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for 
poor learning, learning r a t e and poor learn ing 
self-confidence from fac to r s inside the school to 

. ones outs ide of it. In o the r words, l e a r n e r 
differences becomes a pe r fec t scapegoat for 
within-school and classroom teaching d i f f e r e n c e s . 

A second reason for not sharing the assumption 
tha t individual d i f fe rences in l ea rne r s must 
t r a n s l a t e into individual d i f fe rences in learning 
outcomes is e t h i c a l . Even if the assumption were 
p a r t i a l l y t r u e , I s t i l l would not le t it get in 
the way of helping v i r t u a l l y a l l s tudents to learn 
wel l , swi f t ly , and s e l f - c o n f i d e n t l y . Like 
ophthalmologists who d a i l y face r ea l individual 
differences in eyes igh t and ye t must t r y to he lp 
people s ee , I would s t i l l search to find some 
temporary or permanent p ros theses so tha t s tuden ts 
with c e r t a i n individual d i f fe rences could learn by 
human-made means what s tuden t s with o ther 
individual d i f fe rences appear to learn n a t u r a l l y . 

I would do so because I b e l i e v e most educa to r s ' 
cu r ren t response to perceived individual 
differences in l ea rne r s has been to c r e a t e a 
panoply of human compounds based on var ious 
s tuden t s ' commonly perceived s t r e n g t h s and/or 
weaknesses. Some of these compounds are formal. 
like Special Educat ion, Chapter 1, Academically 
Talented, College and Vocational Tracks . Others 
are informal, l ike reading groups . 

The problem with these compounds is not t ha t 
t h e i r homogeneity is m e a n - s p i r i t e d . The problem 
is that some compounds are b e t t e r furbished than 
o t h e r s , and yet they are s t i l l compounds, with 
r e s t r i c t e d entrance and e x i t . Each compound 
e f fec t ive ly provides , t h e r e f o r e , a separa te 
curriculum for i t s inmates wherein each inmate is 
given the oppor tun i ty to acqui re only a p a r t i c u l a r 
kind of c u l t u r a l c a p i t a l in terms of special 
knowledge, s k i l l s , apprec ia t ion and under­
s tandings . Unless one f inds oneself in the r ight 
compound to begin with, i . e . . unless one has the 

"right stuff" in terms of individual d i f f e rences , 
there may be l i t t l e or no real opportuni ty to 
"acquire the cap i ta l our best Students have 
h i s t o r i c a l l y been allowed to a t t a i n . 

J u s t as I b e l i e v e my v i e w s a b o u t e q u a l e n c e In 
l e a r n i n g o u t c o m e s d o n o t d e n y I n d i v i d u a l 
d i f f e r e n c e s i n l e a r n i n g , I a l s o b e l i e v e t h a t my 
v i e w s a b o u t e q u a l e n c e d o n o t l e a d t o m e d i o c r i t y 
and h o m o g e n e i t y . On t h e c o n t r a r y , I b e l i e v e t h e y 
l e a d t o e x c e l l e n c e and t r u e human d i v e r s i t y . 

I h a v e b e e n s t r u c k i n r e a d i n g a b o u t t h e 
d e v e l o p m e n t o f e x c e p t i o n a l l y t a l e n t e d human 
b e i n g s , t h a t g e n i u s i n m o s t f i e l d s o f human 
e n d e a v o r d o e s n o t l e a p f rom n o t h i n g n e s s . R a t h e r 
i t s p r i n g s o u t o f m a s t e r y o f a p r a c t i c a l l y 
u n d e r s t o o d , t h o u g h p e r h a p s t h e o r e t i c a l l y 
u n d e f i n e d , f o u n d a t i o n o f b a s i c , f i e l d - r e l e v a n t 
i n t e l l e c t u a l , e m o t i o n a l and b e h a v i o r a l s k i l l s . 

G e n i u s e s i n t h e a r t s ( e . g . . P i c a s s o , M o z a r t ) and 
s c i e n c e s ( e . g . , E i n s t e i n ) , f o r e x a m p l e , a p p e a r t o 
h a v e m a s t e r e d a l r e a d y t h e a c c e p t e d p a r a m e t e r s o f 
t h e i r f i e l d s b e f o r e t h e y s t a r t e d t o t r a n s f o r m 

t h e s e p a r a m e t e r s . 
I h a v e a l s o b e e n s t r u c k t h a t i n d i v i d u a l s who 

h a v e m a s t e r e d t h e a c c e p t e d p a r a m e t e r s o f a f i e l d 
a r e a s d i v e r s e a s c a n b e In. w h a t t h e y d o w i t h t h i s 
m a s t e r y . U n l i k e m o s t o f u s m e r e m o r t a l s who 
c h o o s e t o d o a l i m i t e d v a r i e t y o f t h i n g s b e c a u s e 
we p e r c e i v e we a r e i n c o m p e t e n t t o do m o r e , 
g e n i u s e s c h o o s e t o d o a b r o a d v a r i e t y o f t h i n g s 
b e c a u s e t h e y p e r c e i v e t h e y a r e c o m p e t e n t t o d o 
a n y t h i n g a t a l l . I n s h o r t , t h e i r d i v e r s i t y 
a p p e a r s t o b e b a s e d o n t h e i r g e n e r a l e d u c a t i o n a l 
c o m p e t e n c e w h e r e a s o u r s i s b a s e d o n o u r g e n e r a l 
e d u c a t i o n a l i n c o m p e t e n c e . 

In saying that I pursue equalence. I am saying 
t h a t I e n v i s i o n a s o c i a l o r d e r whose d i v e r s i t y i s 
p r e d i c a t e d o n t h e g e n e r a l e x c e l l e n c e o f t h e many 
r a t h e r t h a n o n t h e s p e c i a l e x c e l l e n c e o f a f e w . I 
b e l i e v e t h a t t h e r e e x i s t s a g e n e r a l e d u c a t i o n a l 
f o u n d a t i o n t h a t i s r e q u i r e d f o r e x c e l l e n c e i n t h e 
b u l k o f t h e v a r i o u s v o c a t i o n a l and a v o c a t i o h a l 
f i e l d s w h i c h s t u d e n t s w i l l p u r s u e upon 
g r a d u a t i o n . And when v i r t u a l l y a l l s t u d e n t s 
acquire the foundation of excellence. I believe 
they will show the same kinds of true diversity in 
the i r vocational and avocat ional choices as 
geniuses hive h i s t o r i c a l l y shown. This means that 
their choices wil l he made on the bas i s of t h e i r 
general education competence, rather than 
incompetance, too 

c 

c 
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hardly able to generate energy to 
r e - en te r the fray, lef t only with the 
hope that the passage of time wi l l 
somehow bring improvements, does t h i s 
not suggest- that both c r i t i c s and 
educators share some b l l n d s p o t s - - t h a t 
there is something in t h e i r basic 

assumptions that they are unable to 
Identify and whose s i l e n t ex i s tence is 
par t of the explanat ion for the present 
malaise and impasse? In r a i s i n g the 
p o s s i b i l i t y , I am not suggesting tha t 
Ident i fying or confronting these 
assumptions wi l l d isperse the confusion 
or lead to a peace t r e a t y among the 
combatants, allowing us a l l to move 
together to the improvement of 
educat ion. On the c o n t r a r y , it Is a 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of widely held but 
una r t i cu l a t ed assumptions tha t they 
serve the purpose of def ining and 
bulwarking individual and soc i e t a l 
percept ions of what is r i g h t , na tura l 
and proper . These assumptions a re not 
learned in the sense t ha t we learn to 
dr ive a c a r , but they are absorbed by . 
us , become pa r t of u s , in the course of 
our s o c i a l i z a t i o n . (Sarason, 1983, p. 
25-26.) 

In the case of my c r i t i c s and myself, these 
u n a r t i c u l a t e d assumptions p ivo t around a se t of 

p e s s i m i s t i c ideas about human beings and human 
technology deeply embedded in the very roo t s of 
modern American pub l i c educat ion . I r e j e c t these 
ideas ; my c r i t i c s , I b e l i e v e , t a c i t l y accept 
them. These a re the ideas of Char les Darwin, 
e s p e c i a l l y as these ideas were i n t e rp re t ed and 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d in American publ ic education by 
so -ca l l ed S oc i a l -Da rwin i s t s . 

Centra l to Darwinian th ink ing , of cour se , was 
the assumption t h a t human beings l i v i n g in 
n a t u r a l l y occur r ing environments, l i k e a l l o ther 
b io lo logica l s p e c i e s , evolve according to the laws 
of na tura l s e l e c t i o n ; t h e r e f o r e , some human beings 
wou ld be n a t u r a l l y more f i t for c e r t a i n environ­
ments than o the r human be ings . Soc ia l -Darwin i s t s , 
however, decided to e l a b o r a t e on t h i s assumption. 
Rather than Ju s t l e t t i n g nature simply take her 
course in separa t ing f i t humans from unfi t ones. 
they decided to help Mother Nature along. In 
p a r t i c u l a r , they urged the c r ea t ion of p a r t i c u l a r 

social environments to help the natural s e l ec t ion 
process. Our publ ic school, in particular, ware 
charged with the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of c rea t ing 
educat ional environments wherein our most 
n a t u r a l l y academically ta len ted s tudents could be 
iden t i f i ed and sorted from the i r less t a l en ted 
p e e r s . 

Genera l ly speaking, publ ic school educators 
responded to t h i s charge by developing an 
impressive grave l -grad ing process wherein the 
na tura l learn ing t a l e n t s of some student were 
r epea ted ly and sys t ema t i ca l l y p i t t e d in s t l f f e r 
and s t l f f e r compet i t ions aga ins t the t a l e n t s of 
o ther s t u d e n t s . Central to t h i s process was one 
opera t ing assumption: the process must r e i f y , not 
cha l l enge , the bas ic notion tha t only a few 
s tuden t s probably had the r i g h t academic s tu f f . 
So c e r t a i n cur r i cu lum, teaching and admin i s t r a t ive 
procedures were e labora ted allowing individual 
d i f fe rences 1n l ea rne r s to pursue t h e i r na tura l 
c o u r s e . And c e r t a i n t e s t i n g procedures were 

implemented enabl ing individual d i f fernces In 
l ea rne r s to be measured m e r i t o c r a t i c a l l y 1n 
individual d i f fe rences in learning outcomes. 
C o l l e c t i v e l y and e f f e c t i v e l y , these procedures 
made school learn ing in to a sequence of 
p r o g r e s s i v e l y more compet i t ive horse races wherein 
each race was designed to spread its en t e r ing 
s tudent f i e l d around the track depending on t h e i r 
na tura l learning t a l e n t s . Those who won, placed 
or showed in t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e learning races were 
then allowed to r ace once again agains t t h e i r 
c o u n t e r p a r t s from the o ther learning r a c e s . And 
t h e " a l s o r ans" from each race were formally and 
informally allowed to drop by the wayside via a 
whole hos t of r e g u l a r and remedial i n s t r u c t i o n a l 
programs. 

In saying t h a t 1 r e j e c t , and my c r i t i c s t a c i t l y 
accep t , Darwinian conceptions of humans and 
Social-Darwinian concept ions of how humans should 
be educated, I am not say ing , as Sarason n o t e s , 
t ha t recogniz ing t h i s fac t wi l l n e c e s s a r i l y 
r e so lve our d i f f e r e n c e s . I am asking, however, 
for my c r i t i c s , and e s p e c i a l l y those of you who 
are beginning to share t h e i r pessimism about 
humans' c a p a c i t i e s to teach and learn , to take a 
fresh look at the modern publ ic educat ional value 
of Darwinian and Social-Darwinian i dea s . 
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to talk about humans l iv ing in na tu ra l ly -occu r r ing 
environments. Such environments a re . Indeed. 
bound by laws of ecology which invar iably point to 

' na tu ra l l imits of human t a l e n t . And the presence 
of such l imi t s make understandable public 
educators concerns about the i den t i f i c a t i on and 
se lec t ion of our most ta len ted human be ings . 

We are now at a d i f f e r en t t ime, however, when 
humans l i v e less and less in na tu ra l ly -occu r r ing 
environments and more and more in human-made 
ones. In human made environments. It Is the laws 
of technology. In the sense of the old Greek word 
technos or "human know how," not the laws of 
ecology, tha t hold sway. And these laws 
Invar iably point not to the na tu ra l l i m i t s of 

human t a l e n t s but to the technological 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s of t ranscending these l i m i t s . At 
t h i s t ime, t he r e fo re , publ ic educa tors ' concern 
should not be with t h e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n and 
se lec t ion of the t a l en ted few but with the 
development of the t a l en ted many. 

Abandoning Darwinian and Soclal-Darwinian 
thinking in education w i l l , I b e l i e v e , allow us to 

move forward to forms of high human technology 
t h a t wil l he lp humans t ranscend t h e i r na tura l 
l i m i t s . After a l l , the essence of any such 
technology is to s imula te for a l l persons with 
human devices what na tura l devices have provided 
for a few. And in assembling t h i s technology we 
wi l l be able to address what McMurrln has termed 
t h e "grea t task of educat ion" in an e ra of rapid 
technological change: 

" . . . t o guarantee the progress 
t h a t a ssures us the fu l l bene f i t s of an 
advancing technology and yet to 
p re se rve and enhance t h e humane q u a l i t y 

• of a c i v i l i z a t i o n whose humanity 1s 
threa tened by t h a t technology." 
(McMurrln, 1971. p. 12) 

Let me Summarize t h i s essay with an image t h a t 
cap tu res much of my optimism about humans' c a p a c i ­
t i e s to teach and l ea rn , r ega rd l e s s of t h e i r 
na tu ra l endowments. The image is poignant because 
it comes from the country of my b i r t h , England, 
and a country with an educat ional system tha t is 
h igh ly e l i t i s t , though outwardly m e r i t o c r a t i c . and 
deeply p e s s i m i s t i c about most humans' c a p a c i t i e s 
to transcend t h e i r na tura l backgrounds. It is 
a l so poignant because i t involves r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s 
of two groups--Arabs and Jews--whose c a p a c i t i e s 

(or phys ica l , cu l tu ra l and s p i r i t u a l survival have 
been sorely cha l l enged over the yea r s . 

The Image is the scene in the movie Char iots of 
fIre "here the Jewish s p r i n t e r , who had not lost a 
competi t ion u n t i l college". Is summoned before his 
c o l l e g e ' s adminis ta tors for h i r i ng an Arab coach 
to Improve upon h is running s t y l e . E s s e n t i a l l y . 
the young man is p a t e r n a l l y chas t i sed for running 
with the aid of i n s t r u c t i o n Instead of r e ly ing 
only upon his own natura l r e sou rces . But, when 
pressed to cease h i s unnatural educat ional p ro­
gram, ,the s p r i n t e r responds to h i s conserva t ive 
c r i t i c s , " . . . I , s i r , be l i eve i n the pursu i t o f 
e x c e l l e n c e ; the future l i e s with me." And, 
indeed, it did for the young man went on to win an 
Olympic medal In the 100-yard dash . 

I b e l i e v e t h a t those of us who pursue 
exce l l ence and equi ty In s tudent learning and 
economy and excitement in teaching pursue the 
ideologica l hegemony of Darwinian and 
Social-Darwinian thought . Like the s p r i n t e r , the 
fu tu re is with us! 
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