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The School Curriculum and 

Liberal Education 

Brian Crittenden 

Liberal Education as the Main Task of the School 

In the development of public systems of education, the intention 
was that everyone should have access to schooling; however, the 
democratic idea did not extend to giving everyone the opportunity 
of becoming familiar with the main forms of understanding that 
make up the critical, reflective level of culture and illuminate the 
key social institutions. Schooling in this sense - which belongs to 
the tradition ofliberal education - was thought to be the preserve of 
a minority. (Of course, even the elite schools often fell far short of 
the ideals of liberal education). Despite all the changes that have 
occurred, the dualism (or the idea of different curricula for different 
groups) still persists in various forms. In the past, liberal education 
presupposed both social responsibility and leisure. With the 
developments in technology, most members of a democracy now 
possess adequate leisure as well as all having an equal responsibility 
as citizens. 

As institutions, schools contribute to various broadly educational 
and non-educational objectives which could probably be achieved as 
effectively by other agencies. Thus, the school community, as 
Durkheim emphasized,! mediates in the child's experience between 
the close personal moral relationships of the family and the 
impersonal morality of the national society. This purpose could be 
served by various associations of children under the supervision of 
adults. Whatever other worthy things schools may do, their 
distinctive role must be identified in relation to significant kinds of 
learning that depend on sustained and systematic effort under the 
guidance of appropriately qualified teachers. Some such learning 
may be too specialised for the usual institution of the school (for 
example, b.allet dancing); what is appropriate may take place 
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elsewhere (for example, through private tutoring) and may be 
continued beyond the stage of schooling through the learner's own 
initiative. It is an important objective of good teaching to help 
students to become self-educators. In its historical ideal, the school 
as a distinct institution for inducting the young into the life of a 
literate culture has centred its efforts on the skills of literacy and 
numeracy and on the main systematic modes of understanding that 
make up the critical, reflective level of culture and illuminate the 
key social institutions. Although there have been significant 
changes of interpretation, this ideal is embodied in the long 
tradition of liberal education within Western culture? The ideal 
should not be confused with what schools have often in fact done in 
the name of liberal education: the expounding of static masses of 
content in isolated subjects to be memorized for reproduction at public 
examinations. 

The broad objective of liberal education is the development of the 
common and distinctively human capacities to be exercised in all 
aspects of life, in contrast to technical training for some specific task. 
In the course of schooling, liberal education requires a program that 
combines a broad study of the humanities, arts and sciences along with 
depth in some areas. Any systematic effort to explain or interpret 
features of human life or the world can be an object of liberal 
education. What is required is that the main emphases should be on 
what such systematic inquiry enables us to understand about being 
human or the physical world we live in, how to use its methods and to 
recognize their powers and limits, how it connects with other ways of 
explaining or interpreting, and the human values on which it throws 
light or to which it is subject. A key feature of the curriculum as a 
whole is the acquisition of a balanced range of intellectual perspectives. 

The prestige that mathematics, the physical sciences and 
technology now enjoy depends mainly on their usefulness as 
prerequisites for entering many important occupations and as 
contributors to our high material standard of living. However, they 
form an important part of liberal education when approached in the 
way I have just indicated. In this context there is a crucial respect in 
which they are limited. They do not deal with any of the questions 
about what makes for a worthwhile human life, about the ideals and 
standards by which we should live individually and socially. In the 
present century the achievements of science and technology have been 
stupendous, from the harnessing of nuclear energy to in vitro 
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fertilisation. But in themselves they give no guiding values on their 
use. This is where the study of language and literature, the arts, 
history, philosophy and the other subjects that make up what are called 
the humanities have a distinctive and fundamental role in the 
development of a liberally educated person.s 

Liberal education at school provides a broad introduction to those 
major aspects of literate culture in which human beings have most 
significantly expressed their intellectual, imaginative and emotional 
capacities. This experience enriches the students' personal lives by 
making them aware of the varied dimensions of public reflective 
culture beyond the narrow limits of each one's own immediate 
experience and background, and by equipping them to participate with 
critical appreciation and enjoyment. The experience also provides them 
with the intellectual skills and a sense of the values and historical 
perspectives that form the basis for acting intelligently and 
responsibly as citizens of a democratic society. Such an education is 
liberal in two related senses: as being appropriate for free and 
responsible citizens, and as setting people free from a limited 
awareness of what is of human worth and thus enlarging the quality 
and scope of choice. 

In the history of Western education, the liberal humanist tradition -
in its diverse forms - has probably exercised the most pervasive 
theoretical influence. It was first developed as areflective theory in the 
Athenian society of the fourth century B.C. In this context liberal 
education was linked with being free in the two related senses to which 
I referred above. It focused on developing the characteristics of human 
nature that were thought to constitute the excellence of human life. 
The theory directly linked the practice of education to the achievement 
or maintenance of what was believed to be of most worth in human 
culture. 

With many variations of detail in cultural ideals and educational 
practice, this broad approach has been reflected in Roman education, 
the schools of early Christian Europe, the Renaissance Humanism, the 
Enlightenment, the more recent interpretations ofliberal (or general) 
education as expressed by such writers as Newman, Mill and Arnold in 
the nineteenth century, and T.S. Eliot, John Anderson, Northrop Frye, 
Daniel Bell, H.S. Broudy, R.S. Peters and Raymond Williams in the 
twentieth. 
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The basic conditions for a liberal education can be realized in a 
variety of curriculum forms. Whatever the form, the essential 
objectives are that students would (a) gain a sound understanding of 
central concepts, theories, and findings along with methods of inquiry 
and verification in each of the main areas of systematic knowledge (in 
the physical sciences, social sciences, humanities, arts); (b) recognize 
the similarities and differences among these areas in their purposes and 
methods; (c) link the specialized knowledge to relevant 'commonsense' 
or everyday knowledge; (d) apply the content and methods of the main 
areas of systematic knowledge to both theoretical and practical 
activities so that they are better understood, interpreted, evaluated, 
appreciated and justified. As long as these objectives are being 
pursued, the intellectual disciplines on which the curriculum draws can 
be studied (in a variety of ways) as separate subjects or in some 
integrated pattern. The latter can range from a loose association of 
subjects to the study of complex themes that require the careful co
ordination of several disciplinary perspectives. 

An example of a sophisticated plan for the organisation of the 
secondary school curriculum as a whole is the one proposed by H.S. 
Broudy et al. in Democracy and Education in American Secondary Education.' 
The authors speak of the broad task of general (or liberal) education as 
the building of cognitive and evaluative maps. These will be developed 
from Symbolic Skills (Language, Mathematics - which are skills 
related to all areas of the curriculum); Basic Concepts (from General 
Science, Biology, Chemistry, Physics); Developmental Studies (of the 
Cosmos, Social Institutions, Culture); Value Exemplars (from Art, 
Literature, Philosophy, Religion); Social Problems (a sample of large
scale issues that require the application of a wide range of knowledge 
and skills in their analyses and the formulation of appropriate 
responses ). 

An example of how an aspect of the curriculum might be organized 
is Man: a Course qf Studies (MACOS), a program designed under the 
supervision of Jerome Bruner," It reflects his key principles: in content, 
the focus is on the 'structural' concepts of each discipline; in method, it 
is to promote learning by discovery on the basis of the minimum 
necessary information. The course addresses three basic recurring 
questions: What is human about human beings? How did they get that 
way? How can they be made more so? These questions are considered 
in relation to five major humanizing forces (tool making, language, 
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social organization, the management of the prolonged human 
childhood, the human urge to explain). 

The content and methods are drawn from Anthropology, Ethology, 
Linguistics and History (together with Prehistory and Archaeology). 
Materials used in teaching include films, stories, pictures, artefacts and 
readings. The study of the key questions and the humanizing forces 
makes particular use of several basic comparisons and contrasts: 
human beings and higher primates; developed human beings and their 
prehistoric ancestors; human beings in civilized societies and in 
primitive societies; adults and children. 

The examples I have given are open to various criticisms. However, 
they illustrate imaginative ways in which the building blocks of a 
liberal education (the systematic intellectual disciplines) can be 
assembled into a school curriculum. What needs to be emphasized is 
that advocacy of liberal education as the distinctive work of schools 
does not require a curriculum of isolated academic subjects. As already 
noted, the ideal is completely at odds with the practice in which 
students, with little if any understanding, memorize large quantities of 
content and are mechanically trained in the application of methods in 
response to appropriate cues. 

The efforts to integrate areas of systematic knowledge in a 
curriculum must take care to reflect as accurately as possible the 
similarities and differences in the various kinds of knowledge and the 
methods of verification on which they are founded. Liberal education 
as such has no preconceived notion about the unity or discreteness of 
the traditions of reasoned inquiry on which it draws. The needs and 
interests of students and our society (and conditions in the 
contemporary world) provide themes for integration. From an 
epistemological point of view, the crucial condition is that in any form 
of integration the nature of distinct kinds of knowledge, methods of 
inquiry, and criteria of verification should be respected to the extent 
that they exist. It is also important to take account of social factors 
that have influenced various features of the disciplines of intellectual 
inquiry and the arts in their historical development. In many cases, the 
range of topics explored has been limited by interests of class, gender 
and race. Inquiry in various fields has also often been influenced by 
unquestioned commitment to a political ideology or to religious beliefs. 
The effort to address these issues within the traditions of the 
intellectual disciplines and the arts needs to be reflected in 
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contemporary curricula of liberal education. 6 At its meeting in Hobart 
in J 989, the Australian Education Council (comprising the Ministers 
of Education for the Commonwealth, States and Territories) issued a ' 
Declaration on Schooling' 7 Among its items are ten agreed national 
goals for schooling. Apart from some too general references to the 
development of skills, the goals that refer directly to curriculum (in 
particular the sixth) either express, or are consistent with, the 
characteristics of a liberal education. 

Work was undertaken on the development of national curriculum 
statements that reflect the goals of the Hobart declaration. The 
statements cover eight subjects: Arts, English, Technology, Science, 
Health, Languages Other Than English, Mathematics, Studies of 
Society and Environment. Each subject contains a number of 'strands' 
to be studied throughout primary and secondary schooling. For each 
statement there is a corresponding 'profile'. The latter sets out the 
achievement that can be expected in each strand at eight levels of 
schooling. The statements and profiles are intended as guidelines for 
the detailed development of curricula within the states and individual 
schools. Despite various defects, the range of subjects, the nature of 
content in each, and the general objectives provide a blueprint for a 
program of studies that can come within the definition of a liberal 
education. 

Given that liberal education is the main work of the school, it 
follows that until the end of 'universal' schooling, all students should 
engage in a basically common curriculum. The degree of commonality 
varies, of course, with the specific way in which a school shapes the 
liberal education curriculum. For example, it may take the form of a 
core of common studies together with electives or a common 
framework within which there can be choice of particular studies. The 
strictly common curriculum is also likely to become less extensive in 
the later stages of schooling. Within each area of a common 
curriculum there is, of course, scope for variations of detail to 
accommodate differences in the abilities, background knowledge, and 
motivation of students. 

The last point relates to one of the main justifications for vocational 
programs in school as an alternative to a curriculum of liberal 
education (even when the latter is not narrowly interpreted in terms of 
academic subjects). It is claimed that a substantial number of people 
are not capable of the breadth of knowledge, abstract thought and 
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reflective understanding required by liberal ed ucation. They need one 
that is directly related to practical interests and has immediate 
relevance for gaining entry to the work force. 

Some years ago, G. H. Bantock proposed a more subtle version of 
this dualist view.S The case he makes is set in the context of a criticism 
of the notion of a common culture. If 'culture' refers to the body of 
intellectual and imaginative work of high quality, it cannot form the 
content of a common curriculum, Bantock argues, because it requires a 
level of abstract thought and rational consciousness that is beyond the 
capacity of about forty per cent of those who would be regarded as 
educationally normal. The culture of this group (the 'less able') is 
characterized by concrete experience, oral communication, visual 
imagery. Hence, what is needed are two kinds of curriculum: one based 
on 'high' culture and one that reflects and encourages the values of a 
'folk' culture that is appropriate for our times. 

Bantock's position on contemporary folk culture is somewhat 
obscure. He recognizes that the tradition of folk culture has been 
radically affected by the development of the industrial economy and 
the mass media. The alternative curriculum he advocates is not an 
attempt to recover a folk culture that has largely disappeared. Nor 
does it seem to be intended to reflect the state of current media-driven 
popular culture. Bantock draws attention to features of our popular 
culture (particularly as shaped by radio and television) that have 
continuity with the preindustrial folk culture: oral communication, 
concrete imagery, repetition and narrative as the dominant rhetorical 
form. His alternative curriculum will build on these features of popular 
culture but it seems that he intends it to develop a new, vigorous folk 
culture that transcends the deficiencies of media culture and effectively 
relates the modes of work in industrial society to the rest oflife. 

While Bantock's curriculum for the less able includes vocational 
interests, he is firmly set against making them the dominant focus. 
The nature of work in technological society restricts the role that the 
school can play in preparing students (especially the less able) for 
work. Also, because of the sharp division in contemporary life between 
work and leisure, the shaping of a new folk culture cannot be closely 
tied to the world of work - a contrast with the folk culture of 
preindustrial society. The greatly increased leisure, which has come as 
a result of technological advances in the industrial economy, is 
absorbed to a considerable extent by the seductive fantasy world 
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purveyed by the mass media. It fills in the spare time and offers a 
distraction from the dullness of work. In these circumstances, the 
curriculum that is to promote a new folk culture must focus on the real 
world of relationships in which people live. 

As the basis for the development of a suitable curriculum for less 
able (or 'non-academic') students, Bantock identifies four important 
areas of interest that relate to their level of consciousness: the affective 
life (with consequences for moral conduct); the physical life; the 
domestic life; the environmental challenge of the machine. To build a 
suitable curriculum related to these areas, Bantock stresses the 
importance of attending to the level of abstraction at which most 
people can be expected to function. As we have seen, he takes the view 
that their capacity for rational generalization is limited; for the most 
part their mental activities are closely tied to concrete experience. 

In Chapter 7 of Education In An Industrial Age, Bantock sketches the 
kind of content that would satisfy this condition for each of the four 
areas.9 Here I shall give a brief indication of what he has in mind. 

Affictive. An emphasis on oral language (making use of radio and 
television); stories whose theme is either homely or concerned with the 
marvellous or horrific, treated in narrative form with strong emphasis 
on emotional reactions; in writing, an emphasis on free verse poetry 
rather than prose; a central place for dance, music, mime and drama. 
All these activities should be closely linked with their manifestation in 
popular culture. However, students are to be encouraged to respond 
critically to the images in which human values are presented as in 
advertising, television programs and films. 

Domestic. This covers the whole range of activities associated with 
domestic life: cooking and the choice of a healthy diet, learning to buy 
sensibly, sex education, the aesthetic aspects of decorating and the 
choice of furniture. 

Machines. The objective is to gain some understanding of, and 
practical skill in using and repairing, the main machines that affect our 
everyday life (cars, washing machines, radio and television sets, to 
name but some). This area is regarded by Bantock as being for boys. 
While he sees the domestic as predominantly for girls, he does 
encourage some work in the area by boys. (It is fair to note that his 
book was published in 1963). 
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Physical. This area includes the broad range of games and physical 
education (linked with dance and drama), camping, hiking, and rock 
climbing. Bantock suggests that some informal geography and map
reading could be introduced in several of these activities. 

In relation to the last point, it should be noted that the proposed 
curriculum does not include any formal study of history, geography, 
foreign languages or commercial subjects. Some provision is made, 
however, for incidental historical study in the context of learning 
about domestic life and machines. 

Bantock's position raises a wide range of issues for criticism and 
discussion. In the present context, I shall restrict my comments to 
those that seem most closely related to the case for a common 
curriculum ofliberal education to the end of universal schooling. 

I. While the details of Bantock's distinction between the more and less 
able might be challenged, only a naive egalitarian would try to ignore 
the significant range of abilities that affect educational achievement. 
However, if we are referring to the broad group of normal students, it 
does not follow that those classified as 'less able' are incapable of 
attaining any worthwhile liberal education. Equally, the pedagogical 
methods can be adapted so that students who are less able (or less 
motivated) can achieve, to a reasonable extent, the main objectives of a 
liberal education. 

2. Bantock correctly identifies the obstacles to using the school as an 
effective agent of vocational education. He rejects it as an option for the 
'less able'. However, the obstacles apply regardless of the abilities and 
interests of students in the years of universal schooling. Even if the 
school were a suitable place in which to offer the full curriculum in 
vocational education, this would not resolve the problem of how 'less 
able' students are to reach at least a minimally satisfactory level of 
educational achievement. 

3. Bantock's interpretation of liberal education is excessively narrow. It 
consists in the direct study of the intellectual disciplines in order to 
promote competence in abstract rational modes of thought. While 
liberal education includes an understanding of the diverse forms of 
rational inquiry and some skill in their use, it is not intended to 
produce practitioners in the various disciplines. The study of history, 
for example, as part of a liberal education requires attention to the ways 
in which explanations, interpretations, narratives of the human past are 
constructed. But this is done in order to develop a more critical 
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understanding of what we claim to know about the past, not to make 
proficient historians. 

Closely connected with this more modest concern with rational 
modes of understanding, liberal education is also directed to the 
development of imagination, the emotions, commitment to moral 
ideals, appreciation of aesthetic values. With some adjustments, the 
first three areas of interest contained in Bantock's curriculum for the 
less able are, or should be, part of an adequate liberal education. In any 
case, it is curious to suggest that the education of the emotions, for 
example, is more appropriate for less able than more able students. An 
effective liberal education until the end of Year 10 need not occupy the 
whole of learning associated with the school. What Bantock includes 
under physical education, and aspects of the other areas of interest, 
could appropriately come within the scope of additional learning at 
school. But they should be for all students, not only the less able. 
(Parts of moral education, especially the application of principles to 
action, belong to the further kinds of learning to which the school 
contributes). 

Jane Roland Martin has criticized the usual liberal education 
curriculum for not giving attention to what Bantock refers to as 
domestic life.'o As Martin points out, the main objectives of general (or 
liberal) education has been to fit new members of society for their roles 
as citizens, workers, individuals, and carriers of the cultural heritage. 
She argues for the need to include education for family life, with 
particular emphasis on understanding of, and commitment to the 
values of ' care, concern, connection'.11 In relation to Martin's 
argument, I would claim that these topics are a clearly justifiable part 
of liberal education without any need to appeal to changes that have 
occurred in contemporary family life (for example increase in home 
violence and the breakdown of marriages). Martin rightly argues that 
the ethics of care should cross the divide between the private and the 
public domains. However, while the distinction is one that is 
commonly too sharply drawn in liberal theory, there are important 
differences of emphasis to be observed. Otherwise, the delicate balance 
between social cohesion and tolerance in a pluralist society will be 
upset." 

4. The strength of Bantock's attack on the idea of a common culture 
depends on an extreme interpretation of what it involves: every 
member of the society sharing, at a high level of abstract rational 
reflection, in the same broad range of intellectual, artistic and other 
practices. The argument for a substantial core of common culture is 
based on an appeal to the conditions oflife that affect every member of 



The School Curriculum and Liberal Education 115 

a contemporary democratic, pluralist society with an industrial 
economy shaped by scientific technology in which beliefs and tastes are 
subject to powerful mass media of communication and entertainment. 
Liberal education, as earlier described, provides the range of 
understanding and skills that all members of such a society need if they 
are to respond adequately to its legitimate demands and critically 
resist the influences that undermine a worthwhile human life. It may 
not be sufficient, but it is necessary. 

If everyone engages in liberal education during the course of 
universal schooling, this means that, in a broad sense, everyone follows 
a common curriculum. But, as I have stressed, the common objectives 
of a liberal education can be achieved at various levels through a 
variety of curricula and pedagogical methods. Any program should 
include the core of beliefs, values and attitudes on which the survival of 
a democratic, pluralist society depends." Beyond that, the various 
curricula of liberal education will engender, at different levels of 
sophistication, overlapping networks of shared meanings. In this sense 
we may speak ofliberal education for all as fostering a common culture 
- one that is characterized by considerable internal variation. (Of 
course, 'high', 'folk', 'mass' and other types of culture that may be 
distinguished are not monolithic either). 

What is to be done for those in middle adolescence who come 
within the broad group of the normally educable but who are 
unwilling, for whatever reason, to engage in any serious form ofliberal 
education? There is no single satisfactory answer. If they have strong 
interests (for example in sport, pop music, a particular kind of job), 
these might provide the basis for developing some aspects of a liberal 
education (for example the historical dimension; selective parts of 
literature, art, science, mathematics related to their interests; moral 
issues that affect the areas of interest). For those who resist being at 
school at all, it would be preferable for our society to offer suitable 
alternatives (for example, as assistants in community work). In the 
absence of such alternatives, schools will continue to be adolescent 
day- care centres for some proportion of those who attend. As long as 
schools are expected to accept this role, it is essential that some 
members of their staff should be appropriately prepared for the task. 
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The Approach to Liberal Education at Different Levels of 
Schooling 

The divisions of schooling tend to be too sharply drawn. In liberal 
education, as I have broadly described it, there is significant continuity 
from the early primary school to the end of undergraduate studies. The 
placement of the divisions is also somewhat arbitrary. For example, the 
sixth and seventh years might be in a common sector, or the senior 
level might begin at Year 10. The total number of years given to 
primary and secondary schooling, like the length of the school year, 
reflects custom as well as soundly tested experience. 

The 'Compulsory Years of Schooling Project' (sponsored by the 
Commonwealth Schools Council) recommended changes to the present 
broad division into primary and secondary schooling. J4. It proposes 
three stages: childhood (to about Year 5), adolescence (Years 6 - 9), 
young adult (Year 10 and beyond). It sees the third stage as including 
various alternatives to continuing in full-time normal schooling. (The 
National Curriculum Statements, to which I referred earlier, identified 
four stages. The accompanying profiles of achievement have eight 
levels - the last three referring to Year 10). What is more important 
than the change oflabels is the emphasis that the Project places on the 
need for more continuity in the transition from primary to secondary 
schooling and on the recognition of important differences in the 
character of education beyond Year 9 or 10 and the provision of 
worthwhile alternatives to full-time schooling at this stage. 

Whatever adjustments might be made in the future, broad 
differences in the curriculum of liberal education can be characterized, 
within the present scheme of things, in the following way. In the 
primary school the emphasis is on acquiring the basic skills of literacy 
and numeracy, on gaining an introduction to systematic knowledge 
about the physical and social world (drawn from disciplines but 
organized in relation to broad themes and closely linked to children's 
commonsense experience), and learning to engage in theorizing 
activities (such as classifying, conjecturing likely solutions to 
problems, exercising sympathetic imagination) usually in the context 
of practical interests. Content is presented in a predominantly 
descriptive way. The mode of storytelling, with its clear structure of 
beginning, middle and end and attention to concrete detail and images, 
plays a crucial and pervasive role. 

j 



The School Curriculum and Liberal Education 117 

In the second phase of 'universal schooling', to the end of Year 10, 

more direct attention is given to the organization of knowledge by 
disciplines or groups of disciplines, and the different modes of 
theorizing (explaining, interpreting, evaluating) as they are used 
within the disciplines. However, practical activities still form a 
significant context for undertaking theoretical work. Integrated 
studies should clearly identify the role of the contributing disciplines 
and stay within the scope of their methods and evidence. A mode of 
integration to be strongly encouraged is the systematic study of a 
second language and its cultural setting. 

Although the details of content may vary substantially, the 
curriculum of liberal studies should include work in at least these 
areas: English (language and literature), mathematics, humanities and 
social studies, physical and biological sciences, the expressive arts. 
Each student's program should be characterized by breadth and 
balance in scope and by a cumulative sequence of studies. The selection 
of content should be guided by the objective of helping students grasp 
the major concepts, principles and theories in relation to the aims of 
each field of systematic inquiry. Together with a general emphasis on 

. methods of learning, this treatment of content should equip students 
by the end of Year 10 to pursue their own informal study of, say, 
history, literature, or science. 

Skills of literacy, especially the ability to read analytically and 
express oneself with precision, are to be developed in relation to the 
distinctive content and modes of expression in each major area of the 
curriculum. By the end of Year 10, students should have acquired a 
range of these skills to levels at which they can at least perform 
competently in the main contexts of adult life. The same criteria also 
apply to the skills of numeracy. Despite the role of mathematics in 
technology, the economy and other areas of our society, this 
instrumental criterion is much less demanding for numeracy than for 
literacy. But, of course, there are other grounds on which the study of 
mathematics beyond the basic skills can be justified. 

Throughout the years of universal schooling, moral education is one 
of the fundamental objectives. However, unlike mathematics for 
example, it is an aspect of education to which the family and other 
agencies contribute significantly. Schools need to be clear about their 
distinctive contribution in this area. In a pluralist society, public 
schools must be particularly careful to respect legitimate diversity in 
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moral beliefs and practices. Still, all schools in our society have the 
responsibility to uphold and encourage commitment to the basic moral 
values on which any social order depends together with those that are 
distinctive of a liberal democracy (such as: personal freedom, 
recognition of the dignity and worth of each human being as a moral 
agent, tolerance of diverse ways of thinking and acting within the 
constraints of the essential moral values, commitment to non-violent 
means of persuasion). They must also, of course, support the moral 
values that characterize a serious engagement in liberal education: for 
example, respect for the truth, intellectual honesty and humility. In 
part, this moral education occurs in the day-to-day life of a school as 
an institution. Within the curriculum, it has a place in many contexts, 
such as literature, history, social studies and physical education. As an 
aspect of liberal education, the distinctive objectives are to develop 
understanding of what the moral domain is about and why we should 
act in certain ways, and to learn how to apply moral values in making 
informed and effective judgements. 

The style of approach in secondary schooling moves from one of 
narrative to one that focuses more on analysis, generalization, 
argument. However, prominence should be given to the history of the 
immense human effort that has fashioned each of the major modes of 
systematic thought, and to the most important historical background 
in the study of the arts and of contemporary institutions and 
movements. l5 

Liberal Studies in the Senior Secondary School 

I t is obvious that what is to be done in the name ofliberal education in 
the senior secondary school depends largely on how we interpret the 
characteristics of liberal education in the years of universal secondary 
schooling and in institutions of higher education. As noted earlier, 
there is also a substantial continuity in the program of liberal 
education from one level to another. 

Whatever other purposes the curriculum in Years 11 and 12 might 
serve, one clear justification for these two additional years of 
secondary schooling is to provide the further knowledge and skills 
regarded as a desirable, if not necessary, basis for programs of both 
liberal and professional or other applied studies in higher education. 
These institutions could begin from the level achieved at Year 10, 
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which I have suggested should be adequate for the general conduct of 
life. They might then be content with a generally lower level of 
attainment at graduation, or add an additional year or more to 
undergraduate programs. But I shall assume here that without taking 
the latter step they are justified in trying to maintain the standards of 
quality to which universities in this country have aspired over past 
generations. Given a substantial increase in the relative number of 
students entering higher education, the nature and quality of what is 
done in Years II and 12 is now even more crucial to the work of 
universities 

If the curriculum of liberal education in these years does effectively 
equip students for university studies, it will also be appropriate for 
other purposes: advanced vocational programs in other tertiary 
institutions, entry to other modes of occupational training that require 
a higher level of education than is normally adequate, or for those who 
simply wish to gain a more thorough liberal education in preparation 
for the diverse roles of adult life. 

Because of its intermediate position, liberal education in Years II 
and 12 thus shares characteristics of both the preceding and following 
levels. The curriculum is still to be balanced in scope, requiring some 
work in each of the three general areas of humanities, sciences and 
arts. However, there is now provision for a degree of specialization. 
Liberal education at the tertiary level should also include conditions of 
breadth, but the program as a whole is likely to be more narrowly 
focused and will have more intensive specialization that in the senior 
secondary school. 

The curriculum in Years 11 and 12 reinforces the study of the 
significant structural features of the disciplines undertaken earlier and 
gives attention to developing details of content and skills. The process 
continues on a larger scale and at a more advanced level in tertiary 
programs ofliberal education. As part of its distinctive work, the latter 
should include systematic reflection on the relative scope and limits of 
particular disciplined modes of inquiry. In the secondary school this 
can be done to some extent through carefully designed units on 
complex moral and social issues, where account has to be taken of a 
range of factual and value questions and of how they fit together in 
argument. 
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In Years 11 and 12, skills in reading, writing and discussing are 
further developed in closer relationship to the rhetoric or style of 
argument in individual disciplines. In the humanities particularly, 
there needs to be practice in applying the general skills of reading to a 
text with relatively technical content (grasping its structure, its 
principal concepts and key assumptions). There also needs to be 
training in how to write on topics within the contexts of a discipline 
(finding sources, taking notes, organizing an argument). At the 
tertiary level, these skills are worked on more intensively. Here 
students are expected to study a number of the master works in the 
various fields of disciplined inquiry and aesthetic effort, both for the 
content and for the models of procedure and technique that they offer. 

In schematic terms, liberal education is directed not only to 
knowing, including the capacity to think feelingly and with 
imagination, but also to making (for example in arts and crafts) and 
doing (for example acting morally, performing social roles efficiently). 
But the first of these, the engagement in theorizing activities, is the 
fundamental object of liberal education. In primary school, these 
activities are formally set in the context of making and doing. In the 
course of universal secondary schooling, although the connections 
with making and doing are still significant for the curriculum, 
attention is increasingly given to the theorizing activities in 
themselves. 

By Years 11 and 12 these activities become the predominant focus 
of the curriculum. The first objective is to develop intellectual skills 
and knowledge for understanding significant aspects of the physical 
and human world, rather than to serve particular practical interests in 
making or doing something. These interests may provide a point .of 
departure or application, but they are strictly ancillary to the main 
purposes of the curriculum. The distinctive educational role of the 
school at Years 11 and 12 is thus more narrowly defined than in the 
phases of universal schooling. In liberal education at the tertiary level, 
the emphasis is almost wholly on the mastery of intellectual skills and 
knowledge in the various systematic forms of theorizing activities. 

Theory and practice are related in complex ways. A program of 
general studies need not exclude theoretical work in the context of a 
practical activity, either one that is immediately linked - theory of 
music and performance, for example - or one to which an intellectual 
discipline is applied, like botany and gardening. But in liberal, as 
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distinct from vocational, education the main objective is to understand 
the practice, not to improve its technical efficiency. Given this purpose, 
the role of scientific technology in contemporary culture and society 
can be a subject ofliberal education. 

A final general feature of liberal education in the senior secondary 
school is the place of historical studies. In reference to at least some of 
the major institutions, movements and ideas of the contemporary 
world, the sketchy maps of the past required by Year 10 need to be 
substantially filled out. 

Although there should be some scope for specialized study at Years 
11 and 12, the 'general' character of liberal education is still 
predominant at this stage. Thus, there is justification for setting 
conditions on the choice of subjects to ensure that students include a 
balanced range of the major modes of thought in their course of 
studies. Such a program has to be achieved in relation to several sets of 
ingredients. Perhaps the most important of these is that it should 
include learning in each of the major kinds of understanding at which 
different fields of inquiry aim: in particular, explanation or prediction 
by means of empirically-based causal laws and generalizations; the 
interpretation of events in relation to human motives and intentions; 
evaluation and prescription. It is also important to recognize that if 
intellectual skills such as identifying and solving problems, thinking 
critically and imaginatively are to be developed effectively, their 
acquisition must go hand in hand with learning the significant content 
(factual information, concepts, principles, theories) that distinguishes 
the field of systematic inquiry. What one learns is not an abstract 
general problem-solving or other skill that can be applied in any 
situation, but how to solve certain kinds of problems or to think 
imaginatively in certain contexts. 

If we assume that by the end of Year 10 an adequate level of 
competence for general adult life has been acquired in a broad and 
balanced curriculum, I believe the framework for Years 11 and 12 
might have the following features: (a) English language, and logic in 
the use of ordinary language; (b) some units in at least four or five 
broad areas: mathematics, natural sciences, humanities, social sciences 
and arts; (c) within subjects, attention to special conditions for literacy, 
the inclusion of work on mathematics wherever relevant, and on 
historical background and ethical issues. These latter also give 
students experience in relating different modes of understanding. 



122 Brian Crittenden 

Liberal Education and Preparation for Work 

In relation to the employment system, a liberal education can 
contribute in two main ways. First, it develops the range of general 
intellectual skills that enables a person to adapt intelligently in 
changing circumstances and to be relatively more easily trained for 
new tasks. These skills include reading and listening with critical 
understanding, expressing oneself clearly and logically in speech and 
writing, applying mathematics in the interpretation and description of 
quantitative relationships, knowing how to learn for oneself in the 
main areas of disciplined inquiry. Of course, if the tasks of a job require 
no theoretical understanding or other intellectual effort, liberal 
education in this respect has no relevance. However, neither would 
there be any point in requiring people to spend several years in a 
school practising such tasks. 

Second, work in human life can, and I think should, form a basic 
theme in the curriculum, to be examined from the perspective of 
several disciplined modes of understanding. This study can be 
undertaken in various ways through the course of primary and 
secondary schooling. The broad objective is the development of the 
concepts, knowledge and skills necessary for a critical interpretation 
and understanding of this system. It would include among its 
elements: the historical background since the industrial revolution; the 
role of private enterprise and government; trade unions; conflict 
between management and labour; the industrial arbitration system; a 
comparison of capitalism and socialism; advertising and the 
stimulation of artificial wants; problems such as poverty, inflation, 
unemployment, and the depletion of energy resources; changing 
patterns in work through advances in science and technology and 
other causes. The study would need to include historical, political, 
economic and moral aspects. But it might also examine how work is 
interpreted in literature and the arts. 

I shall not attempt to discuss any details of curriculum design or 
procedures for teaching and learning. The following comments refer to 
two examples of a school program on the theme of work. In the 
Humanities Project, one of the eight general topics is 'People and 
Work'.'6 The materials are intended for early secondary school years, 
but to some extent could also be used in the final years of the primary 
school. The focus of attention in the whole project is on controversial 
value issues. The materials are intended to inform and provoke 

.. 
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discussion and ensure that the broad spectrum of views on each issue is 
represented. Whether teachers adopted the specific aims of the project 
or not, they would find in 'People and Work' a rich variety of 
materials. These are drawn from a number of disciplines, from 
literature and films, painting, cartoons, folk songs and newspaper 
excerpts. They are classified for use in relation to eight broad 
categories of the topic: for example, the meaning of work for the 
worker; social stratification and the meaning of work; the relationship 
between work and other human activities. 

In the two-year program for the Victorian Certificate of Education, . 
the first half of the four-semester study design for Australian Studies 
(used in the first full cycle, 1991-92) was on the theme of work in 
society. Although the focus on work took up a disproportionate part of 
this course in Australian Studies, the content illustrates the kind of 
themes related to work that are appropriate within a curriculum of 
liberal education. There were four main dimensions: characteristics of 
work in contemporary Australian society and the various ways in 
which work is interpreted; how geography and the population affect 
the pattern of work in Australia, the changes that are occurring, and 
what social differences are reflected in work; how wealth is generated 
and distributed and the role of government and various other agencies 
in these processes; characteristics of Australia as a technological 
society: the effects on the political order, industry, living standards, 
environment etc. 

A good case can be made for treating the study of work as a distinct 
part of a common core curriculum during the course. of secondary 
schooling. Ernest Boyer argues for such a study, in which the place of 
work in society would be systematically examined from historical, 
comparative, social, cultural and economic perspectives. 17 Boyer also 
includes another related common study: Technology (which examines 
it historical dimensions, the links with science, ethical and social 
issues). In addition, he proposes that, in Years 9-12, students should do 
a minimum of thirty hours of voluntary work each year, either within 
or outside the school. I should note that there is no compelling reason 
for placing the study of work in the final two years. Years 9 and 10, 
when virtually all adolescents are still at school, would be preferable. 

In addition to the study of the employment system within the 
curriculum of liberal education, schools should also help students to 
prepare for work through appropriate vocational guidance. 
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I shall not comment in detail on this aspect, except for two notes. 
First, schools should provide information and encouragement in 
relation to a much wider variety of jobs. Second, in helping students to 
make a realistic assessment of their capacities and interests, schools 
should try to prevent decisions from being too specific. Future 
vocational choice should only relate to a broad area of interest, not a 
particular job. As Dewey emphasized, the dominant vocation for 
children and adolescents is intellectual and moral growth. The school 
is the special setting in which they engage in this occupation. If this 
stage is determined by a specific future occupation, it is bound to be 
unduly narrow and to restrict a person's flexibility in later vocational 
choice. 

In regard to the problem of underemployment or the constructive 
use ofleisure, liberal education has an indispensable role to play. If it is 
engaged in effectively, a person gains access to the broad range of 
conceptual schemes and methods of thought for critically 
understanding and interpreting the cultural and social milieu in which 
one lives. By systematically studying the best human achievements in 
the main modes of culture, one gains an appreciation of the criteria of 
value that distinguish worthwhile human activities. To the extent that 
it succeeds, liberal education develops the skills by which people come 
to take charge of their own learning and know how to think for 
themselves. In these ways, a liberal education equips a person for an 
awareness of the possibilities and the intellectual resources to find 
work in leisure. Among other things, it is just possible that if we took 
seriously the project of liberal education for everyone, television 
addiction would cease to be the great consumer of leisure - and what 
people did watch would be viewed with a much more critical and 
discerning eye. 

Apart from the objectives of self-cultivation and the worthwhile use 
of leisure, liberal education also provides the essential framework of 
understanding for intelligently fulfilling the responsibilities of a citizen 
- a vocation to which everyone in a democracy is called18 This is, of 
course, one of the fundamental reasons why everyone in our society 
should have an adequate opportunity for liberal education. 

There is a further, related way in which liberal education for all can 
play a crucial role. Our political economy is under severe stress from 
fragmenting forces of various kinds. But our commitment to cultural 
and moral pluralism also puts strain on the coherence of the society as 

1 
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a whole. Now, although the curriculum of liberal education admits 
many variations, it does constitute a common curriculum in the range 
of its content and in the skills, values and attitudes that it seeks to 
develop. Such an education provides the common framework of 
meaning for the diverse aspects of each individual's own life and for 
relating individuals and sub-groups to one another. Even in the later 
years of secondary schooling, where some specialization is appropriate, 
all students should be engaged in at least a common core of significant 
learning. Over the course of schooling, individual differences of ability 
are better accommodated by allowing differences of pace and depth; 
interests, by allowing choice of detail within a common framework. It 
is surely a failure in the design of the curriculum if students can choose 
a program that allows them to emerge from the secondary school 
without any systematic study, historical and contemporary, of the 
social and economic order that has such a profound influence on the 
shaping of their lives. 
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