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Progressive Education
Why It's Hard to Beat, But Also Hard to Find

By Alfie Kohn

If progressive education doesn’t lend itself tarayke fixed definition, that seems fittil
in light of its reputation for resisting confoitynand standardization. Any two educai
who describe themselves as sympathetic to thigitadnay well see it differently, or
least disagree about which features are the mquiriamnt.

Talk to enough progressive educators, in fact, god’ll begin to notice certai
paradoxes: Some people focus on the unique neemsligidual students, while othe
invoke the importance of @eemmunityof learners; some describe learning as a prc
more journey than destination, while others belithat task should result in authen
products that can be shared.[1]

What It Is

Despite such variations, there are enough elenmgntghich most of us can agree so
a common core of progressive education emergesevewhazily. And it really doe
make sense to call itteadition, as | did a moment ago. Ironically, what we usuall|
“traditional” education, in contrast to the progee approach, has less claim to
adjective —because of how, and how recently, it has developedlim Nehring at tt
University of Massachusetts at Lowell observed, §eessive schools are the legacy
long and proud tradition of thoughtful school pregtstretching back for centuries” —
including hands-on learning, multiage classroonm&] enentor-apprentice relatisimips
— while what we generally refer to as traditionah®aling “is largely the result «
outdated policy changes that have calcified intovemtions.”[2] (Nevertheless, I'll u:
the conventional nomenclature in this article toidwconfusion.)

It's not all or nothing, to be sure. | don'’t thililke ever seen a school -even one wit
scripted instruction, uniforms, and rows of deskdtdal to the floor —that ha
completely escaped the influence of progressivasdélor have | seen a school th
progessive in every detail. Still, schools can be ab#arized according to how clos
they reflect a commitment to values such as these:

Attending to the whole child: Progressive educators are concerned with helghridgrer
become not only good learnergtialso good people. Schooling isn’'t seen as baboy
just academics, nor is intellectual growth Ilimiteéd verbal and mathematic



proficiencies.

Community: Learning isn't something that happens to indigdchildren —separat
selves at separate d#es Children learn with and from one another in a&irg
community, and that's true of moral as well as acaid learning. Interdepender
counts at least as much as independence, so awlthat practices that pit stude
against one another in somédk of competition, thereby undermining a feelint
community, are deliberately avoided.

Collaboration: Progressive schools are characterized by whiaeltb call a “working
with” rather than a “doing to” model. In place @wards for complying with #hadults
expectations, or punitive consequences for faitmgo so, there’'s more of an emph
on collaborative problem-solving -and, for that matter, less focus on behaviors tn
underlying motives, values, and reasons.

Social justice: A sense otommunity and responsibility for others isn’t cardd to th
classroom; indeed, students are helped to locammdelves in widening circles of ¢
that extend beyond self, beyond friends, beyonit tdven ethnic group, and beyond tt
own country. Oppdunities are offered not only to learn about, &isb to put into actiol
a commitment to diversity and to improving the §w others.

Intrinsic motivation: When considering (or reconsidering) educationalicpes ant
practices, the first question tharogressive educators are likely to ask is, “Wh#te
effect on studentsinterestin learning, their desire to continue reading, kimg, anc
guestioning?” This deceptively simple test helpsd&iermine what students will a
won’'t be asked to do.hus, conventional practices, including homeworladgss, an
tests, prove difficult to justify for anyone who serious about promoting lorigrm
dispositions rather than just improving short-teskils.

Deep understanding: As the philosopher Alfred NdrtWhitehead declared long ago,
merely wellinformed man is the most useless bore on God'$1édfacts and skills ¢
matter, but onlyin a contextandfor a purpose That's why progressive education te
to be organized around problems, projects, andtiguss— rather than around lists
facts, skills, and separate disciplines. The tearhs typically interdisciplinary, tt
assessment rarely focuses on rote memorization, eandllence isn't confused w
“rigor.” The point is not merely to challenge statee — after all, harder is n
necessarily better —but to invite them to think deeply about issueat thatter and he
them understand ideas from the inside out.

Active learning: In progressive schools, students play a vita malhelping to dsign the
curriculum, formulate the questions, seek out (ameéate) answers, think throt
possibilities, and evaluate how successful theynéd-their teachers —have been. The
active participation in every stage of the processonsistent with the @rwhelming
consensus of experts that learning is a matteoosétcucting ideas rather than passi



absorbing information or practicing skills.

Taking kids serioudly: In traditional schooling, as John Dewey once nded, “the
center of gravity is outside the childhe or she is expected to adjust to the schodks
and curriculum. Progressive educators take theg tom the children —and ar
particularly attentive to differences among theEadh student is unique, so a single
of policies, eypectations, or assignments would be as counterptvduas it wa
disrespectful.) The curriculum isn’'t just based imterest, but onthese children’s
interests. Naturally, teachers will have broadlpazived themes and objectives in m
but they don’t just design a course of stddl their students; they designwith them
and they welcome unexpected detours. One fagndlde teacher’s curriculum, therefc
won't be the same as that of the teacher next dawrwill her curriculum be the sal
this year as it was for the children she taught laat.yi¥'s not enough to offer elabor.
thematic units prefabricated by the adults. Andgpessive educators realize that
students must help to formulate not only the cowfsstudy but also the outowes o
standards that inform those lessons.

Some of the features that I've listed here willmesbjectionable, or at least unsettling
educators at more traditional schools, while othalsbe surprisingly familiar and mz
even echo sentiments théey, themselves, have expressed. But progressiveata:
don’t merelysaythey endorse ideas like “love of learning” or ‘@nse of community
They're willing to put these values into practicee if doing so requires them to epe
traditions. They may eliminate homework altogetifié@’s clear that students view after-
school assignments as something to be gotten ollkras soon as possible. They \
guestion things like honors classes and awardsrdniss that clearly undermine a se
of community. Progressive schools, in short, folldveir core values —bolstered b
research and experience — wherever they lead.

What It Isn’t

Misconceptions about progressive education gewyeiate two forms. Either it is defin
too narrowly so that the sigreaince of the change it represents is understateglse a
exaggerated, caricatured version is presented derao justify dismissing the whc
approach. Let’s take each of these in turn.

Individualized attention from caring, respectfuhders is teibly important. But it doe
not a progressive school make. To assume othemwasenly dilutes progressivism; i
unfair to traditional educators, most of whom amt wcallous Gradgrinds or ruler-
wielding nuns. In fact, it's perfectly consistentwiew education as the process of fill
children up with bits of knowledge —and to use worksheets, lectures, qui:
homework, grades, and other such methods in pudfuthat goal —while being
genuinely concerned about each child’s progredso@s wih warm, responsive teach
who know each student personally can take prideanfact, but they shouldn’t claim
that basis to be progressive.



Moreover, traditional schools aren’t always abowtnmorizing dates and definitiot
sometimes they’re alsommitted to helping students understand ideas. s szienc
teacher pointed out, “For thoughtful traditionaisthinking is couched in terms
comprehending, integrating, and applying knowletd¢owever, the student’s task
such classrooms is “comprehending howttdacherhas integrated or applied the ides
and [then] reconstruct[ing] the teacher’s thinkif]. There are interesting conce
being discussed in some traditional classroomsther words, but what distinguist
progressive education is that students masstructtheir own understanding of ideas.

There’s another mistake based on too narrow aitefinwhich took me a while to cat
on to: A school that is culturally progressive & necessarily educationally progress
An institution can be steeped in lefty politics andlti-grain values; it can be commiti
to diversity, peace, and saving the planetbut remain strikingly traditional in i
pedagogy. In fact, one can imagine an old-fashigpewr-in-the-facts approach bgin
used to teach lessons in tolerance or even raodisics. [4]

Less innocuous, or accidental, is the tendencyaiot progressive education as a touchy-
feely, loosey-goosey, fluffy, fuzzy, undemandingrise in leftover hippie idealism —
or Rousseauan Romanticism. In this cartoon version of thalifian, kids are free to ¢
anything they please, the curriculum can consistlwitever is fun (and nothing that i<
fun). Learning is thought to happen automaticalllilev the teachers just stand
observing and beaming. | lack the space here tor offeamples of this sort
misrepresentation — or a full account of why its grofoundly wrong —but trust me
People really do sneer at the idea of progressiveation based on an image that
little to do with progressive education.

Why It Makes Sense

For most people, the fundamental reason to chawsefer, a progressive education
function of their basic values: “a roddettom commitment to democracy,” as Jos
Featherstone put it; a bdlithat meeting children’s needs should take preceele@ve
preparing future employees; and a desire to nouwisiosity, creativity, compassic
skepticism, and other virtues.

Fortunately, what may have begun with values (for @ us as individuals, analso fo
education itself, historically speaking) has turred to be supported by solid data
truly impressive collection of research has demaret that when students are abl
spend more time thinking about ideas than memaifacts and practicing skills -anc
when they are invited to help direct their own teag —they are not only more likely
enjoy what they're doing but to do it better. Peggive education isn't just mc
appealing; it's also more productive.

| reviewed decades’ wdrtof research in the late 1990s: studies of presdshand higl
schools; studies of instruction in reading, writimgath, and science; broad studie
“‘open classrooms,” “studementered” education, and teaching consistent



constructivist accountsfdearning, but also investigations of specific onations like
democratic classrooms, multiage instruction, logptooperative learning, and authe
assessment (including the abolition of grades). o8sr domains, the restL
overwhelmingly favor progssive education. Regardless of one’s valuesthier avords
this approach can be recommended purely on the bésis effectiveness. And if yo
criteria are more ambitious — lorigrm retention of what's been taught, the capaa
understand ideaand apply them to new kinds of problems, a desireontinue learnin
— the relative benefits of progressive educationearen greater.[5] This conclusior
only strengthened by th&ack of data to support the value of standardized 1
homework, congntional discipline (based on rewards or consegggncompetition, ar
other traditional practices.[6]

Since | published that research review, similadifigs have continued to accumul:
Several newer studies confirm that traditional acaid instrution for very youn
children is counterproductive.[7ptudents in elementary and middle school did bét
science when their teaching was “centered on pijacwhich they took a high degi
of initiative. Traditional activities, such as coleiing worksheets and reading primal
from textbooks, seemed to have no positive effi@]t.’Another recent study found tt
an “inquiry-based” approach to learning is more beneficial t@ventional methods f
low-income and minority students.[9] The rdésujo on and on. In fact, | occasion:
stumble upon older research that I'd missed earkerincluding a classic fivgeal
investigation of almost 11,000 children between #iges of eight and sixteen, wh
found that students who attended progressiheals were less likely to cheat than tr
who attended conventional schools a—+esult that persisted even after the resear
controlled for age, 1Q, and family background.[10]

Why It's Rare

Despite the fact that all schools can be locateé @onthuum stretching between 1
poles of totally progressive and totally traditibna- or, actually, on a series
continuums reflecting the various components os¢hmodels —it’s usually possible 1
visit a school and come away with a pretty cleassed whether it can be classified
predominantly progressive. It's also possible tacke a conclusion about how m:
schools — or even individual classroomsir-America merit that label: damned fe
The higher the grade level, the rarer such teactang to be, and it's not even all tl
prevalent at the lower grades.[11] (Also, whiles iprobably true that most progres:
schools are independent, most independent schaoiwaprogressive.)

The rarity of this approach, while discouragingstime ofus, is also rather significe
with respect to the larger debate about educatioprogressive schooling is actue
guite uncommon, then it's hard to blame our prolsigneal or alleged) on this moc
Indeed, the facts have the effect of turning thguarent on its head: If students ar
learning effectively, it may be because of the is&zace oftraditional beliefs ani



practices in our nation’s schools.

But we're also left with a question: If progressi@ucation is so terrific, why is it si
the exception rather than the rule? | often ask duple who attend my lectures to ref
on this, and the answers that come back are vanddgrovocative For starters, they te
me, progressive education is not only less famitat also much hardelo do, an:
especially to do well. It asks a lot more of thedeints and at first can seem a burde
those who have figured out how to play the gaméraditional classrooms —efter
succeeding by conventional standards without domgh real thinkinglt's also mucl
more demanding of teachers, who have to know thdgject matter inside and out if tt
want their students to “make sense of biology terditure” as opposed to “simj
memoriz[ing] the frog’s anatomy or the sentencefsicture.”[12] But progressiv
teachers also have to know a lot about pedagogwusec no amount of contt
knowledge (say, expertise in science or Englisim) tedl you how to facilitate learnin
The belief that anyone who knows enough math cachté is a corollary fothe belie
that learning is a process of passive absorptiom view that cognitive science
decisively debunked.

Progressive teachers also have to be comfortaltheuwsicertainty, not only to abando
predictable march toward the “right answer” butdt students play an active role in
guest for meaning that replaces it. That meandlm@gviess to give up some control ¢
let students take some ownership, which requirets gis well as talent. The
characteristics appear not to be as commoweasnight like to think. Almost a deca
ago, in an interview for this magazine, | recall®g own experience in high sch
classrooms with some chagrin: “I prided myself @inly an entertaining lecturer, v
knowledgeable, funny, charismatic, and so lntook me years to realize [that n
classroom was all about me, not about the kidswds about teaching, not ab
learning.”[13] The more we're influenced by the insights of pregree education, tt
more we're forced to rethink what it means to &eood teacher. That process

unavoidably ruffle some feathers, including our own

And speaking of featheuffling, I'm frequently reminded that progressigducation he
an uphill journey because of the larger cultureliwe in. It's an approach #t is in som
respects inherently subversive, and people in palwarot always enjoy being subveri
As Vito Perrone has written, “The values of progrésm — including skepticisn
guestioning, challenging, openness, and seekirgrnalte possibilities —have long
struggled for acceptance in American society. Tthay did not come to dominate -
schools is not surprising.”[14]

There is pressure to raise standardized test scawasething that progressive educa
manages to do only sometimes and by accidemot-only because that isn’t its purp
but also because such tests measure what mattsts (@8he recognition of that fe
explains why progressive schools would never dreammsing standardized tests as
of their admissions processiMore insidiously, though, we face pressure to statide



our practices in general. Thinking is messy, andpdthinking is really messy. Tt
reality coexists uneasily with demands for orderir—schools where the curriculum
supposed to be carefully @alinated across grade levels and planned welldabetime
or in society at large.

And then (as my audiences invariably point outy¢hare parents who have never
invited to reconsider their assumptions about efiluca As a result, they may
impressed by the wrong things, reassured by signsaditionalism —letter grade:
spelling quizzes, heavy textbooks, a teacher im foontrol of the classroom -anc
unnerved by their absence. Even if their childrem @bviously unhappy, parents n
accet that as a fact of life. Instead of wanting tlextngeneration to get better than
got, it's as though their position wasListen, if it was bad enough for me, it's k
enough for my kids.” Perhaps they subscribe to wight be called the Listerntheor
of education, based on a famous ad campaign thghsdo sell this particular brand
mouthwash on the theory that if it tasted vilepliviously worked well. The convet
proposition, of course, is that anything appealsgkely to be inefective. If a child i
lucky enough to be in a classroom featuring, saudent-designed projetiases
investigations, the parent may wonder, “But is skaly learning anything? Where a
the worksheets?” And so the teachers feel pressurake the instruction worse.

All progressive schools experience a constant uogemperhaps a request to reintrod
grades of some kind, to give special enrichmentadahildren of the “gifted” parents,
start up a competitive sports program (because &arerdildren evidently don't ge
enough of winning and losing outside of school)ptmish the kid who did that bad th
to my kid, to administer a standardized test or {fost so we can see how they
doing”), and, above all, to get the kids readyvitwat comes next —even if this amoun
to teaching them badly so they'll be prepared fa bad teaching to which they’ll

subjected later.[15]

This list doesn’t exhaust the reasons that progressducation is uncommon. Howe\
the discussion that preded it, of progressive education’s advantagess was(
incomplete, which suggests that working to maka little more common is a wort
pursuit. We may not be able to transform a wholeet or even a classroom, along
of these dimensions, atadst not by the end of this year. But whatever megiwe ca
make is likely to benefit our students. And doinlgatis best for them is the reason al
us got into this line of work in the first place.

SIDEBAR:
A Dozen Questions for Progressive Schools

Because of what I've described as the undertow phagressive educators inevita



experience, it's possible for them to wake up om@mmg with the unsettling realizati
that their school has succumbed to a creeping toadiism and drifted from the visi
of its founders. Here are some pointed questions to spur colleatefkection anc
perhaps, corrective action.

1. Is our school committed to beirglucationallyprogessive, or is it content with
atmosphere that’s progressive only in the politaratultural sense of the word?

2. Is a progressive vision being pursued unapologkyicor does a fear of alienati
potential applicants lead to compromising that mis@and trying to be all things to
people? (“We offer a nurturing environment of rigorouscollege preparation.”)

3. Is the education that the oldest students regesteas progressive as that offere
the youngest, or would a visitor conde that those in the upper grades seem to at
different school altogether?

4. |Is the teaching organized around problems.epts] and questions®s most of th
instruction truly interdisciplinary, or is literati routinely separated from social studies —
or even from spelling?Has acquiring skills (e.g., arithmetic, vocabu)acpme to b
overemphasized rather than seen as a means to the fenthderstanding ar
communicating ideas?

5. To what extent are students involved in desigrthe curriculum? Is it a learner-
centered environment, or are lessons presentdtetohildren agaits accompli@ How
much are students involved in other decisions, sashroom decoration, classro
management, assessment, and so on? Are teachersimiag ontrol over childrer
even in subtle ways, so that the classrooms asedlesocratic than they could be?

6. Is assessment consistent with a progressive visioare students evaluated and r
with elaborate rubrics[16] and grade-substitute®®@ studgknts end up, as in ma
traditional schools, spending so much time thinkaigput how well they're doing tr
they’re no longer as engaged withatthey’re doing?

7. Do administrators respect teachers’ profestimmaand need for autonomy ef is
there a style of toplown control that's inconsistent with how teachams urged to tre
students? Conversely, is it possible that teachers’ insistelon being left alone h
permitted them to drift from genuinely progresspractice in some areas?

8. Are educators acting like lifelong learnersya}s willing to question familiar ways —
or do they sometimes fall back on tradition andifygractices on the grounds tl
something is just “the [name of school] wayAre teachers encouraged to visit
another’s classrooms and offered opportunitiealtoabout pedagogy on a regular basis?

9. Is cooperation emphasized throughout the school are there remnants of
adversarial approach? Do students typically maaestbns by trying to reach consass



or do they simply vote?Do competitive games still dominate physical ediocaanc
even show up in classroom$¥ most learning experiences take place in paidssaal
groups, or does the default arrangement consistasing students do things oheir
own?

10. Is homework assigned only when it's absolutelyessary to extend and enric
lesson, or is it assigned on a regular basis (asthmaditional school)Af homework it
given, are the assignments predicated on — andigdsby -- a behawrist model o
“reinforcing” what they were taughter do they truly deepen students’ understandin
and engagement with, idead?ow much of a role do the students play in ma
decisions about homework?

11. Does the question “How will this affect chadrs interestin learning (and in tF
topic at hand)?” inform all choices about currigulunstruction, and schedulingor has
a focus on right answers and “rigor” led some stisléo become less curious about,
excited by, what they're doing?

12. Is the school as progressive and collaborativadnacademic (social, behaviol
matters as it is in the academic realm, or areetliemnants of “consequenciease(
control such that the focus is sometimes more deraand compliance than on fasbey
moral reasoning, social skills, and democratic akgjpns?
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