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Saturn was recently evaluated 
by a number of educators. 

And it looks like we got a pretty good response.

N ot too long ago, a group of educators came to the Saturn plant, armed with 

plenty of paper and pencils, to find out how our union works with our management. 

And since it doesn’t really qualify as a trade secret, we told them: We work as though 

we’re on the same team—because we are. So when we make decisions, we make 

them together, and when we need to solve a problem, we do that together too. Now, 

some of these people have developed similar partnerships in their own districts. 

So we formed a partnership with the AFT, and we started an awards program, to 

recognize school districts that use teamwork to improve the quality of their schools. 

So when a school board works together with teachers, toward a common goal, we 

give the district an award—because we think what they’re trying to do is important. 

(Besides, after years of giving out stars and happy 

faces, they deserve some encouragem ent too.) F J  S A T IR N

For more information about the Saturn/UAW partnership award, or to nominate your school district, please call us at 

1-800-738-1817. For more information about Saturn, visit our Web site at www.saturn.com. ©2000 Saturn Corporation.

A D I F F E R E N T  K I N D  o f  C O M P A N Y .  A D I F F E R E N T  K I N D  o f  C A R .
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fascinating paradox.
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A renowned historian recounts how the 
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The Teening o f Childhood
By Kay S. Hymowitz
With 10-year-olds giving up their dolls for  
mascara and body oil, what has happened to 
that protected period we used to call childhood?
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TEACHING MATH

I wish to applaud you for three arti­
c les p u b lish e d  in th e  Fall 1999 
Am erican Educator. The articles by 
Professors Askey, Wu, and Stahl pro­
v ide p o in ts  o f v iew  th a t m ake 
sense, that are rooted in research, 
and that run counter to those perva­
sive in most professional develop­
m ent workshops and conferences 
for teachers. Wu’s article gives one 
of the best arguments I have seen 
for teaching the standard arithmetic 
a lgorithm s; it also begins to  de­
scribe a good way of teaching those 
algorithms. We teachers would do 
well to heed  the  advice of these 
thoughtful authors before hastily ac­
cepting new  and untried  theories 
and curricula.

— Paul M . M usial
Instructor in M athem atics 

Richard J. Daley College 
Chicago, Illinois

THE SAT

In the solution Clifford Adelman 
(W inter 1999-2000) p roposes for 
w hat he perceives to be deficien­
cies in the College Board’s Scholas­
tic Assessment Test, he commits a 
very serious, common error in logic 
by attributing causation to what is 
merely correlation or association. 
C orrela tion  in and of itse lf tells 
nothing about the existence or di­
rection of causation, a philosophi­
cally and scientifically difficult con­
cept. For example, does the test- 
anxious studen t score poorly  on 
certain tests because he is anxious 
about taking tests, or is he anxious 
because he knows he scores poorly 
on tests, or is some third or fourth 
variable the “cause”? A coefficient 
of c o rre la tio n  b e tw e e n  an x ie ty  
scores and test scores sheds no light 
on this, other than to suggest rele­
vant m an ipu la tion  of p rom ising  
variables or holding them constant.

Similarly, the fact that students 
w h o  ch o o se  to  tak e  d ifficu lt 
courses in high school tend to per­
form be tte r in college than those 
w ho  d o n ’t does n o t necessa rily  
mean that students fo rced  to take

such courses w ould also perform  
better. They m ight even becom e 
fru s tra ted  and achieve less w ell 
than if left to their own selection of 
courses. A lm ost surely, s tu d en ts  
w h o  su c c e e d  in  th e  to u g h e r  
courses are better motivated, more 
diligent, and more effective learners 
than those who elect not to do so. 
T hese  fa c to rs , ra th e r  th a n  th e  
courses them selves, may well be 
the “cause.” Much careful research 
will be needed to find out w hether 
requiring the more difficult courses 
helps more than it hurts.

— J u lia n  C. Sta n ley
Professor Em eritus o f  Psychology 

a n d  Director o f  the S tudy o f  M athem atically  
Precocious Youth 

Johns H opkins University 
Baltimore, M aryland

THE TRACKING DEBATE

James Rosenbaum ’s article about 
detracking high school social stud­
ies classes (Winter 1999-2000) ex­
p osed  m any p itfa lls  in  even  the  
most well-intentioned efforts. What 
surprised me was that these experi­
enced  peop le  could not see that 
their attem pt would fail from the 
start. With the damage now done, 
we should examine why it flopped, 

(Continued on page 50)

Do You Teach
in a school that uses the Core 
Knowledge 
Curriculum?
I f  so, AFT 
wants to 
hear from  
you. AFT is 
conducting an 
informal survey to provide better 
support to members who are 
working (or considering 
working) in Core Knowledge 
schools.
To participate in the survey, 
contact Jennifer Alexander with 
your name, mailing address, and 
school name at jalexand@aft.org 
or 202/393-6346.
Once registered, you will receive 
an e-mail survey form.
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‘Y o u  Can Always 
Lo o k  It  U p ’ 

. . .  or  Can Yo u?

B y  E .D . H ir s c h ,  J r .

F IFTY-EIGHT YEARS ago w hen I was in ninth grade, 
I attended a progressive school in New Orleans 

called Metairie Park Country Day School. If you saw 
the movie Auntie M ame  with its Park Avenue version 
of my progressive experience, you will know that pro­
gressive theories in the 1940s were mainly confined to 
private schools; they hadn’t seeped very far into the 
public school domain. At Metairie Park, my entire 
ninth-grade curriculum consisted of two “integrated,” 
“m ultidisciplinary” projects, as they would now  be 
called. They were: participating in the school produc­
tion of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The M ikado  (I can still 
sing many of the solos and choruses by heart) and 
building a complicated scientific instrument called a 
“phonodyke.” I was excused from ordinary classes. It 
was great fun. Fortunately for my education, I spent 
just one year at that school. My earlier years had been 
very fruitful ones spent in a regular public school in 
Memphis, Tennessee, the Lennox school, w here we 
studied Shakespeare in fourth grade.

E.D. Hirsch, Jr. is the a u th o r  o f  Cultural Literacy 
(1987) and  The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t 
Have Them (1996). He is the fo u n d e r  o f  the Core 
Knowledge Foundation, which has provided inspira­
tion  a n d  su p p o rt to a g row ing  ne tw ork  o f  Core 
Knowledge schools a ro u n d  the country, now  esti­
m ated  a t approxim ately 800. The Core Knowledge 
Foundation is dedicated to the idea that knowledge 
is the great equalizer and  that schools can best carry 
ou t their mission by providing all students with an  
explicit, sequential, rigorous, knowledge-based cur­
riculum. This article was adapted fro m  the closing 
address to the N inth A nnua l Core Knowledge Confer­
ence in Anaheim , Calif, March 18, 2000. For more 
inform ation about Core Knowledge, visit their Web 
site a t www.coreknowledge.org.

The progressive theory  that students should gain 
knowledge through a limited num ber of projects in­
stead of by taking courses in separate subjects is based 
on the following reasoning. If you learn a bunch of 
facts in separate, academic courses you will passively 
acquire a lot of inert, fragmented knowledge. You will 
be the victim of something called “rote learning.” But 
if you engage in integrated, hands-on projects you will 
achieve integrated, real-world knowledge. By this more 
natural approach, you will automatically absorb the 
relevant facts you need.

To pursue a few projects in depth is thought to have 
the further advantage of helping students gain appro­
priate skills of inquiry and discovery in the various 
subject matters. One will learn how to think scientifi­
cally, mathematically historically, and so on. One will 
learn, it is claimed, all-purpose, transferable skills such 
as questioning, analyzing, synthesizing, interpreting, 
evaluating, analogizing, and, of course, problem solv­
ing—important skills indeed, and well-educated peo­
ple possess them. But the consensus view in psychol­
ogy is that these skills are gained mainly through broad 
knowledge of a domain. Intellectual skills tend to be 
domain-specific. The all-too-frequent antithesis be­
tween skills and knowledge is facile and deplorable.

In any case, w ith these abstract skills in hand, the 
theory goes, one is prepared for a lifetime of learning. 
Any specific facts that you didn’t gain you can look up 
later in a reference book or, nowadays, on the Inter­
net. Broad, factual knowledge, it is said, is mostly 
pointless because the facts will be “out of date” within 
five years. Last January, an education professor was 
quoted as saying that “detailed information need no 
longer be taught because it can easily be garnered 
from the computer and the Internet.”1 “You can always 
look it up” has always been a watchword of the pro­
gressive approach.
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Certainly, preparation for a lifetime of learning is 
one of the most important purposes of schooling. In a 
changing world we cannot learn in school everything 
that we need to know  in life. This has always been 
true and is undoubtedly even more true today. But the 
im portant question is: How do we best prepare our 
students for lifelong learning? Is the in-depth study of a 
few topics, practice with a variety of ‘thinking skills,” 
and access to the Internet the best formula? Cognitive 
psychology suggests it is not.

There is a consensus in cognitive psychology that it 
takes knowledge to gain knowledge. Those who repu­
diate a fact-filled curriculum on the grounds that kids 
can always look things up miss the paradox that de­
emphasizing factual knowledge actually disables chil­
dren from looking things up effectively. To stress pro­
cess at the expense of factual knowledge actually hin­
ders children from learning to learn. Yes, the Internet 
has placed a wealth of information at our fingertips. 
But to be able to use that information—to absorb it, to 
add to our know ledge—we m ust already possess a 
storehouse of knowledge. That is the paradox dis­
closed by cognitive research.

Take for example some research conducted by Pro­
fessor George A. Miller and his colleagues, w ho stud­
ied w hat happens w hen  children actually do look 
things up. Miller is one of the great pathbreaking fig­
ures in cognitive psychology. In 1987, he and Patricia 
Gildea published a report on children’s learning that 
included some experiments in their use of a dictionary 
to learn word meanings.2

The norm al child’s aversion to doing this, Miller 
found, was amply justified. In the time it took children 
to find the dictionary word and construe its meanings, 
they usually forgot the original problem context and 
never found their way back. They mainly experienced 
frustration. That difficulty was exacerbated by the in­
herent uncertainties and ambiguities of word defini­
tions. As a consequence, children consistently pro­
duced sentences like:

“Mrs. Morrow stimulated the soup.” (That is she stirred it
up.)

“Our family erodes a lot.” (That is they eat out.)

“Me and my parents correlate, because without them I
wouldn’t be here.”

“I was meticulous about falling off the cliff.”
“I relegated my pen pal’s letter to her house.”

Of course, Professor Miller is in favor of dictionaries 
and encyclopedias in appropriate contexts where they 
can be used effectively by children and adults. But 
those contexts turn out to be the somewhat rare occa­
sions when nuances of meaning can be confidently un­
derstood. Reference works including the Internet are 
im m ensely valuable in those  constra ined  circum ­
stances. But Miller has shown very well why, outside 
those circumstances, adults use reference resources so 
infrequently. His observations are well supported by 
other areas of cognitive psychology.

For instance, there is a domain of cognitive science 
called “expert-novice studies.” Two of its leading fig­
ures are Herbert A. Simon, the Nobel Prize winner, 
and Jill Larkin, w ho has co-authored articles on this

subject w ith Simon. Their studies provide an insight 
into the paradox that you can successfully look some­
thing up only if you already know quite a lot about the 
subject. In these studies, an expert is characteristically 
a specialist who knows a lot about a field—say a chess 
master or a physicist, whereas a novice knows very lit­
tle. Because the expert already knows a great deal, you 
might suppose that she would learn very little when 
she looked something up. By contrast, you might think 
that the novice, who has so much to learn, ought to 
gain a still greater quantity of new  information from 
consulting a dictionary or encyclopedia or the Inter­
net. But, on the contrary, it’s the expert who learns 
more that is new, and learns it much faster than the 
novice. It’s extremely hard for a novice to learn very 
much in a reasonable time by looking things up .3

Simon and others po in t out that one reason the 
novice has this difficulty is that the human mind is able 
to assimilate only three or four new items before fur­
ther elements evaporate from memory. The expert has 
already assimilated most of the elements being looked 
up, and therefore need pay attention only to one or 
two novel features that can easily be integrated into his 
prior knowledge. In a famous experiment by de Groot, 
a chess expert could learn a complex new chess posi­
tion after just a few seconds exposure, whereas novices 
could rem em ber very little. That was because the 
novices had to remember all the unfamiliar positions 
(which the human mind simply can’t do) whereas the 
experts had to notice only a few salient departures 
from a wealth of positions they already knew .4

The analogy betw een  the chess experim ent and 
looking things up is quite apt. Imagine an expert and a 
novice looking up the entry “planets” on the Internet 
and finding the following:

planet—any of the non-luminous bodies that revolve 
around the sun. The term “planet” is sometimes used to 
include the asteroids, but excludes the other members of 
the solar system, comets, and meteoroids. By extension, 
any similar body discovered revolving around another star 
would be called a planet.

A well-informed person would learn a good deal from 
this entry, if, for example, he was uncertain  about 
w hether asteroids, comets, and meteoroids should be 
called planets. A novice, even one who “thinks scien­
tifically,” would learn less. Since he w ouldn’t know 
w hat planets are, he probably wouldn’t know what as­
teroids, comets, and meteoroids are. Even the simple 
phrase “revolving around another star” would be mys­
tifying, because he probably wouldn’t know that the 
sun is a star. Equally puzzling w ould be the phrase 
“other members of the solar system,” since the term 
“solar system” already requires knowing what a planet 
is. An imaginative novice would no doubt make some 
fortunate guesses after a rather long time. But, looking 
things up turns out to have an element of Catch 22; 
you already need to know something about the subject 
to look it up effectively.

THERE’S a third area of research that is relevant to 
looking things up, and it’s especially interesting to 
those who are concerned with helping schools narrow 

the achievement gap betw een social classes and eth­
nic/racial groups. It is recent work on vocabulary. The
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The Internet has placed 
a wealth of information 
at our fingertips.
But to be able to use 
that information—  
to absorb it, to add 
to our knowledge—  
we must already possess a 
storehouse of knowledge. 
That is the paradox 
disclosed by cognitive 
research.

biggest academ ic gap betw een groups in the early 
years—a gap that grows ever bigger—is the vocabu­
lary gap. It’s hard for a child or adult to look things up 
if vocabulary limitations keep them from making basic 
sense out of the words in a reference book or on the 
Internet.

Betty Hart and Todd Risley, in their important book 
M eaningful Differences, have shown that enormous 
vocabulary differences develop between children be­

fore they reach kindergarten. In the absence of com­
pensato ry  schooling, this initial disadvantage will 
grow, because the low-vocabulary child will learn less 
than the high-vocabulary child when exposed to the 
same lessons.5

To reduce this difference requires better parenting, 
better preschooling, and more systematic teaching of 
school subjects in the early grades. Vocabulary is a re­
flection of knowledge. Only when children learn sub­
jects in a cumulative way can they build their vocabu­
laries rapidly, and remedy their deficiencies. Specialists 
in vocabulary estim ate that in order to understand 
something that is read or heard or looked up, the per­
centage of already-known words necessary for com­
prehension is around 95 percent. That’s a rough, if 
sim plified, p rinc ip le  to keep in m ind. To make it 
worthwhile to look something up, you already need to 
know 95 percent of the words.6

There are two other research programs that it is use­
ful to know about when you hear slogans about look­
ing things up. Thomas Landauer is a brilliant psycholo­
gist at the University of Colorado who, with his col­
leagues, has made a lot of progress in devising a work­
able computer model of how children’s minds manage 
to learn the meanings of as many words as they do. 
Many aspects of the model reflect what we know chil­
dren in fact do, and it is the only successful model of 
the astonishing rate at which children learn the mean­
ings of words.

Landauer’s work is complicated and highly mathe­
matical, but its essence is this: We learn and refine 
word meanings that we have experienced in the past 
even w hen we are not experiencing those words in 
the present. The mind unconsciously assigns a word 
that it encounters to a domain of related words, and 
on each occurrence of the word, the mind not only re­
fines the meaning of the word being encountered but 
also the meanings of other, previously experienced 
words that belong near its domain.'

The mind is constantly modulating and readjusting 
all of these neighboring words, even w hen w e’re not 
paying attention to the process. T hat’s the key in­
sight about the rapid rate at which we learn words 
over time. Although the average rate is amazing, the 
process is gradual and cumulative as we experience 
thousands of words a day. The words that I am pay­
ing attention to refine and calibrate the meanings of 
previously experienced words that I’m no t attending 
to.

This means that dismissive talk about “mere facts” is 
hugely oversimplified. Facts, like words, are rarely 
inert or isolated. A child’s (or adult's) mind is in a con­
stant flurry of subterranean integration and hypothe- 
sis-making. And a p e rso n ’s success rate in making 
sense of words and facts increases w ith a pe rson ’s 
knowledge.

This fascinating work of Landauer’s brings into relief 
a critical characteristic of human learning—its gradual 
and cum ulative nature. We ex tend  and refine our 
knowledge and our vocabulary slowly over time—but 
only to the extent that we have the opportunity to do 
so. We cannot extend our knowledge if we are not 
being exposed to new knowledge. Most of the unusual 
words that educated people know are words that are

S p r in g  2000 American Federation of Teachers 7



rarely heard in ordinary conversation. They are picked 
up in reading. We should encourage children to read 
in a wide diversity of topics in order to build up their 
treasury of knowledge and words. We should take 
great care in the books we make available, assign, and 
recom m end. The ongoing, cum ulative p rocess of 
building know ledge and vocabulary cannot be re­
placed by brief incursions into the dictionary or the In­
ternet.

An advantaged 17-year-old high school graduate usu­
ally knows about 80,000 words. That means, from age 
one, 80,000 words have been learned in 5,840 days, 
which averages out to about 13 new words a day. Of 
course that’s the average rate for an advantaged child 
after 16 years, not the actual rate at which new word- 
meanings are acquired at the end of each day. The 
child as listener, reader, and speaker is experiencing 
thousands of words every day, and is gradually enlarg­
ing and mapping a huge continent of word/meaning 
associations.8

To the extent that o ther forms of learning follow 
this same slow pattern of accretion, these results argue 
in favor of a broad curriculum in the early grades, and 
one that would also, of course, encourage children to 
probe deeply into subjects that interest them. A broad 
curriculum  builds vocabulary. The critical academic 
difference between advantaged and disadvantaged chil­
dren  is a difference in vocabulary size. Im parting 
broad knowledge to all children, starting in preschool, 
is the  best way to enable all children to acquire a 
broad vocabulary, and, more generally, achieve equal­
ity of educational opportunity.

This evidence for a broad-gauged curriculum in the 
earliest grades is strengthened by the finding that stu­
dents cannot learn or probe deeply into material that 
is largely new to them. Studies show that the most ef­
fective learning environment is one that guides a stu­
dent through manageable, increm ental advances in 
knowledge. Other studies show that the most effective 
learning materials are those that offer the student a rel­
atively small proportion of new content.9

THE PROGRESSIVE idea of pursuing a few projects 
in depth is not an implausible theory. The breadth- 
versus-depth problem  in education is perennial and 

real. So is the problem of the integration of knowledge. 
Any teacher of science who fails to offer concrete ex­
periences that manifest the feel and heft of things is 
missing a big opportunity for helping students gain 
conceptual insight. Any teacher of early math w ho 
doesn’t challenge students with real-world problems 
that require a translation back and forth between the 
physical world and the abstract relations of math is 
leaving out an essential element of good math teaching.

But teachers prove every day that lively teaching 
techniques that motivate students and enhance their 
active participation in learning are entirely consistent 
with imparting broad knowledge effectively to young 
children. The best teaching methods do not have to be 
coupled with an anti-fact or anti-academic mentality. 
Lively teaching is quite consistent w ith making sure 
that a broad yet selective array of topics is taught and 
learned in each subject, so that students will not be ig­
norant at graduation of key topics like photosynthesis.

We must start early, 
in preschool, to build 
the fund of knowledge 
that provides the only real 
chance for bridging the 
‘digital divide at its more 
profound level.

Unfortunately, this moderate position on combining 
lively teaching techniques w ith broad knowledge is 
considered a cop-out by progressivists who caricature 
the teaching of facts as “rote learning,” and “in ert” 
knowledge.

Teachers at Core Knowledge schools, where there is 
an emphasis on broad factual knowledge, as well as on 
lively teaching, have uniformly observed that their stu­
dents haven’t become rote-learning robots after all. On 
the contrary, factual knowledge has made them more 
engaged and curious than they were before. On mu­
seum visits, teachers notice the difference betw een 
kids who formerly ran around randomly pushing but­
tons, and saying “gross” w hen they saw invertebrates, 
and children who become deeply absorbed in the mu­
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seum experience because they have learned what ver­
tebrates and invertebrates are.

Breadth, as it turns out, is not the enemy of depth. 
According to independent evaluations of Core Knowl­
edge schools conducted by Johns Hopkins University 
researchers, Core Knowledge students use the library 
and look things up more than control students, be­
cause they have gained selectively broad knowledge in 
history, and science, and literature. Knowing about the 
Nile River makes the Core Knowledge students want 
to learn more about the Nile, and their breadth of 
knowledge enables them  successfully to look things 
up. Because they already know something about the 
Nile and Egypt, they are able to contextualize what 
they find out when they do look it up.

This brings me to the last example of research on 
looking things up. One of the most important princi­
ples of psychology is that knowledge builds on knowl­
edge. The more you know, the more readily you can 
learn something new, because you have a lot more 
analogies and points of contact for connecting the 
new knowledge with what you already know.

Another way of stating this is simply to say that the 
more you know, the smarter you are. Our students be­
come more intelligent when they know more. So does 
everybody. Researchers have been telling us this fact 
about human intelligence for many years. Intelligence 
increases with knowledge. General knowledge is the 
best single tool in a person’s intellectual armory. It’s 
often asserted that a student’s home environment and 
socioeconomic status are the dominant factors in de­
termining school achievement. But it turns out that an 
even more important factor is a student’s breadth of 
general knowledge. The correlation between academic 
achievement and socioeconomic status (.42) is only 
about half the correlation between academic achieve­
m ent and general knowledge (.81). “Mere facts” in­
deed! General knowledge proves to be more impor­
tant for learning than parents, peers, and neighbor­
hood combined (though of course those factors influ­
ence one’s breadth of knowledge).10

So I’ll close with a little anecdote. A few days ago, a 
student asked me to fill out a recommendation form 
for admission to my university’s school of education, 
w here d isparagem ent of “m ere fac ts” may still be 
heard. Nonetheless, the very first item on the admis­
sions form asked for an estimate of the candidate’s 
breadth of knowledge. This is standard practice on ad­
mission forms, because studies have shown that gen­
eral knowledge is the single most reliable index to a 
p e r s o n ’s ab ility  to  p e rfo rm  a v a rie ty  o f tasks. I 
w ouldn’t have noticed this glaring inconsistency if I 
hadn’t been writing this piece, and clearly the contra­
diction hasn’t struck anyone in the education school.

To avoid contradiction, our schools of education 
will need to change their anti-fact slogans or they will 
need to change their admission forms. It’s clear from 
the consensus of scientific opinion that it’s the anti­
fact slogans that ought to be changed.

In sum, anti-fact slogans and the polar oppositions 
between breadth and depth are misleading. Readiness 
to learn means already knowing a lot of what you are 
trying to learn. Learning to learn is not an abstract 
skill. It entails already having the preparatory knowl­
S p r in g  2000

edge that enables further learning to occur. Possession 
of this enabling knowledge is the most reliably accu­
rate meaning that can be attached to the term “learn­
ing to learn.”

Hence the cu rren t discussion of the  “digital di­
vide”—the inequalities in access to computer technol­
ogy—does not go deep enough. To give all children a 
chance to take advantage of the new  technology 
means not only seeing to it that they have access to 
the technology but also ensuring that they possess the 
knowledge necessary for them to make effective use 
of it. Our responsibility as educators is to define the 
knowledge our students need and—through a lively 
variety of pedagogical techniques—to help them mas­
ter it. If we don’t, the Internet will only exacerbate the 
“Matthew effect.” Those who know a lot will be able 
to learn a lot more. Those who know little will add lit­
tle, and will face instead a frustrating confusion of in­
formation that they will be unable to sort, evaluate, or 
absorb. We must not let that happen. We must start 
early, in preschool, to build the fund of knowledge 
that provides the only real chance for bridging the dig­
ital divide at its more profound level.

If we teachers convey general knowledge to our stu­
dents in a coherent and effective way, and encourage 
them to read widely, we will give them the tools they 
need for lifelong learning. We will truly enable them to 
look things up. □

I  am  grateful to Professors Thomas Landauer, George
A. Miller, and Herbert A. Simon fo r  their comments on
the text. Any errors that remain are entirely m y own.

R eferences

‘Quoted by Charles Davenport in the Greensboro, N.C., News 
and Record, Jan. 2, 2000, in a review of The Conspiracy o f  
Ignorance, by Martin Gross.

-Miller, G.A., and P. Gildea, “How Children Learn Words,” Scien­
tific American, (September 1987): 94-99.

'Larkin, J., H.A. Simon, et al., “Expert and Novice Performance 
in Solving Physics Problems,” Science, 208 (1980): 1335-42.

'Chase, W.G., and H.A. Simon, “Perception in Chess,” Cognitive 
Psychology, 4 (1973): 55-81.

5Hart, Betty, and Todd Risley, Meaningful Differences (Balti­
more: Paul H. Brooks Publishing Co., 1995).

6B. Laufer, “The Lexical Plight,” in J. Coady and T. Huckin, eds., 
Second Language Vocabulary Acquisition (Cambridge, Eng­
land: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

’A useful summary can be found in: T. Landauer and S. Dumais, 
“How Come You Know So Much? From Practical Problems to 
New Memory Theory,” in D. Hermann et al., eds., Basic and  
Applied Memory Research, Vol. 1 (Mahwah N.J.: Erlbaum. 
1996).

“Computations from several sources converge on 80,000 words, 
and Miller (1987) estimates twice that rate for high-vocabu­
lary children.

’Wolfe, M. B., Schreiner, M.E., Rehder, B., Laham, D., Foltz, PW., 
Kintsch, W and Landauer, T.K. (1998). “Learning from text: 
Matching readers and texts by Latent Semantic Analysis.” Dis­
course Processes, 25, 2&3, 309-336. See also B. Rosenshine 
and R. Stevens, “Teaching Functions,” in M. Wittrock, ed., 
Handbook o f Research on Teaching (New York: Macmillan, 
1986).

“Lubinski, D. ,and L.G. Humphreys, “Incorporating General In­
telligence into Epidemiology and the Social Sciences,” Intelli­
gence, 24 (1997): 159-202.

A m e r ic a n  F e d e r a t io n  o f  T e a c h e r s  9



W hat W e M ean 
by the W est

By  W illiam  H . M c N eill

THE SUBJECT today is the meaning of “the West” in 
the sense of W estern civilization. The first and 
most obvious point to make is that the meaning of the 

West is a function of w ho is using the word. Those 
w ho feel them selves to  be part of the W est—w ho 
think of the West as “w e”—will surely have flattering 
things to say about their civilization. Those who think 
of the West as the “other” are likely to define it in less 
flattering term s. The basic meaning of the w ord is 
“where the sun sets”—one of the cardinal directions. 
Chinese geom ancers drafted elaborate and codified 
rules about what that direction meant as opposed to 
the East, North, or South. But we in the West have 
nothing so precise as the Chinese: To us the West con­
notes all sorts of characteristics desired by some, es­
chewed by others.

In the United States, for instance, the West conjures 
up the Wild West of our historic frontier, a place of 
freedom, open spaces, new  starts, and a certain manli­
ness. But it was also a place where danger, loneliness 
(largely due to the paucity of women), and lawlessness 
often prevailed. At the same time, Americans have ha­
bitually em braced a con trad icto ry  m eaning of the 
West. For inasmuch as all North America was the West 
vis-a-vis the Old World that colonists and later immi­

William H. McNeill taught history1 a t the University o f  
Chicago fr o m  1947 to 1987. D uring  th a t tim e he 
wrote a good m any  books, the m ost im p o rta n t o f  
w hich were The Rise of the West: A History of the 
H um an C om m unity (1 9 6 3 ), Plagues and Peoples 
(1976), Pursuit of Power (1982) and, in retirement, 
Keeping Together in Time (1995). He is currently pro­
fessor emeritus o f  history a t the University o f  Chicago.

This article was originally published  in Orbis: A 
Journal of World Affairs (Fall 1997) and  is based on 
Professor M cNeill’s keynote address to the Foreign 
Policy Research In stitu te ’s History Institu te fo r  sec­
ondary  school a n d  ju n io r  college teachers on the 
theme, “Am erica a n d  the Idea o f  the West," held in 
Bryn Mawr, Pa., on fu n e  1-2, 1996. For information  
about fu tu re  History Institutes fo r  teachers, e-mail: 
FPRI@FPRI. org.

grants had left behind, the West was considered a 
“more perfect” place conducive, not to danger and 
lawlessness, but to liberty, equality, and prosperity. 
Americans were “new  men under new skies,” as Fred­
erick Jackson Turner proclaimed.

And yet, at the same time, Americans undeniably 
brought much of the Old World with them to the New. 
Hence, whatever qualities were to be found in both 
worlds tended to unite them  and bespeak a broader 
notion of the West. At first, it encompassed the At­
lantic littoral of Europe (the British Isles, Scandinavia, 
the Low Countries, France, and Iberia) plus America. 
In time, it came to encompass Australia, New Zealand, 
and all o ther European overseas settlem ents. The 
West, therefore, could be imagined as a civilization in­
dependent of locale. Finally, one hears today of a West 
that includes not only nations populated by European 
stock, but also non-Western nations that have assimi­
lated Western institutions, techniques, and to some ex­
tent values: Japan, for instance.

What the West means in a given context, therefore, 
depends entirely upon who is invoking the term and 
for what purpose. But it is fair to say that virtually all 
definitions of W estern civilization drew  a line some­
w here  across Europe placing Germ any (at tim es), 
Poland and Eastern Europe (at times), and Russia and 
the Balkans (at all times) beyond the pale of Western 
civilization. A Briton might joke that “the Wogs begin 
at Calais,” a Frenchman dub the Rhine the frontier of 
civilization, a German insist that “at the Ringstrasse the 
Balkans begin,” and a Pole that Asia begins w ith the 
westernmost Orthodox church; but wherever drawn, 
that line is the most enduring political/cultural demar­
cation in the history of Europe.

Against seemingly impossible odds, the Greeks ulti­
mately prevailed over the Persians in 480-479 B.C. The 
classical explanation offered by Herodotus was that free 
men figh t better than the slaves o f an absolute 
monarch.
Image at right is a detail from  Crossing at Thermopylae: 
Massimo d ’Azeglio (1823). Galleria d ’Arte Moderna, 
Turin, Italy.
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The m eanings we give to the West today, in the 
United States, are by and large translated from the 
usage of Western Europeans in the late 19th century: 
the era when the British and French colonial empires 
bestrode the world and Germany and Italy were, by 
com parison, marginalized. But the outskirts of this 
Anglo-French core—Germany to the east and America 
to the west—might demand to be recognized as part 
of the West at the same time as they rivaled Western 
Europe for power and influence. The story of Western 
civilization in the 20th century, in fact, might be orga­
nized around the theme of the alternative visions of 
W estern civilization that Germany and the United 
States each pressed, by force, on the Euro-Atlantic 
core.

Perhaps the most profitable way to proceed, there­
fore, is to trace so far as possible where this Western 
European self-conception came from, how it was re­
ceived in the United States around the turn of this cen­
tury, and how  it was subsequently embodied in our 
own high school and college curricula.

The Classical Cradle
The birth of a concept of a West as opposed to an East 
can be dated exactly to events that occurred on either 
side of the Aegean Sea in the years 480 and 479 B.C. 
That may seem exceedingly strange—to wit, that the 
West of Anglo-French imagination sprang from a Per­
sian imperial invasion of G reece some 2,500 years 
ago—but it is nonetheless so. The army of the Persian 
Empire crossed the Hellespont to assault a ragged con­
federacy of some 20-odd city-states. The imperial side 
deployed perhaps 60,000 professional soldiers with an 
abundant supply train stretching 1,500 miles. The Hel­
lenic side could field mere militia forces composed of 
citizen-soldiers. And yet, against all odds and apparent 
reason, the Empire lost and the militias won. That they 
did so posed a logical quandary even for the Greeks. 
But the classical answer offered by Herodotus was sim­
ply that free men fight better than “slaves.” This classi­
cal explanation of Greece’s deliverance was so power­
ful, persuasive, and it must be said, flattering to the 
Greeks that it echoed throughout the rest of Mediter­
ranean antiquity. The only life w orth living, it held, 
was that of a free citizen who might take part in the 
public deliberations that affected his fate up to and in­
cluding the risk of death in battle in defense of free­
dom. So mighty was this ideal that it survived the con­
quest of the city-states themselves and entered into the 
public consciousness of their conquerors, Macedon 
first, and then Rome. And even though those empires 
liberated the Greeks themselves from their internecine 
warfare, the Greeks never ceased to mourn their lost 
freedom.

The re p u b lic a n  sp ir it  b o rn  o f th e  love — and 
pow er—of liberty pervaded most of the classical texts 
that have come down to us: not only the histories of 
Herodotus, Tacitus, and Livy, but the oratory of De­
mosthenes, Cicero, and Cato, and the theater and po­
etry of Greece and Rome. The same spirit burst forth 
again in Renaissance Italy w hen city-states similar to 
those of the ancients reemerged, and in time it came 
to infuse the educational systems of all w estern Eu­

rope thanks to the Humanist revival of the classics. In­
deed, that spirit could still be described in the early 
20th  century, playing on the minds and the feelings of 
Europe’s elites, calling them to honor its collectivized 
ideal of heroic virtue.

I say “collectivized” because the republican spirit al­
ways extolled, not personal heroism, but heroism and 
sacrifice in the service of polity and country. To live, 
and perhaps to die, for the patria  was the only way to 
fulfill human destiny in its most complete sense. So it 
was that the French revolutionaries would consciously 
imitate the Roman Republic, 19th-century Germans 
consider their land the modern equivalent of ancient 
Greece, and the British Empire invoke the universality 
and virtues of ancient Rome.

But the phrase “so it was” is a loaded one. It may in­
deed appear natural that Renaissance Italy would no­
tice its resem blance to Classical Greece, bu t trans- 
Alpine Europe was a region of dynastic territo ria l 
states, even national kingdoms, and thus hardly an ana­
log to the original West of Athens, Sparta, and republi­
can Rome. What is more, the Christian heritage, which 
was m uch stronger in northern Europe than in Italy 
( “th e  n e a re r  th e  papacy , th e  fa r th e r  from  G od,” 
quipped Machiavelli), was utterly  at odds w ith  the 
heroic republican ideal of antiquity. The Church taught 
obedience and humility as the paths to holiness and 
salvation, and a life and death given to God, not the 
state. How was it then, that republican virtu  born at 
Thermopylae and reborn in Italy’s glorious quattro­
cento, in effect inspired the West as 19th-century En­
glish and French defined it?

The West o f the Renaissance
To address that question, however inadequately in a 
short talk, we must stretch our minds back beyond 
even Athens and Sparta to the megalithic cultures of 
the second m illennium  B.C. Little is know n about 
them and their mysterious monuments, but it is clear 
that they spread around the shores of Europe from the 
M editerranean to the North Atlantic, carrying w ith 
them the message that when a human being died, the 
soul migrated west to the Isles of the Blessed, to fol­
low the sun and, like the sun, to rise once again. This 
doctrine of immortality most likely originated in Egypt, 
but it took root among many peoples, the Celts espe­
cially.

In time, of course, an overlay of Christianity ob­
scured the older megalithic cultures of Western Eu­
rope, but the dream of the West as a sort of heaven, 
the place one goes to escape the crowding, pain, and 
heartaches of mortal life in an imperfect East, lived on. 
To the peoples residing near the coast of Atlantic Eu­
rope, folk wisdom taught that the West is always a bet­
ter place, a place w hither o n e’s ancestors w ent, a 
place to be reborn.

To view the East as impure, even dark, could not 
have clashed more sharply w ith the early Christian 
aphorism ex oriente lux: enlightenment comes from 
the east, the land of the rising sun. And indeed the ini­
tial political cleavage betw een a self-conscious West 
and East dates from the division of the Roman Empire 
under Constantine, the first Christian emperor, in the
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fourth century A.D., and the removal of the imperial 
capital from Rome to Constantinople (Byzantium). 
Within a century and a half the Western Roman Em­
pire fell before the barbarians, but the Eastern Roman 
(or Byzantine) Empire survived for a thousand years as 
a center of power, wealth, and Classical culture.

The West, by comparison, was laggard, poor, and 
soon divided into semicivilized Germanic or Celtic 
kingdoms. Even after Charlemagne revived the West­
ern empire in the late eighth century, Western Euro­
peans rem ained threadbare country  cousins to the 
magnificent, grandiose Byzantines. And yet, as is al­
ways the case when less “civilized" peoples encounter 
comparatively richer, mightier, and more highly skilled 
cultures, the West felt a deep ambivalence toward the 
East. Yes, those “G reeks”—as they referred  to the 
B yzantines—may be g rander than  w e in m aterial 
term s, b u t th ey  are also decaden t, c o rru p t—and 
heretical. For w hatever its o ther shortcomings, the 
Catholic West could boast of the papacy and the main­
tenance of true religion and virtue. The pope, as suc­
cessor to Peter the Prince of the Apostles, was the 
guardian of correct Christian doctrine both in theory 
and, as ecumenical councils invariably recognized, in 
practice as well. The papacy, therefore, became the 
sole principle of unity and authority and the focus on 
consciousness and self-assertion in Catholic Europe, 
and the line that resulted from the peripatetic activity 
of m issionaries from  Rome on the  one hand  and 
Byzantium on the other came to divide Europe more 
deeply and lastingly than any geographical, ethnic, po­
litical, or econom ic  one. The W est m ean t Latin, 
Catholic Christendom, and a balance between church 
and state; the East meant Greek Orthodoxy and cae- 
saropapism.

But however much the reach of papal authority de­
fined the West, the very tension between spiritual and 
secular authority in a disunified West meant that the 
papacy had to cope w ith enemies w ith in . The Holy 
Roman Empire, ruled by Charlemagne’s heirs, embod­
ied the imperial principle in the West; the autonomous 
city-states of Northern Italy (that grew rich, ironically, 
off the Crusades) embodied the republican principle, 
and both opposed papal pretensions to Western unity 
based on a hierarchical church and dogmatic faith. 
Their long-simmering rivalries boiled over in the Re­
naissance and split all northern Italy into the warring 
camps of the pro-papal Guelfs and pro-imperial Ghibel- 
lenes, purporting to incarnate the civic humanism of 
the ancients.

What made the conflicts of Renaissance Italy of sur­
passing importance to Europe and the world was that 
the Italians of the 14th and 15th centuries were the 
cultural, intellectual, and, not least, economic leaders 
of all Europe and the M editerranean (the Byzantine 
Em pire having shrunk to a rum p besieged by the 
Turks). The Italian project was nothing less than to or­
ganize the western promontory of the Eurasian land- 
mass into a single, integrated market economy through 
commerce, specialized production, new credit mecha­
nisms and new means of mobilizing capital such as the 
joint-stock company. The city-states themselves pio­
neered tax systems that allowed them to mobilize rela­
tively enormous resources, floating public debt that al­

lowed them to amortize the cost of wars and public 
works over decades, and efficient new political/mili­
tary administrations that magnified the power of civil 
government (in Florence and Venice at least; in Milan 
the military escaped civilian control).

This was the achievement—this congeries of skills 
enhancing pow er and wealth—that accounts for the 
otherwise anomalous fascination for things Italian that 
gripped trans-Alpine Europe from the 15th to 17th 
centuries. The kingdoms of Spain (and through Spain, 
the Low Countries), France, and England imported Ital­
ian methods and so developed such powerful central 
monarchies that the Italian city-states themselves were 
soon eclipsed. The French invasion of 1494 sounded 
the death knell for Italian independence, and yet the 
wars that followed only hastened the diffusion of Ital­
ian knowledge to the north  and west of Europe, in­
cluding the Classics, the ancient philosophies about 
how to lead a good life, the ideal of collective patriotic 
effort in war and in peace, a curiosity about (and glori­
fication of) the natural world, and the pursuit of Hu­
manist, not strictly Christian, virtue.

Not surprisingly, this spreading and eager embrace 
of w hat appeared to be secular values provoked a 
backlash among the pious. We call it the Reformation, 
and it occurred just where one would expect, in the 
region of Europe that had not absorbed nor benefited 
from the new Italian ways of life, but in fact felt ex­
ploited by them: Germany. Luther thus represented a 
reactionary movement, but even so, he and Calvin em­
ployed Humanist literary techniques in their effort to 
elevate the authority of Scripture. The imperatives of 
survival in the so-called Religious Wars that lasted 
m ore than  150 years th en  fo rced  P ro testan t and 
Catholic states alike to learn and use the tools of 
power forged in the Renaissance. But the concepts of 
citizenship and republican virtue w ere the special 
province of Calvinists, first in Geneva, then in the 
Dutch Republic, and in Cromwellian England.

All the while, of course, the great Age of Explo­
ration, the invention of printing, and all the discover­
ies of the Scientific Revolution gradually persuaded 
Western Europeans, for the first time in history, that 
they might actually know more than the ancients, and 
if so, know  more than anyone in the world! To be 
sure, those annoying Ottoman Turks seemed to belie 
this new Western conceit. The largest and most endur­
ing of the “gunpowder empires” of the Early Modern 
centuries, Ottom an Turkey swallowed almost all of 
Araby, Byzantium, and the Balkans, and cast its shadow 
over Central Europe. A religious interpretation of the 
Ottoman phenomenon might dismiss it, not as a sign 
of Western inferiority, but as God's scourge for the sins 
of the Christians. Certainly, neither the Turks nor the 
Europeans believed they had aught to learn from the 
other and an intense mutual d/sregard was their pre­
ferred posture. But whether one viewed the Turks as 
punitive agents of God or (like Voltaire) as an interest­
ing, if frightening Asian apparition , no W esterner 
doubted that his civilization was freer, truer, and in the 
long run stronger than that of the East, notwithstand­
ing the fact that Protestants and Catholics within the 
West fought for differing definitions of freedom, truth, 
and strength.
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Birth o f the Anglo-French West
Now, so far as the future United States is concerned, 
the intense (or intensifying) conflict between a defini­
tion of the West based on republican virtue and liberty, 
and a definition based on true doctrine as upheld by 
the papacy, threw up two major landmarks. They are 
utterly familiar to Anglo-American audiences, but still 
worth recalling. The first was the series of English Rev­
olutions from 1640 to 1660 and 1688. In one sense 
these were as reactionary as Luther’s revolt in that 
they rejected the efficient “m odern” royal government 
crafted by the Tudors and Stuarts in the name of Parlia­
m en t’s medieval pow ers, not to m ention sectarian 
strife. Yet in another sense—by one of those sleights 
of hand by w hich history is so often turned inside 
out—after 1688 the “reactionaries” in Parliament in­
vented w hat am ounted to an entirely new  kind of 
sovere ign ty  in w h a t cam e to  be know n as G reat 
Britain. It was government by consent of the taxpay­
ers, representative governm ent that asserted rights 
over the crown and thus preserved a private sphere 
for differences of religion and m uch besides, that 
made private property sacred and thus pulled the sting 
from  the  a rb itrary  tax  co llector, and th a t rested , 
though a monarchy still, on a vigorous dose of republi­
can virtue and liberty. For the English system could not 
have functioned for a season without the recognition 
by the enfranchised possessing classes that they must 
pay, they must serve, as the legal forms of parliamen­
tary consen t p rescribed . The Glorious Revolution 
proved to be a remarkably effective compromise that 
preserved a broad zone of personal freedoms and se­
curity against the power of the state, yet permitted the 
state to mobilize the nation for common action under 
parliamentary cabinet government.

So successful was Britain in its wars, mostly with 
France, after 1688, and so alluring was its economic 
expansion, that the British system became a model for 
many other European reformers. The English Revolu­
tion was a dramatic dem onstration of how a move­
m ent tha t began by kicking against the  pricks of 
modernity ended by inventing a sort of supermoder­
nity that left all its foreign com petitors gasping for 
breath. (The leaders of Japan’s Meiji Restoration, who 
overthrew  the shogunate in the name of seclusion 
only to launch a crash modernization campaign, pro­
vide a later example.) By the late 18th century, there­
fore, the French in particular recognized that the insti­
tutions established by the Bourbon kings were hope­
lessly superannuated, laying the groundwork for the 
second great landmark, the French Revolution. Many 
Enlightenment thinkers, such as M ontesquieu, p ro­
posed that France reform its institutions along British 
lines, but others sought to get to the very roots of 
things, which is what being “radical” means. What the 
British called “the rights of Englishmen” the French 
radicals set out to improve upon by invoking “the 
rights of all mankind.” Where British liberalism meant 
oligarchical ru le by taxpayers, French radicalism  
would mean democratic rule by all male citizens, dis­
playing (even im posing) the  repub lican  ideals of 
Athens and Rome: a worship of reason, virtue, liberty, 
equality, and fraternity. And w here the British prac­
ticed a certain tolerance and reconciled their freedom

with an established Christian church, the French revo­
lutionaries explicitly repudiated the Christian tradition 
and replaced it with a secular, civic cult.

The excesses and contradictions of the French Re­
public of Virtue need no elaboration. But it must not 
be forgotten that the methods of military and financial 
mobilization employed by the French Republic (and 
later by Napoleon) were so shockingly successful that 
Britain, Prussia, and the Austrian Empire had no choice 
but to copy French techniques or perish. In fact, the 
demonstration of what democratic government a la 
frangaise  could achieve in war was so compelling that 
even after W aterloo no part of the W estern w orld 
could afford to neglect it. Taking the common people 
into active partnership with government and catering 
to social elites became, quite simply, an imperative of 
success and even survival in the competition among 
sovereign powers. Even tsarist Russia and Tokugawa 
Japan, after their respective humiliations at the hands 
of the Anglo-French in 1856 and by the Americans in 
1854, were obliged to abolish legal inequality and em­
brace Western methods of national mobilization with 
all their implications for “citizenship.” Indeed, we may 
say that the mobilization of the masses became the 
principal political agendum of the 19th and 20th cen­
turies.

And that, of course, was the essence of the West— 
the Anglo-French West—that imposed itself on the rest 
of the world between 1750 and 1914, and loomed as a 
model w hen America’s national career began. It was a 
model to be imitated, but it also struck Americans as a 
seat of the corruptions that they yearned to cast off as 
they crossed the Atlantic and breathed W estern air.
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The inventions and skills borrowed from  China, 
including the compass, printing, gunpowder, 
and the notion o f meritocracy, were key elements 
in the rise o f the West.

The United States would be better, purer, freer, even 
though more ignorant, crude, and clumsy: the same 
ambivalence Medieval Europe felt toward Byzantium, 
that no rthw estern  Europe felt tow ard Renaissance 
Italy, that Germany felt toward France.

But the United States caught up expeditiously. Favor­
able geopolitics perm itted it to realize Manifest Des­
tiny and build a continental state of enormous propor­
tions by comparison to anything in Western Europe. It 
did not occur painlessly, as the Civil War graphically 
proved, but Americans caught up with the core Euro­
pean West by the late 19th century and developed that 
chip on the shoulder born of an inability to decide 
w hether we ought to imitate or repudiate the Old 
World. The crisis point came with the First World War. 
Should the United States join the Anglo-French West in 
its fight against Eastern barbarians and so merge into 
the West once and for all, or stay out? Under Woodrow 
Wilson, Americans chose to engage: And at that mo­
ment what we think of as Western civilization, West­
ern Civ, was born.

The West o f American Schools
The courses and curricula in the history of Western 
Civ that became ubiquitous from about 1930 to I960 
were first crafted in response to U.S. belligerence in
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1917. Initially, at least at Columbia University, Western 
Civ was designed to teach soldiers what it was they 
would be fighting for in Flanders Fields. Imitations pro­
liferated, textbooks w ere w ritten  to accom m odate 
them, and the texts bred a certain standardized inter­
p re ta tio n , w h ich  in tu rn  form ed th e  in te llec tu a l 
bedrock for two generations of American college stu­
dents and governing elites. The West as understood in 
the United States, therefore, was a product of what 
those students heard in the lecture hall, read in the 
texts, and expressed in their own words in the essays 
and examinations assigned in Western Civ courses.

Now, by the time I myself took such a class in the 
1930s, Western Civ had evolved (at the University of 
Chicago and elsewhere) into a powerful and frankly 
m issionary en terp rise . The curricu lum  was based 
upon a systematic polarity between reason and faith— 
“St.” Socrates versus St. Paul—and the notion that truth 
was an evolving, discovered thing rather than a fixed, 
dogmatic certainty laid down once for all in the Bible 
or church doctrine. The effect of this on young people 
was to give them a sense of emancipation from old re­
ligious identities, often ethnically transmitted, a sense 
of common citizenship and participation in a commu­
nity of reason, a belief in careers open to talent, and a 
faith in a tru th  susceptible to enlargem ent and im­
provement generation after generation.

This was indeed  a liberating m essage for many 
Americans in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s: It conveyed 
m em bership in the great cultivated, reasonable, so­
phisticated world of “us,” the heirs of a Western tradi­
tion dating from Socrates and surviving all the tribula­
tions of the Medieval and Early Modern eras. World 
War II and the cold war only intensified, even as they 
perhaps narrowed, the agenda of a unified West led by 
America fighting for freedom  and reason and toler­
ance, and mobilizing itself through an appeal to repub­
lican virtue, against new  Eastern tyrannies, be they 
German or Russian.

Yet, oddly, the 1960s were the very moment when 
college courses in W estern Civ began to be aban­
doned. One reason for this was that young teachers of 
history, be they graduate teaching assistants or junior 
faculty, simply refused to become apprenticed by their 
elders to serve as “slave labor” in the sections of large 
Western Civ courses. Instead, they tended to stake out 
their little private kingdoms built around the subjects 
of their Ph.D. theses. It does not really m atter what 
one studies, they insisted, for one piece of history is as 
good as another. What is more, the senior professors 
always teach  courses around their p ro jec ted  next 
book, so why shouldn’t I? After all, I must write books, 
too, in order to get promoted to tenure. So how dare 
you indenture me to somebody else’s course whose 
naive ideas I do not want to propagate anyway?

That attitude was, I believe, a highly destructive and 
narrowly careerist response to w hat were real defi­
ciencies in the way W estern Civ was taught at the 
time. But more recently perhaps since the late 1970s, 
the debate has taken a different tw ist as more and 
more historians agree that the overspecialized “smor­
gasbord” curricula of the 1960s were disastrous, but 
disagree about the nature of the survey courses that 

(Continued on page 48)
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M erits and P erils 
of T eaching 

About  O ther Cultures

B y  W a l t e r  A . M c D o u g a l l

NOTHING IN my experience sums up the merits 
and perils of studying other cultures better than 
an appalling week I spent at Fort Sill in February 1969- 

Almost all of us recent graduates from artillery school 
had orders for Vietnam, and so we were subjected to a 
w eek of w hat the army called “In-Country Orienta­
tion.” A model Vietnamese fortified hamlet had been 
constructed there on the Oklahoma plains, and our in­
structor, a butter-bar lieutenant no older than I, in­
sisted that its defenses were impregnable, as if none of 
us had ever heard the frequent news reports of villages 
overrun. We were also told what to do in case of an 
ambush: which is not to get pinned down, but charge 
right into the enemy’s guns. And we learned all about 
the poisonous serpents and insects we could expect to 
encounter. In sum, far from boosting our morale and 
making us gung-ho, the course left us feeling utterly 
terrified and unprepared. But worst of all was when 
they herded hundreds of us into an auditorium to hear 
a lecture on Vietnamese culture and society. The in­
structor was not a scholarly expert, or a native Viet­
namese, or perhaps a Green Beret w ho knew  Viet­
namese and had lived w ith  the people. Rather, the 
teacher was a grizzled drill sergeant who paraphrased 
a manual, stumbling over his words. “Awright, you

Walter A. McDougall, who won a Pulitzer Prize fo r  
The Heavens and the Earth: A Political History of the 
Space Age, is Alloy-Ansin Professor o f  International 
Relations and  History a t the University o f  Pennsylva­
nia, co-director o f  the Foreign Policy Research Insti­
tu te ’s (FPRI) H istory Academ y, a n d  the ed itor o f  
Orbis: A Journal of World Affairs.

This article was originally pub lished  in the Fall 
1999 issue o f  Orbis a n d  is based on Professor Mc- 
Dougall’s address to the FPRI History Institute fo r  sec­
ondary  school a n d  ju n io r  college teachers on the 
theme, “M ulticulturalism  in World H istory” held in 
Bryn Mawr, Pa., on May 1-2, 1999- For inform ation  
about fu tu re  History Institutes fo r  teachers, e-mail: 
FPRI@FPRI. org.

mens, listen up! You will now git orientated into Vit- 
mese so-ciety. Da mostly thing y’all gots to know is dat 
Vit-nam  is a C on fusion  society . Dat m eans th a t 
ever’body is in a kind of high-arky: like the chillun 
obey deir parents, and the womens obey deir mens, 
and ever’body obeys the guv-ment. It’s sorta like da 
army chain o ’ command.”

I must have stopped listening, because that is all I 
remember. But looking back, I can imagine that orien­
tation as a m etaphor of the whole U.S. enterprise in 
Southeast Asia. As our current fiasco in the Balkans 
demonstrates anew, Americans make a habit of declar­
ing a war, sending over massive firepower, then  ex­
pressing amazement w hen the locals do not bend at 
once to our will. Only then do we finally decide that it 
might be a good idea to learn something about the his­
tory and culture of the people we are trying to blud­
geon, help, and change. Not that a common soldier 
needs an advanced degree in multicultural studies, but 
it would help if our policymakers took time to study 
the world over which they profess to exercise a benev­
olent hegemony

The value of studying other cultures is not some­
thing we Americans, or Westerners in general, discov­
ered only recently, as a consequence of having our 
consciousness raised by the multiculturalists. Medieval 
Christians were fascinated by their Muslim adversaries. 
The Age of Exploration inspired Europeans to collect 
information about the strange lands they discovered, 
think of themselves as one civilization among many, 
and ask what caused the differences, as well as similar­
ities, among cultures. The Enlightenment systematized 
the study of non-Western peoples, giving birth eventu­
ally to  w o rld  h is to ry  (V o lta ire), e n c y c lo p e d ia s  
(Diderot), and comparative politics (Montesquieu). In 
the 19th century, archaeology, cultural anthropology, 
comparative religion, and a new  burst of European im­
perialism  enriched the study of o ther civilizations, 
however much solipsistic Westerners took for granted 
the superiority of their own ways and assumed that all 
other peoples must inevitably follow in their path. As
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Walt Whitman wrote,
One thought ever at the fore
That in the Divine Ship, breasting time and space
All peoples of the globe together sail, 

sail the same voyage
Are bound to the same destination.

Today’s radical multiculturalists accordingly dispar­
age what they call Europe’s “Enlightenment Project” as 
a campaign to explore, subdue, and study the whole 
world for the purpose of controlling it, exploiting it, 
and ultimately making it an extension of Western civi­
lization. That is highly tendentious, but does have a 
measure of truth. At Amherst College in 1964, all of us 
freshmen were obliged to take History 1, a course that 
developed themes in world history rather than West­
ern Civ, and as such was very progressive. But the 
themes chosen were invariably Western themes pro­
jected onto the history of other civilizations. One early 
block of material dealt with the conquest of Mexico by 
C o rtes . To be su re , w e w ere  tau g h t a b o u t pre- 
Columbian cultures, but whereas I remember a good 
deal about the Spanish side of this culture clash, liter­
ally all I remember about the Aztec side was their be­
lief that a hummingbird on the left was an omen of 
good luck—or was it bad luck? Anyway, “humming- 
bird-on-the-left” became a stock laugh line for Amherst 
students.

A later instruction block com pared the Mexican, 
Chinese, and Young Turk revolutions of the early 20th 
century, a truly interesting exercise. But the them e 
uniting them was “paths to modernization,” so it was 
not the essence of historic Mexican, Chinese, or Is­
lamic culture that was at issue, but rather the struggles 
of those civilizations to come to grips with their back­
wardness and adopt Western ways. Indeed, I do not 
th ink  I ever stud ied  o th e r cu ltu res on th e ir  ow n 
term s—independent of Western intrusions—until my 
graduate years at Chicago, when I read the books of 
William H. McNeill, beginning w ith The Rise o f  the 
West: A H istory o f  the H um an  Com m unity. To be 
sure, Amherst and Chicago had many professors who 
specialized in other cultures and offered courses on 
them. But those of us in mainstream fields such as Eu­
ropean and American history w ere not exposed to 
true multicultural education in the survey courses of 
high school and college.

McNeill was a tireless advocate for the study of 
world history and o ther cultures long before it be­
come fashionable. But alas, no sooner did his cam­
paign for world history, as opposed to Western Civ sur­
veys, begin to gain ground than the whole movement 
was captured by the ideological multiculturalists, Afro- 
centrists, ethnic lobbies, and victim groups who sub­
stituted curricula that depicted Western Civ as a story 
of progress for curricula that damned Western Civ as a 
story of plunder, rapine, imperialism, exploitation, and 
slavery. In o ther words, the focus was still on the 
West, with other cultures appearing mostly as virginal 
victims.

Another expression of the multicultural trend is less 
subjective, but anodyne, and that is the “non-Western” 
requirem ent that so many college majors, including 
the International Relations program I direct, impose 
on their students. We feel we must make a bow to­

ward multiculturalism, so we just insist that students 
take one or two courses that are non-Western in focus. 
The implicit purpose would seem to be to sensitize 
students to other cultural traditions and alert them to 
the astonishing fact that there is a whole world out 
there beyond Great Neck, Long Island, and Newport 
Beach, California. (I recently asked an I.R. major if he 
had had any experience traveling abroad. He proudly 
said yes, he had been to Cancun.) But what good does 
one course on sub-Saharan Africa or Ming China really 
achieve? It is not enough to make one really conver­
sant in African or Chinese history, religion, and society, 
and it certainly tells one nothing about the variety of 
human cultures. Ultimately, instead of acquiring new 
categories to use in thinking about human nature and 
history, the student merely receives a smattering of 
knowledge that is hors tie categorie: outside Western 
norms, and therefore just strange. Rather, it is like the 
high school athletic program that—in between major 
sports—schedules two days of lacrosse and handball 
just to let students know that those games exist.

Should we teach our students about other cultures? 
Absolutely! But do we succeed? I think most of us do 
not. First, because few of us are qualified to teach 
about Islam, or India, or traditional China or Japan. We 
may do better than that drill sergeant, but do we risk 
just conveying new  stereotypes to students, rather 
than getting beyond stereotypes? And how do we inte­
grate non-Western material into existing courses? The 
recent debate over the National History Standards re­
veals the difficulty in doing this, even leaving aside all 
political controversy The easiest way is to retain the 
old W estern Civ chronology, but to insert flashback 
sections on other cultures at the moment Europeans 
first come into contact with them. Needless to say, 
that is still Eurocentric. Another way is to grant West­
ern Civ merely an equal status, and to study each cul­
ture in turn: a month on China, a month on India, a 
month on Europe, and so forth. But that artificially dis­
connects civilizations from each other, ignoring per­
haps the most pow erful them e in McNeill’s works, 
which is the cross-cultural borrowing, challenge, and 
response mechanism that is so often the engine of his­
torical change.

W hat is m ore, the teacher w ho goes in to  some 
depth about other cultures on their own terms, clearly 
a good thing on the face of it, runs the risk of offend­
ing som eone’s self-esteem and landing in the princi­
pal’s or dean’s office on charges of insensitivity or 
even racism! But if we are going to teach about other 
cultures on their own terms, and not just as targets for 
Western imperialism, then we must stress the bad and 
ugly as well as the good: the oppression, slavery, and 
rec ip roca l racism  and b ru ta lity  am ong Asian and 
African peoples themselves. We must teach about the 
binding of girls’ feet in China, the forced suicide of 
widows in India, the Islamic texts that place women 
somewhere above goats but below cattle, the genital 
mutilation of women in Africa. Now, we can try to de­
flect criticism by drumming into children’s heads that 
they must not make value judgments, especially ones 
based, after all, on Western traditions: the Bible and 
the Enlightenment. But to try to be value-free about, 
for instance, Aztec human sacrifice, slavery in the Is-
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Only multicultural history 
can teach students the 
ways all human beings 
are alike.

lamic world, or the barbaric tortures practiced by the 
Comanches and Apaches, is to do exactly what we all 
say must no t be done with regard to the darker chap­
ters of Western history. Thus, even as we try to explain 
to students why the Spanish Inquisition was set up, or 
how the Nazis could come to power in Germany, we 
quickly add that whereas we must try to understand 
the past on its own terms, to understand is not to for­
give: z u  verstehen ist nicht z u  vergeben. So we can­
not just give all other cultures a “pass” w hen it comes 
to th e ir inhum ane practices. But to condem n the 
“bad” in other cultures is by definition to impose a 
Western standard of good and bad.

Above all, to treat other cultures in isolation, to cen­
sor aspects of their history that might damage some 
student’s self-esteem, or to refrain from making any 
moral judgments at all, is to cheat students of the one 
thing they need to learn most, and which only multi­
cultural history can teach them: And that is the many 
ways in which all human beings, all cultures and civi­
lizations, are alike. For no real toleration among peo­
ples can exist unless they are given a reason to imag­
ine them selves and others as “we,” and not just as 
“w e ” and “they.” In w hat ways are all people alike? 
They are all Homo sapiens, they are all conceived and 
born the same way, and they all face the certainty of 
death. They all live on the same planet and need food 
and shelter. They all wonder about the meaning of life, 
love, tragedy, and what if anything happens after they 
die. They have different answers to the eternal ques­
tions, and they invent different political and social 
forms to order their brief and toilsome time on this 
earth. But at bottom they are all alike. Thus, Chinese 
are not angels, but neither are they aliens.

I have no solution to the curricular issues, except to 
insist that all high school students take at least three 
full years of history—one being world history. Alas, in 
many states the trend is to cut back, not expand, his­
tory requirements. But I did hit upon a technique this 
semester for handling the “self-esteem” issue, which 
seemed to work. (At least, I have not as yet been sum­
m oned to the office of the Penn ombudsperson.) In 
my last lecture in the modern history survey, I asked 
students to recall a question that I had posed in the 
first lecture: not why people and societies so often do 
bad things, but rather why on occasion they do good 
things, why on occasion people have taken risks and 
made sacrifices in order to improve the lot of others. 
Evil is banal and universal. W hat is shocking and in
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need of explanation in history is the good.
Thus, I granted that European and American civiliza­

tion has been imperialistic and exploitative. But so has 
every o ther civilization in history. W hat is unique 
about the West is that it invented anft'-imperialism. I 
granted that the West practiced slavery. But so has 
every o ther civilization in history. W hat is unique 
about the West is that it gave rise to an anft'-slavery 
movement. I granted that the West has waged war on a 
ferocious scale. But so has every other civilization at 
one time or another. What is unique about the West is 
that it tried over and over to devise international sys­
tems that might prevent war. I granted that wom en 
were in a subordinate status throughout Western his­
tory. But so were they in every other civilization. What 
is unique about the West is that it spawned a move­
ment for female equality. And I granted that the West 
has known tyranny and indeed totalitarianism of the 
most brutal sort. But forms of tyranny and even geno­
cide have appeared in all other civilizations. What is 
unique about the West is that it alone has declared cer­
tain human rights to be universal and tried to devise 
governments that expand, not crush, liberty.

What is needed to ensure that multicultural educa­
tion can be a glue and not a solvent of American com­
m unity is dedicated, knowledgeable, and above all 
honest teaching. All civilizations are worthy of celebra­
tion by dint of their being civilizations, that is, extraor­
dinary examples of collective human invention. But all 
have also been horribly flawed by dint of their being 
hum an creations. If W estern civilization appears to 
have done more nasty things in recent centuries, it is 
not because it is worse than others, but only because 
it has lately been the most powerful. What is more, the 
three ways in which people from all the world, while 
cherishing their diversity, can nevertheless identity 
themselves as part of a single human community are 
themselves gifts of Western civilization. Those unifying 
forces are science and technology, the Enlightenment 
doctrine of natural law and natural rights, and the as­
tounding Judeo-Christian theology to the effect that all 
human beings are children of one and the same loving 
God.

Unfortunately, the radical multiculturalists denounce 
science and technology as an evil, m asculine “dis­
course” that oppresses the weak, pollutes the environ­
ment, and privileges “linear thinking.” They attack the 
“Enlightenment Project” as an ideological cover for 
Western cultural imperialism. And they hate the Bible 
for prom oting  patriarchy and heterosexism . In so 
doing, they are attempting to destroy the very princi­
ples under which toleration of diverse cultures has in 
fact the best chance of flowering! In so doing, the mul­
ticu ltu ralists  help  to  p e rp e tu a te  th e  tragedy tha t 
Alexander Solzhenitsyn called “A World Split Apart.” 
Asked to deliver the Harvard commencement address 
in 1978, Solzhenitsyn, a survivor of the Soviet gulag, 
shocked his audience by proclaiming that the line that 
divides the world does not run between communism 
and capitalism, or along the boundaries betw een na­
tions, races, social classes, or genders. The line that 
splits the world apart runs straight through the middle 
of each human heart. □
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T he T eening 
of C hildhood

By  K ay S. H y m o w it z

KID’S GOTTA do what a kid’s gotta do!” raps a 
jL m. cocksure tyke on a 1998 television ad for the 

cable ch ild ren ’s netw ork  N ickelodeon. She is sur­
rounded by a large group of hip-hop-dancing young 
children in baggy pants who appear to be between the 
ages of three and eight. In another 1998 ad, this one 
appearing in magazines for the Gap, a boy of about 
eight in a T-shirt and hooded sweatshirt, his meticu­
lously disheveled hair falling into his eyes and spilling 
onto his shoulders, winks ostentatiously at us. Is he ne­
glected (he certainly hasn’t had a haircut recently) or 
is he just street-smart? His mannered wink assures us 
it’s the latter. Like the kids in the Nickelodeon ad, he is 
hip, aware, and edgy, more the way we used to think 
of teenagers. Forget about what Freud called latency, a 
period of sexual quiescence and naivete; forget about 
what every parent encounters on a daily basis—artless­
ness, shyness, giggling jokes, cluelessness. These 
media kids have it all figured out, and they know how 
to project the look that says they do.

The m edia’s darling is a child w ho barely needs 
childhood. In the movies, in magazines, and most of all 
on television, children see image upon irresistible 
image of themselves as competent sophisticates wise 
to the ways of the world. And maybe tha t’s a good 
thing too, since their parents and teachers appear as 
weaklings, narcissists, and dolts. That winking 8-year- 
old in the Gap ad tells the story of his generation. A 
gesture once reserved for adults to signal to gullible 
children that a joke was on its way now belongs to the 
child. This child gets it; it’s the adults who don’t.

There are plenty of signs that the media’s decon­
struction of childhood has been a rousing success. The 
enthusiastic celebration of hipness and attitude has 
helped to socialize a tough, “sophisticated” consumer 
child w ho can assert him self in opposition  to the

Kay S. H ym ow itz is a senior fellow  a t the M anhattan  
Institute, a contributing editor a t  City Journal, and  
an affiliate scholar a t the Institute fo r  Am erican Val­
ues. This article is adap ted  fro m  her recent book, 
Ready or Not Copyright © 1999 by Kay S. Hymowitz. 
Reprinted by perm ission  o f  The Free Press, an  im ­
p r in t o f  Sim on & Schuster, Inc.

tastes and conservatism  of his parents. The market 
aimed at children has skyrocketed in recent years, and 
many new products, particularly those targeting the 8- 
to 12-year-olds whom marketers call tweens, appeal to 
their sense of teen fashion and image consciousness. 
Moreover, kids have gained influence at home. In part, 
this is undoubtedly because of demographic changes 
that have “liberated” children from parental supervi­
sion. But let’s give the media their due. James McNeal, 
w ho has studied childhood consum erism  for many 
decades, proclaims the United States a “filiarchy,” a 
bountiful kingdom ruled by children.

Lacking a protected childhood, today’s media chil­
dren come immediately into the noisy presence of the 
media carnival barkers. Doubtless, they  learn a lot 
from them, but their sophistication is misleading. It 
has no relation to a genuine worldliness, an under­
standing of human hypocrisy or life’s illusions. It is 
built on an untimely ability to read the glossy surfaces 
of our material world, its symbols of hipness, its image- 
driven brands and production values. Deprived of the 
concealed space in which to nurture a full and inde­
penden t individuality, the media child unthinkingly 
embraces the dominant cultural gestures of ironic de­
tachment and emotional coolness. This is a new kind 
of sophistication, one that speaks of a child’s dimin­
ished expectations and conformity rather than worldli­
ness and self-knowledge.

Nowadays w hen people mourn the media’s harmful 
impact on children, they often compare the current 
state of affairs to the Brigadoon of the 1950s. Even 
those w ho condemn the patriarchal complacency of 
shows like Father Knows Best or Ozzie and  Harriet 
would probably concede that in the fifties parents did 
not have to fret over rock lyrics like Come on bitch. . . 
lick up the dick or T-shirts saying K ill  Y o u r  Pa r e n t s . 
These were the days when everyone, including those 
in the media, seemed to revere the protected and long- 
lived childhood that had been the middle-class ideal 
since the early 19th century.

But the reality of fifties media was actually more am­
biguous than the conventional wisdom suggests. The 
fifties saw the rise of television, a medium that quickly 
opened advertisers’ and m anufacturers’ eyes to the
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possibility of promoting in children fantasies of plea­
sure-filled freedom from parental control, w hich in 
turn  fertilized the fields for liberationist ideas that 
came along in the next decade. American parents had 
long struggled to find a balance betw een their chil­
dren’s personal drives and self-expression and the de­
mands of common life, but television had something 
else in mind. It was fifties television that launched the 
media’s two-pronged attack on the pre-conditions of 
traditional childhood, one aimed directly at empower­
ing children, the other aimed at undermining the par­
ents who were trying to civilize them. By the end of 
the decade, the blueprint for today’s media approach 
to children was in place.

The first prong of attack was directed specifically at 
parents—or, more precisely, at Dad. Despite the asser­
tions of those w ho see in Father K now s Best and 
Ozzie and  Harriet evidence that the fifties were a pa­
triarchal stronghold, these shows represent not the tri­
umph of the old-fashioned family but its feeble swan 
song.1 Dad, with his stodgy ways and stern command­
ments, had been having a hard time of it since he first 
stum bled onto television. An episode of The Gold­
bergs, the first television sitcom and a remake of a 
popular radio show featuring a Jewish immigrant fam­

ily, illustrates his problem: Rosalie, the Goldbergs’ 
14-year-old daughter, threatens to cut her hair and 
wear lipstick. The accent-laden Mr. Goldberg tries 
to stop her, but he is reduced to impotent bluster­
ing: “I am the father in the home, or am I? If I am, I 

want to know!” It is the wise wife who knows best 
in this house; she acts as an intermediary betw een 
this old-world patriarch and the young country he 
seems unable to understand. “The world is different 
now,” she soothes .2 If this episode dramatizes the 
transgenerational tension inevitable in a rapidly 
changing immigrant country, it also demonstrates 
how  television tended to resolve that tension at 
Dad’s blushing expense. The man of the fifties tele­
vision house was more likely to resemble the car­

toon  charac te r Dagw ood Bum stead ( “a joke 
which his children thoroughly understand” ac­

cording to one critic)3 than Robert Young of Fa­
ther Knows Best. During the early 1950s, articles
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began to appear decrying TV’s “male boob” with titles 
like “What Is TV Doing to MEN?” and “Who Remem­
bers Papa?” (an allusion to another early series called /  
Rem em ber M ama).' Even Ozzie and  Harriet was no 
Ozzie and  Harriet. Ozzie, or Pop, as he was called by 
his children, was the Americanized and suburbanized 
papa w ho had been left behind in city tenem ents. 
Smiling blandly as he, apparently jobless, wandered 
around in his cardigan sweater, Ozzie was the dizzy 
male, a portrait of grinning ineffectuality. It is no coin­
cidence that Ozzie and  Harriet was the first sitcom to 
showcase the talents of a child character, when Ricky 
Nelson began his career as a teen idol. With parents 
like these, kids are bound to take over.

Still, the assumption that the first years of television 
were happy days for the traditional family has some 
tru th  to  it. During the early fifties, television was 
widely touted as about the best thing that had ever 
happened to the family—surely one of the more inter­
esting ironies of recen t social history. Ads for the 
strange new appliance displayed a beaming mom and 
dad and their big-eyed kids gathered together around 
the glowing screen. It was dubbed the “electronic 
hearth.” Even intellectuals were on board; early socio­
logical studies supported the notion that television 
was family-friendly. Only teenagers resisted its lure. 
They continued to go to the movies with their friends, 
just as they had since the 1920s; TV-watching, they 
said, was family stuff, not an especially strong recom­
mendation in their eyes.

IN ORDER to turn television into the children’s oxy­
gen machine that it has become, television manufac­

turers and broadcasters during the late forties and early 
fifties had to be careful to ingratiate themselves with 
the adults w ho actually had to purchase the strange 
new contraption. Families never had more than one 
television in the house, and it was nearly always in the 
living room, where everyone could watch it. Insofar as 
the networks sought to entice children to watch their 
shows, they had to do so by convincing Mom that tele­
vision was good for them. It was probably for these rea­
sons that for a few short years children’s television was 
more varied and of higher quality than it would be for a 
long time afterward. There was little to offend, but that 
doesn’t mean it was bland. In an effort to find the best 
form ula to  a ttrac t paren ts , b roadcaste rs  no t only 
showed the familiar cowboy and superhero adventure 
series but also experimented with circus and science 
programs, variety shows, dramas, and other relatively 
highbrow fare, for example, Leonard Bernstein’s Young 
People’s Concerts. Ads were sparse. Since the networks 
had designed the earliest children’s shows as a lure to 
sell televisions to parents, they were not thinking of TV 
as a means of selling candy and toys to kids; almost half 
of those shows had no advertising at all and were subsi­
dized by the networks. At any rate, in those days nei­
ther parents nor manufacturers really thought of chil­
dren as having a significant role in influencing the pur­
chase of anything beyond, perhaps, cereal, an occa­
sional cupcake, or maybe a holiday gift.

This is not to say that no one had ever thought of ad­
vertising to children before. Ads targeting youngsters 
had long appeared in magazines and comic strips.

Thirties radio shows like Little O rphan A nn ie  and 
Buck Rogers in the Twenty-Fifth Century gave cereal 
manufacturers and the producers of the ever-popular 
Ovaltine a direct line to millions of children. But as ad­
vertisers and network people were gradually figuring 
out, when it came to transporting messages directly to 
children, radio was a horse and buggy compared to 
the supersonic jet known as television, and this fact 
changed everything. By 1957, American children were 
watching TV an average of an hour and a half each day. 
And as television became a bigger part of children’s 
lives, its role as family hearth faded. By the mid-fifties, 
as television was becoming a domestic necessity, man­
ufacturers began to  prom ise specialized en te rta in ­
ment. Want to avoid those family fights over whether 
to w atch the football game or Disneyland? the ads 
queried. You need a second  TV set. This meant that 
children became a segregated audience in front of the 
second screen, and advertisers were now faced with 
the irresistible opportunity to sell things to them. Be­
fore television, advertisers had no choice but to tread 
lightly around children and to view parents as judg­
mental guardians over the child’s buying and spending. 
Their limited appeals to kids had to be more than bal­
anced by promises to parents, however spurious, of 
health and happiness for their children.

That balance changed once television had a firm 
foothold in American hom es and advertisers could 
begin their second prong of attack on childhood. With 
glued-to-the-tube children now segregated from adults, 
broadcasters soon w ent about pleasing kids without 
thinking too much about parents. The first industry 
outside of the tried-and-true snacks and cereals to capi­
talize on this opportunity was, predictably, toys.’ By the 
mid-fifties, forward-looking toy manufacturers couldn’t 
help but notice that Walt Disney was making a small 
fortune selling Mickey Mouse ears and Davy Crockett 
coonskin hats to the viewers of his D isneyland  and 
The Mickey Mouse Club. Ruth and Eliot Handler, the 
legendary owner-founders of Mattel Toys, were the first 
to follow up. They risked their company’s entire net 
worth on television ads during The Mickey Mouse Club 
for a toy called “the burp gun”; with 90 percent of the 
nation’s kids watching, the gamble paid off bigger than 
anyone could ever have dreamed.

It’s im portant to realize, in these days of stadium­
sized toy warehouses, that until the advent of televi­
sion, toys were nobody’s idea of big business. There 
simply was not that big a market out there. Parents 
themselves purchased toys only as holiday or birthday 
presents, and they chose them simply by going to a 
specialty or department store and asking advice from a 
salesperson. Depression-traumatized grandparents, if 
they were still alive, were unlikely to arrive for Sunday 
dinner bearing Baby Alive dolls or Nerf baseball bats 
and balls. And except for their friends, children had no 
access to information about new products. At any rate, 
they didn’t expect to own all that many toys. It’s no 
wonder toy manufacturers had never shown much in­
terest in advertising; in 1955 the “toy king” Louis Marx 
had sold fifty million dollars’ w orth of toys and had 
spent the grand total of $312 on advertising.

The burp gun ad signaled the beginning of a new 
era, a turning point in American childhood and a deci-
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sive battle in the filiarchal revolution. Toy sales almost 
trip led  betw een 1950 and 1970. Mattel was now  a 
boom  company w ith sales rising from $6 million in 
1955 to $49 million in 1961.6 Other toy manufacturers 
w ho followed Mattel onto television also w atched 
their profits climb.

But the burp gun ad was also a watershed moment, 
because it laid the groundwork for today’s giant busi­
ness of w hat Nickelodeon calls “kid kulture,” a phe­
nom enon that has helped to alter the dynamic be­
tween adults and children. Television transformed toys 
from a modest holiday gift enterprise mediated by par­
ents into an ever-present, big-stakes entertainment in­

dustry enjoyed by kids. W holesalers be­
came less interested in marketing particular 

toys to adults than in the m anufacturer’s 
plans for promotional campaigns to seduce 

ch ild ren . In sh o rt, th e  toy  salesm an had 
pushed open the front door, had crept into 

the den while Mom and Dad w eren’t looking, 
and had whispered to Dick and Jane, without 

asking their parents’ permission, of all the hap­
p iness and p leasure  they  could  have in ex­

change for several dollars of the family’s hard- 
earned money.

That the burp gun had advanced more power to 
children became more apparent by 1959, w hen 
Mattel began to advertise a doll named Barbie. Bar­

bie gave a hint as to just how far business was ready 
to take the filiarchal revolution that had been set in 

motion by the wonders of television. Regardless of 
the prom otional revolution it had unleashed, the 

burp gun was a familiar sort of toy, a quirky accessory 
to the battlefield games always enjoyed by boys. But 
Barbie was something new. Unlike the baby dolls that 
encouraged little girls to imitate Mommy, Barbie was a 
swinger, a kind of Playboy for little girls. She had her 
own Playboy Mansion, called Barbie’s Dream House, 
and she had lots of sexy clothes, a car, and a boyfriend. 
The original doll had pouty lips—she was redesigned 
for a more open California look in the sixties—and she 
was sold in a leopard skin bathing suit and sunglasses, 
an accessory whose glamour continues to have iconic 
status in the children’s market. In fact, though it isn’t 
widely known, Barbie was copied from a German doll 
named Lili, w ho was in turn modeled on a cartoon 
prostitute. Sold in bars and tobacco shops, Lili was a 
favorite of German men, w ho were suckers for her 
tigh t (rem ovable) sw eater and sho rt (rem ovable) 
miniskirt.

Barbie has become so familiar that she is seen as just 
another citizen of the toy chest, but it’s no exaggera­
tion to say that she is one of the heroes in the media’s 
second prong of attack on childhood. She proved not 
only that toy m anufacturers were willing to sell di­
rectly to children, bypassing parents entirely, but that 
they were willing to do so by undermining the forced 
and difficult-to-sustain latency of American childhood. 
According to marketing research, mothers without ex­
cep tion  h a ted  Barbie. They believed she was too 
grown-up for their 4-to-12-year-old daughters, the toy’s 
target market. The complaint heard commonly today— 
that by introducing the cult of the perfect body Barbie 
promotes obsessive body consciousness in girls, often 
resulting in eating disorders—is actually only a small 
part of a much larger picture. Barbie symbolized the 
moment w hen the media and the businesses it pro­
moted dropped all pretense of concern about main­
taining childhood. They announced, first, that they 
were going to flaunt for children the very freedom, 
consum er pleasure, and sex that parents had long 
been trying to delay in their lives. And, second, they 
were going to do this by initiating youngsters into the 
cult of the teenager. If this formula sounds familiar, it’s 
because it remains dominant today. Barbie began the 
media’s teening of childhood; today’s media images 
and stories are simply commentary.
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ADS TARGETING children make perfect compan­
ion pieces to stories of family rot and children 
savvy enough to roll their eyes amusingly through all 

the misery. In ads today, the child’s image frequently 
appears in extreme close-up—the child as giant. Ap­
pealing to children’s fantasies of omnipotent, material­
istic freedom, advertisers portray an anarchic world of 
misrule in w hich the pleasure-seeking child reigns 
supreme.7 Spot, the red dot on the logo of containers 
of 7 Up, comes to life, escapes from the refrigerator, 
and tears through the house causing riotous havoc.8 A 
Pepsi ad shows screaming teens and preteens gorging 
themselves with cake, pouring Pepsi over their heads, 
and jumping on the bed w ith an electric guitar. “Be 
young, have fun, drink Pepsi,” says the voice-over.9 
Adult characters—even adult voice-overs and on-cam­
era spokespeople—have been banished in favor of 
adolescent voices in the surfer-dude m ode .10 Any old 
folks left standing should prepare to be mocked. Per­
ceived as carping, droning old-timers who would 
deny the insiders their pleasure or fun, adults 
are the butts of the child-world joke. They are, 
as the New York Times’ Charles McGrath noted 
after surveying Saturday morning cartoons, “ei­
ther idiots, like the crazed geek who does comic 
spots on ‘Disney’s 1 Saturday Morning,’ or mea- 
nies, like the crochety, incompetent teachers and 
principals on the cartoons ‘Recess’ and Pepper 
Ann.’”11 Teachers are, of course, citizens of the adult 
geekville as well: In one typical snack food ad, kids 
break out of the halls of their school or behind the 
back of dimwitted teachers droning on at the chalk­
board .12

The misleading notion that children are autonomous 
figures free from adult influence is on striking display 
in ads like these. Children liberated from parents and 
teachers are only released into new forms of control. 
“Children will not be liberated,” wrote one sage profes­
sor. “They will be dom inated .”13 N ineteenth-century 
moralists saw in the home a haven from the increas­
ingly harsh and inhuman marketplace. The advantage 
of hindsight allows us to see how this arrangement 
benefited children. The private home and its parental 
guardians could exercise their influence on children 
relatively unchallenged by com m ercial forces. Our 
own children, on the other hand, are creatures—one is 
tempted to say slaves—of the marketplace almost im­
mediately.

The same advertisers who celebrate children’s inde­
pendence from the stodgy adult world and all its rules 
set out to educate children in its own strict regula­
tions. They instruct children in the difference between 
w h a t’s in and w h a t’s ou t, w h a t’s h ip  and w h a t’s 
n e rd y —or, to  q u o te  th e  in im ita b le  Beavis and 
Butthead, “w hat’s cool and what sucks.” Giving new 
meaning to the phrase hard sell, today’s ads demon­
strate for children the tough posture of the sophisti­
cated child who is savvy to the current styles and fash­
ions. In a contest held by Polaroid for its Cool Cam 
promotion, the winning entry, from a Manassas, Vir­
ginia, girl, depicted a fish looking out a fishbowl at the 
kids in the house and sneering, “The only thing cool 
about these nerds is that they have a Cool Cam.” Po­
laroid marketed the camera with a pair of sunglasses,

the perennial childhood signifier of sophistication.
It should be clear by now that the pose the media 

has in mind for children—cool, tough, and sophisti­
cated  in d ep en d en ce—is that of the  teenager. The 
media’s efforts to encourage children to identify with 
the independent and impulsive consum er teen—ef­
forts that began tentatively, as we saw, with Barbie— 
have now  gone into overdrive. Teenagers are every­
w here in ch ild ren ’s m edia today. Superheroes like 
Mighty Morphin Power Rangers and Teenage Mutant 
Ninja Turtles are teenagers. Dolls based on the TV 
character Blossom; her suggestively named friend, Six; 
and her brother, Joey, portray teenagers, as do the 
dolls based on the TV series Beverly Hills 90210, not 
to mention the ever-popular Barbie herself. Even the 
young children dressed in baggy pants w ho sing A
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k id ’s gotta do w hat a k id ’s gotta do for Nickelodeon 
are, for all intents and purposes, teenagers.

By p o p u la tin g  k id s ’ im ag in a tiv e  w o rld  w ith  
teenagers, the media simultaneously flatters children’s 
fantasies of sophistication and teaches them what form 
those fantasies should take. Thus, the media’s “libera­
tion” of children from adults also has the mischievous 
effect of binding them more closely to the peer group. 
In turn, the peer group polices its members’ dress and 
behavior according to the rules set by this unrecog­
nized authority. In no time at all, children intuit that 
teens epitom ize the freedom, sexiness, and discre­
tionary incom e—not to mention independence—val­
ued in our society. Teens do not need their mommies 
to tell them what to wear or eat or how to spend their 
money, nor do they have sober responsibilities to re­
strain them from impulse buying.

These days, the invitation to become one of the teen 
in-crowd arrives so early that its recipients are still 
sucking their thumbs and stroking their blankies. Dur­
ing the preschool lineup on Nickelodeon one morn­
ing, there was a special Nickelodeon video for a song 
entitled “I Need Mo’ Allowance.” In this video the cam­
era focuses on a mock heavy metal rock band consist­
ing of three teenaged boys in baggie pants and buzz 
cuts who rasp a chorus that includes lines like M o’ al­
lowance to buy CDs! A dollar sign flashes repeatedly 
on the screen. This video was followed by an ad for a 
videotape of George o f  the Jungle. “This George rides 
around in a limo, baby, and looks great in Armani,” 
jeers the  dude announcer. “I t ’s no t your p a re n ts ’ 
George o f  the Jungle!” Change the channel to Sesame 
Street, and although the only ads you’ll get are for the 
letter H  or the number 3, you may still see an imitation 
MTV video w ith  a group of longhaired , bopping , 
stomping muppets singing I ’m  so cool, cool, cool! That 
few 3-year-olds know  the first thing about Armani, 
limos, or even cool is irrelevant; it’s time they learned.

Many companies today have “coolhunters” or “street 
teams,” that is, itinerant researchers who hang out in 
clubs, malls, and parks and look for trends in adoles­
cent styles in clothes, music, and slang to be used in 
educating younger consumer trainees. Advertisers can 
then broadcast for children an aesthetic to emblazon 
their peer group identity. Even ads for the most naive, 
childlike products are packed with the symbols of con­
temporary cool. The Ken doll, introduced in 1993, has 
hair tinted w ith blond streaks and wears an earring 
and a thick gold chain around his neck. The rock and 
roll which accompanies many of these ads is the puls­
ing call to generational independence now played for 
even the youngest tot. The Honey Comb Bear (in sun­
glasses) raps the virtues of his eponymous cereal. The 
1998 Rugrats movie is accompanied by musicians like 
Elvis Costello and Patti Smith. With a name like Kool- 
Aid, how could the drink m anufacturer continue its 
traditional appeal to parents and capture today’s child 
sophisticate as well? The new  Mr. Kool Aid raps his 
name onto children’s brains.

As math or geography students, American children 
may be mediocre, but as consumers they are world- 
class. They learn at prodigiously young ages to obey 
the  detailed  sum ptuary  laws of the  teen  m aterial 
world, a world in which status emanates out of the cut

of a pair of jeans or the stitching of a sneaker. M/E Mar­
keting Research found that kids make brand decisions 
by the age of four." Marketing to and  Through Kids 
recounts numerous stories of kids under 10 unwilling 
to wear jeans or sneakers without a status label. One 
executive at Converse claims that dealers inform him 
that children as young as two are “telling their parents 
what they want on their feet.” Another marketing ex­
ecutive at Nike notes, “The big shift w e’ve been seeing 
is away from  u n b ra n d e d  to  m ore  so p h is tic a te d  
branded athletic shoes at younger and younger ages.” 
At Nike the percentage of profit attributable to young 
children grew from nothing to 14 percent by the early 
nineties.15

Nowhere has the success of media education been 
more dramatically apparent than among 8-to-l2-year- 
old “tweens.” The rise of the tween has been sudden 
and intense. In 1987 James McNeal, perhaps the best- 
known scholar of the children’s market, reported that 
children in this age group had an income of $4.7 bil­
lion. In 1992 in an article in Am erican Demographics 
he revised that figure up to $9 billion, an increase o f  
a lm ost 100 percen t in f iv e  years.16 While children 
spent almost all their money on candy in the 1960s, 
they  now  spend tw o-thirds of th e ir cash on toys, 
clothes, movies, and games they buy themselves.17

The teening of those we used to call preadolescents 
shows up in almost everything kids wear and do. In 
1989 the Girl Scouts of America introduced a new 
MTV-style ad with rap music in order to, in the words 
of the organization’s media specialist, “get away from 
the uniformed, goody-goody image and show that the 
Girl Scouts are a fun, m ature, cool p lace to b e .”18 
Danny Goldberg, the chief executive officer of Mer­
cury Records, concedes that teenagers have been vital 
to the music industry since the early days of Sinatra. 
“But now the teenage years seem to start at eight or 
nine in terms of entertainment tastes,” he says. “The 
emotions are kicking in earlier.”19 A prime example is 
Hanson, a rock-and-roll group whose three members 
achieved stardom when they were between the ages 
of 11 and 17. Movie producers and directors are find­
ing it increasingly difficult to interest children this age 
in the usual children’s fare. Tweens go to Scream, a 
horror film about a serial killer, or Object o f  My Affec­
tion, a film about a young woman w ho falls in love 
with a homosexual man.2" After the girl-driven success 
of Titanic, Buffy Shutt, president of marketing at Uni­
versal P ictures, m arveled, “T hey’re am azing co n ­
sumers.”21 Mattel surely agrees, as evidenced by their 
Barbie ad. “You, girls, can do anything.” Clothing retail­
ers are scrambling for part of the tw een action. All 
over the country  com panies like Limited Too, Gap 
Kids, Abercrom bie and Fitch, and Gym boree have 
opened stores for 6-to-12-year-olds and are selling the 
tw een look—w hich at this moment means bell bot­
toms, ankle-length skirts or miniskirts, platform shoes, 
and tank tops .22 Advertisers know that kids can spot 
their generational signature in a nanosecond—the hard 
rock and roll, the surfer-dude voices, the baggy pants 
and bare midriffs shot by tilted cameras in vibrant hues 
and extreme close-ups—and they oblige by offering 
these images on TV, the Internet, in store displays, and 

(Continued on page 45)
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W h y  Rea d in g  
t o  C hildren  
Is Im po rta nt

B y  Su sa n  L. H all a n d  Lo u isa

The single most important 
activity for building the knowledge 

required for eventual success in 
reading is reading aloud to children. This is especially 
so during the preschool years.1

C . M oats

from  Becoming a Nation of Readers

THIS CONCLUSION, from an influential report enti­
tled, Becoming a Nation o f  Readers: The Report 
o f  the Commission on Reading, resulted from a study 

sponsored by the National Institute of Education. The 
purpose of this review was to summarize the findings 
from research about reading and to make recommen­
dations for instruction. This report, which was pub­
lished in 1984, is still recognized as a landmark sum­
mary of research in reading and is frequently quoted in 
educators’ books.

The fact th a t the  Com m ission on Reading p ro ­
claimed the importance of reading to children may not 
surprise many parents; most parents have been told in 
many ways to read to their children. As a first-time par­
ent, however, I becam e aware that although I had 
been repeatedly advised to read to my child, no one 
had ever explained why  it was important.*

W hen my first child was born, I was working full­
time and feeling very overextended. I read many popu­
lar parenting books and worried about what my child

“Whenever you see a personal segment that uses “I,” it is a story 
told by Susan Hall. We wrote these stories in her personal voice 
because we knew that other parents would readily identify with 
her puzzlement and her worry when her own son developed 
reading difficulties.

ate, how  to childproof the house, how  to evaluate 
child-care options, and so forth. After a few months of 
feeling overw helm ed w ith  how  m uch there was to 
learn and do as a new  parent, I decided to choose a 
couple of things that were im portant to me and do 
those really well. I chose two areas to concentrate on 
in my parenting, knowing I could not be an expert on 
every aspect of child rearing. Driven by interest, I 
made a commitment to do a particularly diligent job

Susan L. Hall’s experience as the paren t o f  a child 
who had difficulty learning to read led her to take 
an  active role in the field. She is a past president o f  
the Illinois Branch o f  the International Dyslexia As- 
sociation and  has been elected to a position on that 
o rg a n iza tio n ’s n a tio n a l board. Louisa  C. M oats, 
Ed.D., is serving as project director fo r  the District o f  
C olum bia  site  o f  the N a tio n a l In s titu te  o f  Child  
Health and  H um an Development Early Interventions  
Project. She has extensive experience in the fie ld  o f  
read ing  a n d  language  a c q u is itio n  as a teacher  
trainer, diagnostician, consultant, and  writer.

This article is an excerpt fro m  the authors’ book, 
Straight Talk About Reading: How Parents Can Make a 
Difference During the Early Years. Copyright © 1999. 
Used w ith perm ission o f  NTC/Contemporary Publish­
ing Group, Inc. Available in paperback fo r  $12.95. 
(ISBN #0-8092-2857-2)

Excerpts fro m  Curious George Gets a Medal by H.A. 
Rey. Copyright © 1957 and  © renewed 1985 by Mar- 
gret E. Rey. Copyright assigned to Houghton Mifflin 
C o m p a n y  in  1993■ R e p r in te d  by p e r m is s io n  o f  
Houghton M ifflin Company. All rights reserved.
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with building self-esteem and getting my child ready to 
read. My goal was to raise a child who loved to read 
and who had strong self-esteem. Little did I know at 
the time how connected these two goals are.

My choice of parenting goals may be of interest be­
cause one is a gift my parents gave to me and the other 
is a gift I discovered myself. My parents were amaz­
ingly intuitive about how to parent in order to raise a 
child w ith  strong self-esteem. However, my parents 
didn’t read to me as a child, and our home contained 
very few books. If they had been advised that reading 
aloud was critical for success in school, I have no 
doubt that my parents would have read to me and my 
siblings in spite of the fact that neither parent read for 
pleasure. In the 1950s, the im portance of reading 
aloud to children wasn’t widely known or communi­
cated to parents. Because reading was not emphasized 
or m odeled at home, I did not discover reading for 
pleasure until my late teen years. I missed the pleasure 
of many classic children’s stories in my own child­
hood; therefore, the prospect of sharing them with my 
ow n children was doubly inviting. I’d get w hat I ’d 
missed; th ey ’d get acquainted w ith  the  w onderful 
world of books.

Having decided that I w anted my children to be 
readers, I began paying close attention to anything 
written about how children learn to read. In my jour­
ney through all the parenting books, I was on the look­
out for anything about reading. The recommendation 
that parents should read to their children 
came through loud and clear, so I began 
to purchase children’s books and 
read aloud to my children. How­
ever, being an overly analyti­
cal person, I began to won­
d e r  a b o u t w h y  I shou ld  
read to my child and w hat 
p ro o f  there is that it really 
makes a difference. Although 
regularly reading aloud to our 
children was a habit my husband 
and I embraced, I was nagged with 
these questions and struck by the fact 
that I had never seen an explanation of 
how  this activity benefits ch ild ren ’s 
subsequent reading ability.

It was during my first course in a 
m a s te r ’s p ro g ram  in e d u c a tio n  
called “Survey of Reading Meth­
ods and Materials” that the an­
swers emerged. One summer 
as I sat on my deck reading 
th e  te x tb o o k  for th is  
c o u rse , it all b eg an  to  
make sense. The informa­
tion about w hat reading 
aloud to  a child accom ­
plishes was there in the 
textbooks for educators.
But why wasn’t this infor­
m atio n  in  p a re n tin g  
books? That was probably 
the moment of conception 
for this book.

Six Reasons Why 
Reading Aloud Helps
H ow  D oes R eading Stories A loud  
Benefit M y Child?
There are some well-researched benefits to a child 
whose parents read aloud to him.

BENEFITS FROM READING ALOUD

The child
• develops background knowledge about a variety 

of topics
• builds his vocabulary
• becomes familiar with rich language patterns
• develops familiarity with story structure
• acquires familiarity w ith the reading process
• identifies reading as a pleasurable activity

Each of these benefits is explored in this article, along 
with evidence that reading aloud to our children will 
encourage them to be readers.
Benefit: Builds Background K nowledge
Probably the most critical benefit of all those hours of 
reading stories to our children is that the child gains 
knowledge of things, people, and places that he is less 
likely to acquire from any other source. Every story a 
parent reads to a child gives information about an envi­
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ronment and images of things that happen in that envi­
ronment. It is almost as if we are creating a huge in­
ventory of m ental images of life’s experiences and 
doing so much more rapidly than the child could expe­
rience firsthand, even in families that emphasize travel 
and conversation. Later, w hen the child reads a sen­
tence or passage about a topic he is at least somewhat 
familiar with, it is so much easier for him to determine 
unknown words and comprehend what he is reading. 
Having background, or p rio r knowledge, about the 
topic w hen reading a new book is a critical compo­
n en t o f la te r  c o m p reh en sio n  a fte r the  ch ild  has 
learned to read the words.

After reading about background knowledge in my 
education textbook, I began examining children’s sto­
ries to see what kind of information is contained in 
them. Let’s take a popular children’s story and assess it 
from the perspective of what it provides the child. My 
oldest child loved Curious George stories written by 
H. A. Rey. Because I have fond memories of how much 
we enjoyed reading these stories, I’ve chosen one for 
an analysis of the background information provided in 
it.

O verview  o f  the S tory —

C urious George Gets a  M edal
In th is classic c h ild ren ’s book, a m onkey nam ed 
George is the center of the story. He is very curious 
and causes some difficulty each time he pursues his 
curiosity by exploring something. In this 47-page illus­
trated book, George, who is home alone, receives a let­
ter. W hile trying to w rite  a response, he spills ink 
which he is trying to pour from a bottle into a fountain 
pen. The mess becom es m uch worse as he tries to 
clean up the ink with soap flakes and water from a gar­
den hose. Having partially filled a room with lather 
and water, he runs to a nearby farm where he remem­
bers seeing a portable pump.

The events at the farm continue with difficulties. Be­
cause the pum p is too heavy for him, he decides that 
he can get a farm animal to pull the pump back to his 
house. However, his first effort to get a pig to pull the 
pum p results in all the pigs rushing out of the fence 
once he lifts the latch. He finally realizes that a cow is 
a better choice and begins the journey home on the 
cow ’s back with the pum p pulled behind them. How­
ever, the farmers see them and a chase begins. George 
hides in some laundry on a clothesline and then jumps 
in the back of a passing pickup truck.

The truck happens to be on its way to the Museum 
of Science to deliver a large box. George, who does 
not know what a museum is, goes inside to satisfy his 
curiosity. He explores the rooms with stuffed prehis­
toric animals and eventually spots some nuts on a tree 
in the dinosaur exhibit. Since he is hungry he climbs 
onto the dinosaur’s head and accidentally pulls the ar­
tificial tree over, knocking dow n the dinosaur. The 
guards catch him and lock him in a cage. His friend, 
“the man with the yellow hat” (who had brought him 
from Africa in the first book) arrives just in time to 
save him from being taken to the zoo.

George’s friend is carrying the letter that had been 
delivered by the mailman at the beginning of the story. 
The letter was written by “Professor Wiseman,” the di­

rector of the museum, to invite George to ride in a 
spaceship which has been built as an experiment. In 
order to be forgiven for the mess he made at the di­
nosaur exhibit, George agrees. George blasts off in a 
tiny spaceship and must bail out by pulling a lever 
when a light is illuminated inside the ship by remote 
control from Earth. He parachutes out just in the nick 
of time and receives a medal for being the First Space 
Monkey.

B ackground Inform ation  Jrom  the Story
There is an amazing amount of background informa­
tion in this story. Our lovable, curious monkey demon­
strates practical things, such as how fountain pens are 
filled with ink and what happens w hen soap flakes are 
sprayed with water from a garden hose. While George 
goes to the farm, he observes the pigs squealing and 
grunting and running away as fast as they can. He also 
contrasts the pigs’ behavior to that of the cows, who 
w ere gentle and strong and far better candidates to 
pull the pump for him. All these observations provide 
background information for the child about the behav­
ior of different farm animals.

George, w ho had never been to a museum before, 
makes observations about this unfamiliar environment. 
George observes that the large animals he sees do not 
move. The author writes:

They were not alive. They were stuffed animals, put into 
the Museum so that everybody could get a look at them.2

The book provides illustrations of the several rooms of 
stuffed animals, including the dinosaur exhibits. For a 
very young child, this may be his first exposure to a 
museum of this sort.

As the  s to ry  co n tin u es  th ro u g h  th e  sp acesh ip  
scenes, there is some additional background provided. 
George is dressed in a space suit w ith a helmet, air 
tank, gloves, and shoes. A satellite dish and monitor 
screen are shown in the illustrations to explain how 
the people on earth communicate with the monkey in 
the spaceship. The blastoff scene is complete w ith a 
countdown before the rocket engine is ignited and the 
ship blasts off. The description of the ship continues:

He pressed the button and the ship rose into the air, 
slowly first, and then faster and faster and higher and 
higher, until they could no longer see it in the sky. But on 
the screen they saw George clearly all the time.1

A young child hearing this story retains an impression 
of the blasting off of a spaceship and continued com­
munications with Earth.

This classic children’s story was written in 1957 and 
offers the  opportun ity  for a parent to explain that 
there were no manned space flights then, yet we have 
achieved enormous progress in space flight during the 
last 40 years. Other scenes that date the book include 
the use of a fountain pen with a blotter and the laun­
dry hanging on the outdoor clothesline. These nu­
ances provide an experience from which to launch a 
discussion about the differences in technology and life 
in the 1950s versus today.

Benefit: Builds Vocabulary
A child with a large listening and speaking vocabulary 
has an enormous advantage in learning to read. Read­
ing comprehension depends more than any other sin­
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gle skill on knowing the meanings of the individual 
words in the passage. When a child is trying to read an 
unfamiliar word after he has learned some phonics and 
word attack skills, he should begin to sound out the 
word. The process of relating the print to a spoken 
word is faster and more accurate when that word is al­
ready in the child’s speaking vocabulary. For example, 
if a child encounters the word m useum  for the first 
time in print, he is likely to say the word correctly if 
he recognizes that it is a word he has heard and can in­
terpret. And not only can the child figure out the new 
w ord faster, bu t because w ord recognition has re­
quired less time and effort, he has more attention to 
devote to comprehending the passage.

Imagine that a child who is an early reader doesn’t 
know  the word rocket and is reading the following 
sentence:

When we flash you a signal you will have to open the
door and bail out with the help of emergency rockets.4

As he sounds out rock-ets he will more quickly recog­
nize that he has read this unknown word correctly if 
this word is already part of his speaking vocabulary, 
and he knows w hat it means. The context will help 
him know that he has deciphered the word correctly, 
and he will have a sense that the word fits the mean­
ing of the sentence. Having a big mental dictionary of 
words facilitates reading comprehension and reading 
fluency, and young children acquire a big mental dic­
tionary from having books read to them.

Continuing with our Curious George example, let’s 
examine the vocabulary words that appear in this chil­
dren’s story. During the beginning scenes at the house 
involving the letter writing and attempted cleanup of 
the spilled ink, lots of rich vocabulary is used. Then 
w hile George is on the farm, com pletely different 
words are included. The story continues w ith more 
rich experiences and vocabulary as George is asked to 
go up in a spaceship and bail out using a parachute to 
land safely.

Below is a list of 28 sample words from this book. 
Although some of these words may be spoken in our 
daily interaction with our children, many are words we

Sample Vocabulary Words in 
C u rio u s  G eo rg e  G ets a  M e d a l

Scenes at Scenes at Scenes at
the House the Farm the Spaceship

• curious • shed • professor
• fountain pen • loop • flash
• funnel • hurled • signal
• blotter • latch •  bail out
• garden hose • grunting •  emergency rockets
• tap • squealing • permit
• lather • grazing • space suit
• escape • rattling • launching site
• portable pump • lever

• groping
• parachute

would not use regularly, and so the child’s vocabulary 
expands. It has been proven that children do not typi­
cally learn such w ords from  television, from  each 
other, or simply from talking w ith  adults. Reading 
books is the key to knowing words.
Benefit: D evelops Familiarity w ith  
Rich Language Patterns
Not only is exposure to the background information 
and specific words in books important for children, 
but so is exposure to sentence patterns and special 
uses of language that are found only in books. The 
more exposure to complex and well-structured sen­
tences, the more likely it is that the child will use such 
sentence patterns himself. Thus, the exposure helps 
not only comprehension but also speaking and writing 
ability as the child matures.

In the preschool years, children do not learn about 
sentence structure from being formally taught. They 
learn from listening to the patterns spoken around 
them and modeling their own language patterns after 
those of o ther speakers. The brain is hardw ired to 
learn the rules and organization of a language system; 
all that is required is sufficient input for the brain to 
sort out the way words can be ordered to make sen­
tences. As a child listens to sentence after sentence, he 
develops a familiarity w ith a range of possible sen­
tence patterns and how ideas are communicated. The 
patterns become part of his internal rule system for 
putting words together. For example, he learns that 
questions can be made in different ways:

What did George do when he could not carry the pump?
Did George carry the pump?
(With a rising voice): George didn’t carry the pump?

He learns as well that some words have to go in a 
certain order to fill “slots” in a sentence, and others 
are not bound by such rules. For example, he learns 
where to put an adjective that modifies a noun: before 
the noun, unless it is part of the verb phrase. In En­
glish we say the curious m onkey , not the monkey’ cu­
rious, although we can say the m onkey was curious. 
This part of language “learning,” again, is no t con­
scious or deliberately practiced in the preschool years; 
it will take place with exposure to language.

What is different about the language in books and 
the language of speech? Plenty. The language of books 
is much more complex. Sentences are com plete in 
book language but tend to be incomplete and run-on 
in less formal conversations between people who are 
talking to each other face-to-face. Sentences tend to be 
longer and more complex in books—that is, they have 
clauses built into them, or they are joined by conjunc­
tions that are carefully chosen to express an idea. They 
tend  to be loaded w ith more m odifiers—adjectives 
and adverbs—and to use correct grammar more than 
we do in casual speech. Printed language uses phrases 
and expressions in special ways that are peculiar to 
writing but uncommon in speech, such as the greet­
ings and closings in letters. Finally the way that sen­
tences are ordered and strung together in writing is 
usually much more organized and less repetitious than 
the way we speak.

An example of well-written sentences from our Cu­
rious George book is the letter from the Professor to

S p r in g  2000 A m e r ic a n  F e d e r a t io n  o f  T e a c h e r s  29



George, which is printed in the book, as follows:
Dear George,

A small space ship has been built by our experimental 
station. It is too small for a man, but could carry a little 
monkey. Would you be willing to go up in it?

I have never met you, but I hear that you are a bright 
little monkey who can do all sorts of things and that is 
just what we need.

We want you to do something nobody has ever done 
before: bail out of a spaceship in flight.

When we flash you a signal you will have to open the 
door and bail out with the help of emergency rockets.

We hope that you are willing and that your friend will 
permit you to go.

Gratefully yours,
Professor Wiseman
Director of the Science Museum5

This passage also demonstrates some fundamentals of 
good letter com position. The first paragraph in tro­
duces the topic and tells why the Professor is writing 
to the monkey. The remainder of the letter clearly ex­
plains why a man can’t go in the spaceship and why 
George has been invited to do this job. In addition the 
Professor describes what George would be asked to 
do. The last paragraph politely expresses the Profes­
sor’s recognition that George will need his friend’s per­
mission to go.

Another example of the descriptive language appro­
priate for preschoolers is from the scene where they 
are waiting for George to react to the illuminated light 
and pull the lever to parachute from the spaceship. 
The author’s writing is demonstrated in the following 
passage:

They waited anxiously...At last George began to move.
Slowly, as if in a daze, he was groping for the lever. Would 
he reach it in time? There—he had grabbed it!

The door opened—hurrah—George was on his way!
Out of the blue an open parachute came floating down 

to earth. The truck raced over to the spot where George 
would land.

What a welcome for George!
Professor Wiseman hung a big golden medal around his 

neck. “Because,” he said, “you are the first living being to 
come back to earth from a space flight.” And on the 
medal it said: TO GEORGE, THE FIRST SPACE MONKEY.

Then a newspaperman took his picture and everybody 
shouted and cheered, even the farmer and his son, and 
the kind woman from next door (who had worked for 
hours to get the water out of the room).6

In summary, children who have been read to have 
learned that there is a different language, or a different 
way of expressing ideas, in books from the way we 
speak. They begin to develop an “ear” for written En­
glish versus spoken English. As described by Canadian 
educator M. Spencer:

Being read to offers them [children] longer stretches of 
written language than at any other time, and moreover, 
this is language put together by someone that isn’t there 
to be seen. The reader, adult or child, lends the text a dif­
ferent voice, so that “I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow 
your house down” becomes a language event of a particu­
lar kind.7

Benefit: D evelops Familiarity 
w ith  Story Structure
Children absorb a great deal about story structure from 
hearing many stories during their preschool years. This 
knowledge is helpful once the child begins to read and

Many words in books 
are words we do not use 
regularly in spoken 
conversation.
Books greatly expand 
a child’s vocabulary.

write his own stories. It helps with reading because, 
knowing what to expect, children form a mental out­
line of the events and remember the details much more 
easily. It helps with writing because, knowing what the 
pieces are and where a story should go, the child has a 
mold to put his words into. Preschoolers w ho have 
been read hundreds of stories begin to understand that 
stories have common characteristics.

COMMON CHARACTERISTICS OF STORIES

• The story has a title.
• There are characters, including a main character.
• The story takes places in a setting (time, place).
• The characters usually have a problem to solve.
• The action hinges on how the problem is solved.
• There is a resolution (climax) in the story, before it 

ends.
• Language is used to create the effect of surprise, sad­

ness, climax, or humor.

Benefit: Acquires Familiarity 
w ith the Reading Process
Children learn about what reading is from observing 
others read to them. For young children, early experi­
ences of having someone read to them gives them  an 
experience and impression about how  people read. 
Children gain an impression about what a person does 
when he or she reads. Since we cannot see inside the 
mind, which is where the process is occurring, a child 
must guess about what the adult is doing. The child 
begins to form hypotheses about the print on the page 
corresponding to words that are the same as those the 
child hears in speaking and listening. This correlation 
between print and spoken words is an important step 
in learning about reading.
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A study  th a t w as co m p le te d  by e d u c a to r  E.H. 
Hiebert examined what preschool children believe an 
adult is reading on the page. Children were shown a 
book w ith pictures and prin t and asked to point to 
what a reader should read. In this study it was found 
that three-year-old children believed that it was the 
pictures that were being read .8

There is a set of o ther things a pre-reading child 
must learn that educators refer to as “print awareness” 
or “learning about print.” These concepts are learned 
from being read to by an adult who shows the child 
the book and interacts with the child as the story is 
being read aloud. These concepts include the follow­
ing:

CONCEPTS A CHILD MUST LEARN ABOUT PRINT

• how the book is turned when it is “right side up”
• that the print is read, not the pictures
• where the beginning of the book is
• the order of reading the print on a page— 

top to bottom —left to right
• what to do at the end of a line
• what to do at the end of a page

Benefit: Identifies Reading 
as a Pleasurable Activity
I can vividly rem em ber the first time that I realized 
that reading was a great pleasure. It was during spring 
break of my senior year in high school, which my best 
friend and I spent in Florida visiting my grandparents. 
My friend, whose name was Madeline, tossed me her 
copy of Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged after she finished 
it. I devoured it during that week, reading late into the 
night several nights. Although this first “aha” experi­
ence came late for me, reading for pleasure has been a 
part of my life ever since. As a parent, it is my goal for 
my children to experience the joy of reading early in 
life and hopefully begin a lifelong love of reading.

Probably the most im portant thing about reading 
aloud to a child is to allow the child to experience 
reading as an enjoyable activity. If the child associates 
reading with pleasure, the child will have a greater de­
sire to learn to read. As Jim Trelease wrote in the first 
chapter of his book, The Read-Aloud Handbook:

Every time we read to a child, we're sending a “pleasure” 
message to the child’s brain. You could even call it a com­
mercial, conditioning the child to associate books and 
print with pleasure.9

There are many things parents can do to make read­
ing pleasurable. Choose a location in the home that 
your children especially enjoy. My children love to 
read on the front porch  swing during the summer; 
they have reminded me that we read Charlotte’s Web 
one summer while waiting for the camp bus to pick 
them up each day. Especially in the w inter my children 
love to cuddle up next to me while listening to a story. 
At an educators’ conference that I attended, a Euro­
pean speaker showed slides of historical paintings de­
picting scenes about reading. His point in showing 
over a hundred slides of paintings was that the over­
whelming majority of the paintings showed the child 
sitting on the adult’s lap while reading a story. The 
proximity of closeness between parent and child while

reading has been captured in art over many centuries.
Choose a time w hen you can read for an uninter­

rupted period. My children are very vocal about how 
much they dislike it w hen I answer a phone call and 
leave them “hanging” in the middle of a key passage of 
a story we are reading. Get involved and be dramatic: 
Make the story more fun for you and your children by 
accentuating the animation of your voice for key lines.

It’s im portant that parents allow their children to 
see them enjoying reading. W hen I was growing up 
the only thing I remember seeing my parents read was 
the daily newspaper. In fact I can vividly recall that my 
father always read the paper in his easy chair each 
evening after family dinner. Modeling that reading is 
pleasurable sends strong messages to our children.

Practical Tips About How  
To Make Reading Aloud Enjoyable
When Do I  S tart R eading to  My Child?
Although Jim Trelease, in his book, The Read-Aloud 
Handbook, advises that reading to a child should start 
as soon as the baby is born, my personal experience 
was different. Although I occasionally read to my in­
fants when they were less than 6 months old, I found 
it awkward to cradle my infant and try to turn  the 
pages of a picture book. Read to your infant if it pro­
vides stimulation for you during the sometimes tedious 
hours you spend holding and rocking your baby. How­
ever, don’t feel compelled to read at this stage if you 
find it more rewarding to look into the child’s eyes and 
talk to him instead. There’s plenty of time to read later.

6-9  Months
Beginning to read to a child around 6-9 months of age 
is ideal. The child is sitting up and can hold small 
board books at this stage. It is great to allow a child to 
begin exploring books by himself during quiet mo­
m ents in the crib or on the floor. W onderful vinyl 
books are available, which are more durable when the 
child is slobbering during the teething stage. Place the 
more fragile board books with pop-out sections on the 
bookshelf to be saved for reading together. Keep sev­
eral small books among your child’s toys that are the 
right size and shape for him to turn  the pages and 
carry without help from you. Rotate the books so that 
he doesn’t grow bored with them.

12-18 Months
By the age of 12-18 months your goal is to have your 
child bring books to you, signaling he wants you to 
read him a story. It’s a thrill to see your child with 
book in hand and arms lifted telling you that he wants 
to come up on your lap to hear the story he has cho­
sen. This event signals that he enjoys listening to a 
story.

It is im portan t to make reading tim es enjoyable 
ones; therefore, like so many other things in parenting, 
choosing the appropriate time and occasionally wait­
ing for the child to be ready can be critical. When my 
active toddler son squirmed to get off my lap, I de­
cided not to force it. Although I was anxious to begin 
reading to him, I decided to wait to avoid risking that 
his experience of reading would be negative. If your
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child wants to turn the pages faster than the words 
can be read, abandon reading the story as written and 
make up a story that corresponds with the pictures. 
Even with the very simple small board books of about 
a dozen pages with few words, discuss the pictures 
and talk about all the things your child sees on each 
page. Your dialogue about each page should take 
longer than the actual time to read the words on the 
page.

2 Years o f  Age
Establish a routine by the time your child is two years 
old that you always read a story at bedtime. This rou­
tine is important because even if you spend no other 
time reading during the day, at least this 15 minutes 
per day occurs religiously. While our child still slept in 
a crib, our favorite spot for bedtime reading was in a 
rocking chair in his room  w ith  the door closed to 
avoid interruption. In our family the routine of a bed­
time story has continued to this day, and our children 
are 11 and 8 years old. Our pattern is that on nights 
when both parents are home at bedtime, one parent 
reads to one child. The pair then is swapped on the 
following night so that Dad reads to daughter one 
night and to son the next night, and Mom does vice 
versa. Bedtime stories will hopefully continue in our 
house until as long beyond age 10 as possible. After 
that age, the child may prefer to read to himself before 
bed.

6-8  Years o f  Age
Once the child is able to read himself, change the 
routine by having the child read for 15 minutes, fol­
lowed by the parent reading to the child for 15 min­
utes. A child needs to practice to learn to be a good 
reader. If your child is a reluctant reader, have him 
read from a book on his reading level before you read 
to him from a book that is somewhat above his own 
reading level. W hen children are first learning to de­
code the words, there will be a gap betw een what 
they are able to read themselves and what they enjoy 
hearing read aloud. Encourage your child to practice 
reading books he can read comfortably. Then, it is im­
p o rtan t for the  paren t to con tinue reading to the 
child from books above the child’s reading level in 
order to expand his background knowledge and en­
joyment of literature.

What If My Child Resists 
Being Read To?
The intimacy of shared reading is not always easy to 
capture. When my son was a toddler it was difficult to 
feel close during our regular reading time. He was a 
very active child w ho  frequently  squirm ed to  get 
down from my lap because he had a greater interest in 
gross motor activities than in sitting. If your child isn’t 
interested in hearing a story, abandon the effort and 
try again at another time. Do not push the issue, and 
he will eventually come back to reading. Choose when 
to offer to read him a story, and select very short sto­
ries initially, thereby matching the child’s attention 
span. Select books on topics about which your child is 
keenly in terested . Ease your child into longer and 
longer stretches of reading time.
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The children of 
parents trained 
for only one 
hour in interactive story 
reading improved 
dramatically in verbal 
expression and vocabulary.

W hen Do I Stop Reading Aloud?
Many parents believe that once their child begins to 
read himself, the days of reading storybooks aloud are 
over. However, there are some very important reasons 
for continuing to read to your child as he begins to 
learn  to read. Especially in first and second grade 
while the child is learning to read, his listening level 
far exceeds his reading level; that is, he can under­
stand passages read to him that far exceed what he is 
capable of reading himself. Continue to expose your 
child to good literature that mentally challenges him 
and enables his vocabulary and knowledge to continue 
growing. Do this as long as it is fun. Once children 
prefer to read silently, everyone can share a “Drop Ev­
erything And Read” ( d ea r )  time in the evening.

What Do I Do If My Child Wants 
To Look Ahead at the Pictures 
Before We Read?
As frustrating as looking ahead may be to the parent, 
most educators would encourage you to allow looking 
ahead at the pictures. This exercise helps the child to 
activate background knowledge about the setting and 
topic of the story. In first-grade reading instruction, 
teachers usually take time to introduce a story before 
they begin reading it. Children are taught to think 
about the title of the book and anticipate w hat the 
story might be about. Typically a discussion is initiated 
about the topic of the book. If the story is about going 
to the zoo, the teacher leads a discussion about what 
you are likely to see at the zoo. Children will name the 
animals found at a zoo, as well as discussing the activi­
ties one might see, such as zookeepers feeding the ani­
mals. The purpose of this discussion is to activate 
prior knowledge for the children who have visited the
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zoo and to provide information to any child who has 
no prior information about this experience.

What Comes After Picture Books?
Before your child reaches age seven you will begin 
reading aloud chapter books that don’t have pictures. 
Charlotte’s Web, a story written by E.B. White about 
the friendship between a spider and a pig, is a wonder­
ful example of a chapter book appropriate for this age. 
The vocabulary is challenging and interesting, and the 
story is captivating for the child. There is plenty of 
background knowledge presented while the child is 
thoroughly entertained. O ther books we enjoyed in­
cluded Mr. Popper’s Penguins, The Indian in the Cup­
board, and The Am erican Girl Collection books.

After your child can read himself, continue to look 
for opportunities to read aloud to your child. This can 
be done through round-robin reading of a classic book 
in front of the fireplace or through alternate oral read­
ing—first the parent, then the child, switching every 
page or tw o—to foster better comprehension. It will 
also enable the family to have active discussions about 
the characters and the au tho r’s in tended meaning. 
Your own love of literature will continue to be com­
municated through shared reading activities. Remem­
ber and find the books you loved as a child. Enjoy 
them again as you share them with your child.

Interactive Story Reading
Have you ever felt frustrated when your child wants to 
stop you to ask questions while you are reading a story 
to him? W hen my children were preschoolers, I found 
it frustrating to be constantly interrupted by all their 
comments about the pictures and questions about the 
story. I decided that limiting the interruptions was a 
good thing, because w hen the child starts school his 
teacher w ouldn’t w ant to be stopped  by incessant 
questions from 25 children. It also seemed that staying 
“on task” was an admirable skill to be learned.

However, this dialogue during the story reading is 
actually very positive and is something to be encour­
aged and developed. As described in Becoming a Na­
tion o f  Readers, active discussion during reading is im­
portant:

The benefits are greatest when the child is an active par­
ticipant, engaging in discussions about stories, learning to 
identify letters and words, and talking about the mean­
ings of words. One researcher who observed parents 
reading books to their children discovered differences in 
the quality and quantity of informal instruction that the 
parents provided.10

The importance of engaging the child as an active 
listener, rather than the parent reading the story from 
beginning to end without pause, has been researched 
by other educators. The most interesting of these was 
a study completed by G. W hitehurst and his colleagues 
in 1988, which demonstrated the impact of active en­
gagement. In their study they provided training to the 
parents of 15 middle-class preschool children from 
two to three years old. The parents received a one- 
hour training session in interactive story reading in 
which they were shown how to engage in this tech­
nique. They were instructed to:
• pause periodically and ask open-ended questions 

Sp r in g  2 0 0 0

• expand on the child’s answers
• suggest alternative possibilities
• pose progressively more challenging questions

An example of an open-ended question is “What is 
Curious George doing?” or “Why do you think he is 
doing that?” The key is to ask questions that cannot be 
answered with a yes/no response. A control group was 
identified with children of approximately the same age 
and language developm en t. The p a ren ts  of b o th  
groups tape-recorded their reading sessions for one 
month.

The tapes confirmed that both groups read equally 
o ften  (abou t eight tim es p e r  w eek) and tha t the  
trained parents followed the instructions for interac­
tive story reading. The children in both groups were 
tested before and after the experimental month. The 
results showed that at the end of one month of interac­
tive story reading the children in this group versus the 
control group:

• improved 8.5 months in verbal expression, and
• were six months ahead on a vocabulary test.11

The verbal expression measure assessed the child’s ca­
pability in expressing ideas verbally. These are stagger­
ing results for children who have an average age of 30 
months! Think what effect using an interactive story- 
reading approach might have over several years, versus 
the one m onth of this study.

Reading aloud to a child is a critical activity in help­
ing a child gain the knowledge and language skill that 
will enable good com prehension later on. Reading 
aloud increases background knowledge, builds vocab­
ulary, and familiarizes children with the language in 
books. The Commission on Reading has advised that 
not only does reading aloud to a child make a differ­
ence, but the way parents read aloud matters. A book 
becomes a vehicle for using language—before, during, 
and after reading. In addition to reading aloud, engag­
ing in probing conversations at home can help the 
child acquire the language skills needed to become a 
good reader. □
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T h ere’s R osemary 
fo r  R emembrance

By  J o h n  K e eg a n

/15 M em o ria l D ay approaches, how  
m a n y  o f  o u r  s tu d en ts  w ill see it  as 
more than a fu n  three-day weekend or 
the chance to take advantage o f  the lat­
est h o t sa le  a t  the local m all? H ow  
m any will carve out even a small por­
tion o f  the day to honor the approxi­
mately 575,000 m en and  wom en who 
have died in service to our country? As 
a d u lts , i t  is o u r  r e s p o n s ib il i ty  to 
counter the progressive loss o f  m em ory  
that has infected our national life and, 
in particu la r  on this occasion, to re­
m ind  our students that freedom  is not 
free. We are grateful to the renowned  
h istorian  fo h n  Keegan fo r  g iv in g  us 
this po ignan t picture o f  the extraordi­
nary reverence with which the British 
treat their w ar dead. It is a lesson in 
civic values fo r  all o f  us.

—Editor

^ T  WOULDN’T MIND,” I heard a wom an’s voice sob- 
A b ing  at my elbow. “I w ouldn’t mind if my son 

had been  killed. I w ou ldn 't m ind—if he could be 
here .” Tears stream ed dow n her kindly face. She 
clutched my elbow. “I w ouldn’t mind.” There was a 
scent of roses and mown grass, the reflection of sun­
light from w hite Portland stone, a cool and gentle 
Mediterranean breeze, the promise of heat to come. “I 
wouldn’t mind.”

Oh dear, I thought. Oh dear. I f  only you  knew. We 
were two English people in a primal English setting:

Jolm  Keegan was fo r  m any years senior lecturer a t 
the Royal M ilitary Academ y a t Sandhurst, England, 
and  is now the defense correspondent o f  the London 
Daily Telegraph. He is the author o f  m any books on 
m ilita ry  history, includ ing  The Face of Battle, Six 
Armies in Normandy, The Mask of Command, The 
Price of Admiralty, The Second World War, and  A His­
tory of Warfare. He is a fellow  o f  the Royal Society o f  
Literature. This essay is reprinted fro m  The American 
Scholar, Volume 66, N um ber 3, Sum m er 1997. Copy­
right © 1997 by the author.

greensward, shrubs, flowering peren­
nials, paved walks on which saxifrage 
ro o te d  b e tw e e n  th e  c rack s, long 
walls, statuary, and m onolithic ma­
sonry—an English enclosure far from 
England. Mature trees shut out the 
vista to the landward side, but to the 
seaward there was a gap in the plant­
ing to show blue w ater lapping the 
foot of lim estone crags. Thyme and 
laurel and olive ascended the hillsides, 

|  silver and gray and black to counter- 
;3 point the garden’s lighter and darker 
g greens. “Remember, green is a color,” 
iQ G ertrude Jekyll, the inventor of the 
|  m odern English garden, advised her 
b; pupils; and here, below the hillsides, 
|  arid after summer drought, green was 
|  a brilliant, almost overpowering color. 
® T he grass b e n e a th  o u r  fee t w as 

spongy with the m orning’s watering, 
and yesterday’s and the days’ before.

The landscape beyond the garden was ageless, with 
that Mediterranean agelessness which has captivated 
English travelers since they first began their journeys 
to rediscover, 300 years ago, the classical world their 
ancestors had done so much to overthrow; but the gar­
den was timeless, belonging neither to the present nor 
to the past but to an arrested moment that exists only 
in the English imagination. It is a moment suffused by 
classicism, inspired by the temperate wilderness, but 
transcending both, a moment when the work of man 
comes into equilibrium with the beauty of nature and 
an ideal landscape is brought to perfection.

Where are these landscapes? They surround the En­
glish. Some are accidental, tracts of the English coun­
tryside, a highly artificial creation 4,000 years old in

Above: Tombstone at Beaumont-Hamel, France, marks 
the grave o f an unknown British soldier killed during 
the Battle o f the Somme in World War I.
A t right: A cemetery o f the First World War at Le Trou 
Aid Post, France.
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parts, where contour and woodland—woodland sur­
viving from the primeval or planted in living mem­
ory—combine w ith plough and pasture, hedge and 
wall, to form a vision the English call England. The En­
glish vision is particularly present in the Cotswolds 
west of Oxford, in the South Hams of Devonshire, in 
Thomas Hardy’s Dorset, along the Welsh marches of 
Herefordshire or Shropshire, in Beatrix Potter country 
above the Cumbrian lakes, in the Kipling territory of 
rem oter Kent and Sussex. Yet that vision is also pre­
sent wherever population is sparse, rainfall heavy, and 
agriculture intense but w ith tracts of ancient forest 
land making a patchwork of settlement and emptiness, 
the familiar and the mysterious.

Many are not accidental at all, but the handiwork of 
great landlords and the artists they employed to beau­
tify what was already beautiful in a manner quite alien 
to the environment that soil and climate offered them. 
England is natural broadleaf forest land, with deep top- 
soil in which stone is hard to come by and the indige­
nous flow ering plants are retiring  and m odest on 
color. W ithout relentless human effort, cleared land 
goes back to scrub in a few seasons and to forest in a 
century. Despite the power of these natural forces, En­
glish landowners decided in the 17th century to create 
private landscapes for themselves that defy north Euro­
pean ecology and to impose on their immediate sur­
roundings those elem ents of classicism w hich they 
knew their Italian and many of their French equiva­
lents enjoyed by inheritance. They began to build 
stone palaces in classical style, to lay out severely for­
mal gardens on their doorsteps, and to reorder the 
more distant landscape versions into those idealized 
Italian landscapes painted by Claude Lorrain and Nico­
las Poussin w ith which they filled their picture gal­
leries. There is, within a mile of my house in Wiltshire, 
one of the greatest of English ideal landscapes, the arti­
ficial lakeland garden of Stourhead. I often w onder 
w hether the Hoare family, which created it, was not in­
spired to do so by the southerly vista into Dorset, 
which typifies that vision of an accidentally perfect 
England to which I have referred already. There are 
other such artificial and ideal landscapes at Blenheim 
and Ditchley north  of Oxford, at Stowe in Bucking­
ham shire , at Castle H ow ard in Y orkshire, and at 
Chatsworth in Derbyshire, to name only some of the 
most famous. Every English county offers to visitors 
dozens of smaller, less spectacular versions of these 
models, and the English visit them in their millions, at 
the tourist season but also throughout the year, to 
commune with a central belief of their Englishness— 
that England is a garden, and that to be English is to be 
a gardener; that in life they are best at home in a gar­
den; and that, in death, a garden is where they belong.

Few English people, of course, can hope to live at 
Stourhead or Stowe; and, perhaps, they really don’t 
wish to inhabit such idealizations of nature. The En­
glish are homebodies, happy if in a fraction of an acre 
they can recreate some of the elements of that high 
style. They are greatly helped to do so by one of the 
longest running national radio programs, Gardener’s 
Question Time, whose peripatetic panel of experts 
weekly instructs millions of listeners in the secrets of 
gardening practice by answering queries put by mem­

bers of a local horticultural society that has succeeded 
in the competition to welcome the broadcast to their 
town or village. I often think that the enormous popu­
larity of Gardener’s Question Time, which has been 
on the air now for nearly 40 years, is a touchstone of 
the difference between English and American culture. 
The extremes of climate in the United States, and its 
highs and lows of fertility and aridity, rule out the via­
bility of a program based on the presumption of uni­
form tem perature and cultivability. More than that, 
however, G ardener’s Question Time presum es also 
that its listeners will have a lifetime to tend the same 
garden. It is a program for a people who do not move, 
or move at most a few miles down the road, and it 
would therefore be untransplantable into the restless 
mobility of the United States, whose people not only 
change states but coasts with a frequency that seems 
reckless, positively unnatural, to the BBC’s cozy stay-at- 
homes.

I have been talking of the English worship of great 
gardens, the cathedral of their horticultural world. 
There is, quite as important, an alternative English gar-

British cemetery, Bayeux, France, on the 50th 
anniversary o f the Normandy invasion, the beginning 
o f the liberation o f Europe.
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dening tradition, that of the cottage plot, the parish 
church of plantsmen and plantswomen. The great gar­
den is formal and contrived, how ever artfully in te­
grated into its normal surroundings, and its color tones 
are modulated and subdued. The cottage garden, by 
contrast, is spontaneous and informal, full of color and 
of plants allowed to have their head. The center point 
of the great garden is the paved or graveled walk run­
ning between trimmed topiary. That of the cottage gar­
den is the herbaceous border and rambling rose. Both 
are equally English, though they have different origins. 
Toward the end of the 19th century, a new generation 
of English garden designers succeeded in combining 
these traditions into what is now accepted to be the 
classic English garden. Its layout draws on the 17th- 
century fashion for formality, on the 18th-century ide­
alization of nature and classical civilization, and on a 
more recent enthusiasm for the vernacular. Some great 
gardens w ere adapted to accom m odate the herba­
ceousness previously excluded as vulgar and unaristo- 
cratic, as at Arley Hall in Cheshire, w here the beds 
date to 1846. Many more, the work of the newly rich, 
were radical reorganizations at old houses that had ei­
ther fallen into decay or were designed in the new 
fashion from the start. Such houses were not necessar­
ily large, but were built to the highest standards and 
given spaciousness by a deliberate policy of extending 
the architecture of the house out into the surrounding 
walls, terraces, summerhouses, and topiary hedges. 
The most sought after designer of these new houses 
was the young architect Edwin Lutyens, and the most 
inventive designer of the gardens associated w ith 
them , the self-taught horticulturist G ertrude Jekyll. 
They were often to cooperate. Lutyens helped Jekyll 
w ith what remains one of the most influential of all 
English gardening books, Gardens fo r  Small Country
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Above: Christian and Jewish grave markers fo r  the 
soldiers who died defending Hong Kong in World War II 
at the Stanley Military Cemetery, Hong Kong.
Below left: A child visits the grave o f her father, who 
died in World War II, a t a cemetery in Arnhem,
Holland, on the 10th anniversary ofVEDay.
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Above: A British World War II cemetery in Taukkyan, 
near Rangoon, Burma. A t right: Graves o f British sol­
diers at a cemetery near the River Kwai in Kanchana- 
buri, Thailand. They were killed by the Japanese during 
World War II while building the railroad in Burma.

Houses, and the results of their collaboration can be 
seen at such places as Orchards, Surrey; Marsh Court, 
Hampshire; Amport House in the same county; and 
Folly Farm, Berkshire.

Lutyens particularly favored low stone walls, paved 
walks, pergolas, and pavilions in stripped-down classi­
cal style. Jekyll encouraged the planting of dw arf 
roses, creeping ground cover, gray and silver border 
plants, azaleas, and climbers such as hydrangea and 
wisteria. Their joint purpose was to soften masonry 
with vegetation that liked support, to sharpen natural 
forms with architectural straight lines, and to relieve 
the grays and browns of stone and brick with blues, 
yellows, and purples.

I
T WAS IN exactly such surroundings that the tear- 
stained woman and I found each other, w hen she 
clutched my arm and burst into her outpourings about 

not minding if her son were killed. I was not the least 
surprised by her reaction. I had heard it, in different 
versions, many tim es before in many parts of the 
world. We were, as it happened, on Crete, in the Suda
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Beautiful flowers adorn the gravestones at this British 
war cemetery in Medjez El Bab, Tunisia,

Bay British War Cemetery, where 1,571 servicemen are 
buried, mainly British but including large numbers of 
New Zealanders and Australians. Most were killed re­
sisting the German airborne invasions of May 20, 1941, 
a disaster for the German parachutists involved, of 
whom  2,000 died on the first day, but a strategic vic­
tory for Hitler, w ho secured the island despite those 
catastrophic losses.

We might, however, have been in any one of the 
larger C om m onw ealth  War Graves C om m ission’s 
cem eteries anywhere in the world. The dead of the 
British Empire and Commonwealth of the two world 
wars are buried in 134 countries, from Algeria to Zim­
babwe, including the former Soviet Union. In the list 
are the tw o tiny states of San Marino and Monaco, 
each containing two graves. The smallest cemetery is 
on O cracoke Island, off N orth Carolina, w ith  four 
graves; the largest is the Thiepval cemetery in the de­
partm ent of the Somme, France, where the bodies of
70,000 soldiers are buried, and the names of those 
missing in the great Somme battle of the First World 
War are commemorated. These are cemeteries proper, 
of w h ich  the  Com m ission m aintains abou t 2,000 
throughout the world. Besides these are 23,000 indi­
vidual graves or plots in nonmilitary cemeteries, for

which the Commission also cares. One such grave is in 
Kilmington churchyard, under my bedroom window, 
and I see it every morning w hen I draw the curtains. It 
is that of Private S. Prince, Somerset Light Infantry, 
who died at age 22 on May 5, 1916—home, I presume, 
on leave from France just before the opening of the 
Battle of the Somme. Every two years an official of the 
Commission comes to scrub the headstone—one of 
over a million identical headstones in the world—and 
to cut the grass, tidy the surroundings, and ensure that 
Private Prince continues to repose in dignity.

There are, of course, many more dead than head­
stones. In every French cathedral a plaque, inscribed 
in French and English, displays the text To the Glory o f  
God a n d  in  M em ory o f  One M illion  M en o f  the  
British Empire Who Died in the Great War a n d  o f  
Whom the Greater N um ber Rest in France. Of those 
killed in France, the bodies of nearly half could not be 
found or were unidentifiable, while most of the naval 
dead were lost at sea. There is a similar proportion of 
missing among the dead of the Second World War. In 
some way the Commission commemorates the names 
of all of them. The numbers are staggering. Nearly 1.7 
million names are commemorated, of which 900,000 
are those of identified servicemen and women lying in 
marked graves. There are over 700,000 monumental 
inscriptions to the missing, but 200,000 of those are 
on graves reading Known Unto God, because the re­
mains recovered by the Commission were unrecogniz­
able. There are o ther variations. Some headstones 
record a casualty “known to be buried near this spot”; 
others, two or more names of bodies too intermingled 
to be buried separately.

An attempt was made in the immediate aftermath of 
the First World War to represent in visual terms what 
the Empire’s loss m eant (Courage R em em bered  by 
Edwin Gibson and G. Kingsley Ward, 1989):

Imagine [the dead] moving in one continuous column, 
four abreast. As the head of that column reaches the 
Cenotaph in London, the last four men would be in 
Durham [240 miles away, in the north of England]. In 
Canada that column would stretch across the land from 
Quebec to Ottawa; in Australia, from Melbourne to Can­
berra; in South Africa, from Bloemfontein to Pretoria; in 
New Zealand, from Christchurch to Wellington; in New­
foundland, from coast to coast; and in India, from Lahore 
to Delhi. [I might interpolate for an American audience: 
in the United States, from Boston to Philadelphia.] It 
would take those million men 84 hours, or three-and-a- 
half days, to march past the Cenotaph in London.

These distances may be nearly doubled since the Sec­
ond World War, in w hich another 700,000—as op­
posed to 400,000 United States—servicemen died.

How was this vast army of the dead to be decently 
interred? That was the question that confronted the 
British government very soon after the first mass casu­
alty lists began to be published in the national newspa­
pers in 1915. The dead of Britain’s earlier wars, fre­
quent though those had been, were comparatively few 
in number. They had been buried near where they fell, 
comm emorated by stones raised by their friends or 
their regiments, if commemorated at all. It was a dis­
posal accepted by the poor from which the bulk of the 
army’s soldiers came. In civil life the parents of many 
of them  would have gone to an unmarked pauper’s
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grave in town or city. In the countryside a w ooden 
cross, soon to decay would have indicated their plot 
in the churchyard. In my village, a resident has calcu­
lated, 25,000 bodies have been buried in the church­
yard since the Norman Conquest, yet it contains only a 
few dozen stones, those of the better-off and none 
older than the 18th century.

By the beginning of the 20th century, however, the 
British were as a people better off. The funeral had be­
come a major working-class ritual, perhaps the only 
public event in an individual’s passage through life, 
and a marked headstone had become a symbol of re­
spectability, that respectability which Victorian Britain 
had made its chief outw ard value. For that reason, 
though for many others, it was unthinkable that the 
dead of a national army, dying in their tens of thou­
sands for King, Country, and Empire, should be left in 
hurried, unm arked graves, marked if at all by some 
makeshift cross nailed together by the deceased’s com­
rades. In practice, things were worse than that. Bodies 
were being thrown together into abandoned trenches, 
som etim es in dozens; individual burials m ight be 
marked by a stake, dozens of which were kept ready 
by a graves registration officer, on which was affixed a 
metal plate stam ped from a “penny in the slot” ma­
chine of a type common in railway stations. At best, 
given time and a spell out of the trenches, the soldiers 
might dig graves in French or Belgian churchyards; 
those began rapidly to fill up. Moreover, the better-off 
among the bereaved were erecting private memorials 
of a type the majority could not afford, and some were 
repatria ting  the  bodies. Both practices struck  the 
wrong note in what the government represented, and 
the population endorsed, as a national war.

Very early on, therefore, Britain established what, in 
retrospect, may be seen as several remarkable and na­
tionally distinctive principles for the burial and com-
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Veterans from  the 48 RM Commandos who landed on 
‘Juno’ Beach pay their respects to their dead comrades 
at the British Military Cemetery in Douvres, France.

m em oration  of its w ar dead. O ne w as th a t th ere  
should be no private memorials, “on account of the 
difficulties of treating impartially the claims advanced 
by persons of different social standing.” Another was 
that there should be no repatriation of bodies, because 
of the commonly held feeling that, as one officer put 
it, “in spite of all differences of rank, we were com­
rades, brothers dwelling together in unity.” A third was 
that officers and soldiers should be buried identically 
and together because, as Fabian Ware, the first War 
Graves Commission director, wrote, “In 99 cases out 
of a hundred [officers] will tell you that if they are 
killed [they] would wish to be among their men.” A 
fourth, the most important, was that each fallen sol­
dier should be honored individually, so that, even in a 
war of mass slaughter, each should be represented as a 
hero in an epic of collective heroism.

These principles were to be greatly elaborated and 
their im plem entation standardized in the years to 
come. That was the achievement of Fabian Ware him­
self, a modest man who nevertheless deserves to be 
recognized as a major semiologist of British culture in 
the 20th century. Semiology was not, of course, his 
purpose; semiologist was not a title he would have 
welcomed or even understood. That, nevertheless, is 
his title to fame, and it is richly deserved. Through him 
a peculiarly English—I say English in preference to 
British—language of symbols, some from nature, some 
from the mind or hand of man, has come to stand as a 
representation of how the nation wished to be seen by 
itself and by other nations at the end of its passage 
through an ordeal that tested the roots of its culture
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Above: Belgians tidying Tyne Cot Cemetery in occupied 
Europe, 1942.
Below: Cemetery> in Rabaul, New Britain Island.

and identity to destruction. Some representation of 
this language of symbols can, as I have said, be found 
at sites in almost every country in the world, and I can 
testify to its continuing power to move the emotions 
of those who come upon them from personal experi­
ence. W herever they are found—and I have found 
them in places as far apart as Alabama, Israel, Pakistan, 
and South Africa—the British are moved w ith pride 
and to tears, tears shed also by people w ho are not 
British at all. Fabian Ware, by instinct rather than arti­
fice, succeeded in creating a great cultural artifact at 
which, I do not think I exaggerate in claiming, genera­
tions to come will wonder—as we do at the relics of 
the Roman legions—long after Britain’s worldw ide 
power is only a memory for historians.

Ware had much help. In 1915, soon after he was ap­
pointed, the French government wrote a law deeding 
land for the cemeteries of foreign soldiers as a sepul­
ture perpetuelle. It passed, but not w ithout opposi­
tion, for it was against the local traditions both of stor­
ing the bones of the dead in ossuaries, a cheap and 
com pact way of burying remains en masse, and of 
reusing burial plots. As a result, however, British war 
graves were to be the resting places of individuals in 
legal perpetuity. He also had assistance from several 
foremost British architects, including Edwin Lutyens 
and Sir Herbert Baker, w ho w ith Lutyens was a de­
signer of the Empire’s great public buildings. Rudyard 
Kipling’s role in the design of the Imperial War Graves 
was a poignant one. His only son, John, was too my­
opic to m eet the army’s medical standards, and he 
used his influence to secure John a commission in the 
Irish Guards. John was among the regiment’s missing 
after the Second Battle of Loos in 1915. For several 
years Rudyard and his American wife, Carrie, toured 
the military hospitals in France seeking news of their 
lost one, without avail. At a moment of alleviation in 
his grief, he wrote a short poem always quoted among 
his selected works:

My son was killed while laughing at some jest, I would I 
knew

What it was, and it might serve me in a time when jests 
are few.

The truth, never communicated to the parents but dis­
covered by a regimental comrade from survivors of 
John’s company, was that he was last seen crying with 
pain from a wound in the mouth. His body, lost for 
decades, has only recently been identified by officials 
of the Commission, and his headstone is appropriately 
re-engraved.

It is acutely ironic, therefore, that Kipling was re­
sponsible for conceiving the inscriptions carved on 
the headstones and monumental sculpture of the Com­
m ission’s cem eteries. These m onum ents take three 
forms. One is a high columnar cross, bearing a bronze 
sword, known as the Cross of Sacrifice. The second is 
a monolith, the Stone of Remembrance, on which are 
carved words from Ecclesiasticus, adapted by Kipling: 

|  Their N am e Liveth For Evermore. The adaptation was
0 made to avoid giving offense to Hindus, so many of 
|  whom died in the service of India’s King-Emperor. The 
i= third is the universal and standard headstone, two feet 
^ eight inches high, one foot three inches broad. It is cut 
§ from  w hite Portland stone, engraved w ith  the de-
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ceased’s regimental badge—Private Prince’s, below my 
bedroom  window, show s the  m ural crow n, slung 
bugle, and battle honor “Jelalabad” of the Somerset 
Light Infantry—and also with an appropriate religious 
symbol. Today, 1.5 million bear the Christian cross;
65.000, the Muslim crescent; 100,000, the appropriate 
Sikh or Hindu symbol; 10,000 the Star of David; and
10.000, Buddhist or Confucian symbols. The stone is 
also inscribed w ith the dead serviceman or service­
wom an’s number, name, decorations, regimental title, 
age, and date and place of death; or as many details as 
could be ascertained when a body was disinterred for 
reburial—for example, A Captain/Canadian Infantry. 
At the bottom of the stone, relatives may place a per­
sonal inscription of up to 60 characters. These inscrip­
tions are the exception rather than the rule, itself an 
indication of how heartfelt is popular acceptance of 
the guiding principle of uniformity of remembrance. 
They are quite conventional—Peace Perfect Peace, for 
example, or He Died That Others Might Live. Eccen­
tric or distasteful inscriptions are not allowed. Occa­
sionally, however, an extra tug to the heartstrings is 
given by a particularly apt line of poetry or some quite 
artless phrase of lament, the labor of a young widow 
or of a family struggling together to express their love 
for a son and brother who will not return.

Kipling also struggled to find a form of words that 
would dignify w ithout mawkishness the grave of a 
body that could not be identified. Eventually he hit 
upon the brief phrase A Soldier o f  the Great War 
Known Unto God. Unidentified burials of the Second 
World War are inscribed A Soldier [or A Sailor or An  
A irm an ] o f  the 1939-45 War Known Unto God. Alto­
gether 204,145 graves in the Commission’s care are 
now inscribed in one of these ways. The only other 
variations to the headstones are the use of the words 
Served /Is when a man enlisted under an alias, and the 
phrases Buried In This Cemetery, Buried Near This 
Spot, Buried Elsewhere In  This Cemetery, and Known  
To Be Buried In  This Cemetery when records allow 
such certainties but remains were not found. Believed 
To Be B uried  In This Cemetery is sometimes seen, 
and, for wartime graves lost and defying rediscovery, 
Kipling chose the words Their Glory Shall N ot Be 
Blotted Out, also from Ecclesiasticus. The rarest of all 
variations is the substitution for the religious symbol of 
a facsimile of the Victoria Cross or the George Cross, 
Britain's highest awards for bravery.

None of this symbolism could be imposed until the 
lost bodies of the dead were found and the makeshift 
cemeteries of the war reordered. Work began while 
the Great War was still in progress, but even at its end 
the condition of many burial places was deeply dis­
tressing to relatives who began to make their way to 
France and Belgium to find where lost ones lay. Too 
often the sites they discovered were patches of mud or 
torn earth, bereft of vegetation or covered by weed 
and rank grass. A scheme of order had to be devised. 
The task was given to Sir Frederic Kenyon, the director 
of the British Museum. Within the guiding principles 
of uniformity of com m em oration and an individual 
grave for all recovered remains, he proposed that each 
cem etery  should e ither “have the appearance of a 
small park or garden in no way recognizable as a ceme-

A red floral wreath sits on the step in fron t o f a large 
tomb at the Caterpillar Valley Cemetery in Longueval, 
France, the second largest cemetery on the Somme.
The cemetery contains the remains, most unidentified, 
o f those who fought in the Battle o f the Somme in 
World War I.

tery,” or that it “be marked by rows of headstones of a 
uniform height and width, the graves themselves being 
leveled to a flat surface and planted with turf and flow­
ers.” The rows of headstones would “carry on the mili­
tary idea, giving the appearance as of a battalion on pa­
rade.”

The second alternative was adopted; but, by some 
creative in sp iration  of those  w ho  u n d erto o k  the 
work, the first alternative was integrated w ith it. The 
Commission cem eteries are unmistakably that; but 
they are also unmistakably parks or gardens in the 
classic English style. How did that come about? We 
can only guess that it was because the Commission, 
w hen it began to recruit m aintenance staff, decided 
for administrative reasons not to enlist locals but to 
commission British firms that would send their own 
staff abroad. The practical work was therefore begun 
not by French or Belgian laborers but by British gar­
deners, already ex p erien ced  as h o rticu ltu ris ts  or 
later trained at the Royal Botanical Gardens in Kew. 
The style they brought w ith them  was that w hich
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Lutyens and Jekyll—she actually drew  up plans for 
several cem ete ries—taught th rough  their seminal 
gardening book. By March 1921, there w ere 1,362 
gardeners employed; many were to settle in France 
or Belgium, marry local women, found little English 
com m unities, and pu t their sons into the Commis­
s ion ’s em ploym ent. These com m unities still exist 
and now  have equivalents in Africa, Southeast Asia, 
India, Pakistan, all trained in and so carrying on the 
tradition of classic English country-house gardening 
in the desert and the tropics as well as in tem perate 
northern  Europe.

Other, deeper, literary influences were at work. The 
Great War provoked in Britain, uniquely among com­
batant nations, a poetic response. A very great deal of 
it was arcadian and pastoral. That, again, should not be 
surprising. As Paul Fussell has noted in his famous 
book, The Great War and  Modern Memory, “Half the 
poems in The Oxford Book o f  English Verse are about 
flowers and a third seem to be about roses.” He does 
not do a similar count for First World War poetry, but 
the result might be the same. Certainly some of the 
m ost famous are suffused w ith gardening themes. I 
would cite first Edward Shanks’s “Drilling in Russell 
Square,” from the earliest days of the war:

The withered leaves that drift in Russell Square 
Will turn to mud and dust and moulder there 
And we shall moulder in the plains of France 
Before these leaves have ceased from their last dance.

Shanks was all too prophetic. Hundreds of thou­
sands of the drilling men of 1914 and 1915 did moul­
der in the plains of France, becoming dust in the mud 
of the battlefields. The spectacle of their makeshift 
graves inspired one of the most famous of the war 
poems, by the Canadian John McCrae, himself to be 
one of the war dead. Its fame is a principal reason for 
the British custom  of wearing a poppy on Remem­
brance Sunday:

In Flanders fields the poppies blow 
Between the crosses, row on row,

That mark our place; and in the sky 
The larks, still bravely singing, fly 

Scarce heard amid the guns below.
We are the Dead. Short days ago 
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow.

Loved and were loved, and now we lie 
In Flanders fields.

Those themes were also used by Rupert Brooke in 
what remains the most famous of all English poems of 
the war, “The Soldier,” which I can still repeat by heart 
from childhood memory:

If I should die, think only this of me:
That there’s some corner of a foreign field 

That is forever England. There shall be 
In that rich earth a richer dust conceal’d;

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,
Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,

A body of England’s, breathing English air,
Wash’d by the rivers, blest by suns of home.

I cannot prove but I do feel—a poetic certainty— 
that the idea of making “some co rner of a foreign 
field” a place that would be “forever England” was a 
principal motivation of the idea of the war cemetery 
as a pastoral, arcadian garden. It has, unconsciously or 
not, been the result.

W HAT HAS been the effect of this partly inten­
tional, partly accidental effort to honor the hun­
dreds of thousands of British and Imperial war dead 

within the principles of individual yet uniform com­
memoration? It is different from that achieved by the 
French, w ho also buried their dead individually, but 
under a cross, which produces en masse a spiky and 
geometrical effect altogether lacking the mood of re­
pose so immediately felt in all British war cemeteries. 
It is certainly different from that chosen by the Ger­
mans, whose dead lie in multiple or sometimes in mass 
graves—like that at Langemarck in Belgium, w here
36,000 bodies of the students killed in the First Battle 
of Ypres are buried under a single giant slab—and 
w hose cem eteries, heavy w ith evergreens and dark 
oaks, speak  only of co llective  g rie f and national 
tragedy. It is also different from that which I associate 
with American cemeteries. There the small size of the 
headstones, a pattern chosen after the Civil War, the 
paucity of inscribed personal detail, and, as at Arling­
ton, the intermixture of large, private memorials, often 
to generals or distinguished civilians, diminishes the 
sense both of uniformity and of the importance of the 
individual; while the absence of flowering plants and 
horticultural design brings a harshness quite at vari­
ance with the gardened serenity of the British equiva­
lent. It may be for such reasons that the United States 
began to permit during the First World War the repatri­
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ation of bodies by bereaved families, an understand­
able response to grief but one that underm ines the 
principle that those who fought and died in comrade­
ship should also be buried in comradeship.

Of the effect of the m ethod of commemoration cho­
sen by the British toward the end of their national 
tragedy of 1914-18 I have no doubt. It created a deep 
bond of unity between the bereaved, and within the 
nation as a whole, which reached out to comprehend 
the peoples of the Commonwealth and Empire as well. 
T he em o tio n a l to u c h  w as so su re  th a t  it e x tin ­
guished—after a brief intense controversy in 1919—all 
demand for repatriation whatsoever. The dead of the 
Second World War are buried in exactly the same man­
ner as those of the First, and today the only demand 
met by the government regarding burial policy is that 
war widows should be assisted with travel costs in vis­
iting their husbands’ graves. This has been conceded, 
and elderly wom en are now  traveling as far away as 
Burma and Malaysia on cem etery pilgrimages—with­
out exception returning consoled, often positively in­
spired, by the beauty of the setting in which they find 
their husbands buried.

Often they find a husband’s grave next to that of an 
Indian Muslim or a Burmese Buddhist, exactly similarly 
commemorated, and that too has had, if not a unifying, 
at least a palliative effect. If the British parted w ith 
their imperial subjects on the comparatively unacrimo- 
nious terms they did, that may be in part due to the 
fact that they chose to make no distinction in the way 
or in the place where they buried those who fought 
the Empire’s wars. Certainly it is remarkable that the 
rarest of the War Graves Commission’s tasks is the re­
pair of desecration. Their cemeteries in former impe­
rial or colonial territory are almost never desecrated, 
even at times of outburst of nationalist rancor against 
the old imperial master.

But then  neither are they  in countries that were 
never part of the Empire or Commonwealth—former 
enemy countries, like Germany, or those that have sub­
sequently fallen into war with Britain, like Argentina or 
Iraq. Why should that be? To trample the graves of the 
enemy is an apparently universal if regrettable human 
instinct. One of the saddest places I have ever seen is 
the deliberately abandoned and untended German war 
cem etery at Piontek in Poland, immaculately main­
tained until January 1945, now a wilderness. The only 
explanation I can offer for the immunity of the British 
cemeteries is that Lutyens and Jekyll and Kipling and 
Ware and their army of anonym ous gardeners suc­
ceeded in creating something symbolically more pow­
erful than a site for ritual desecration, a site of univer­
sally venerable sanctuary. There is a holiness in those 
cemeteries both of nature and its beauties and of reli­
gion in all its forms that defies hatred and brutishness, 
speaks of the immortal, and touches eternity.

If foreigners are moved by those emanations, how 
much more the British themselves. When in 1920 they 
buried an unknown warrior in the national shrine of 
Westminster Abbey—the first of many unknown war­
riors later to be buried by other countries—they chose 
th is  in sc r ip tio n  for h is grave: They B u r ie d  H im  
A m ong  the Kings Because He H ad Done Good To­
wards God and  Towards His House. In burying their

million and more warriors, known and unknown, in 
cem eteries that resembled and evoked the country- 
house gardens of the rich and propertied, they in ef­
fect buried them , if not among kings, then  among 
knights and lords. It was a decision that ensured the in­
dividual remembrance of the most humble, exactly as 
members of the more famous families are remembered 
in their ancestral plots, an evergreen and renewable re­
membrance, a celebration of pedigree and a testament 
of continual youth.

“I always feel young w hen I come here” are words I 
remember from a visitor to another British war ceme­
tery, which holds the dead of the Battle of Normandy 
in William the Conqueror’s city of Bayeux. The war 
widow who spoke was one of a party in which all had 
lost their husbands 50 years before. None had remar­
ried; the years had taken their toll, but they returned 
each year to place flowers on the graves of men killed 
in their twenties in the fight to liberate Europe from 
Hitler in 1944. “I always feel young,” she repeated, 
“just as if I was the same age as when I last saw him.” 
She had grown very stout. It was difficult to picture 
the  b ride  o f th e  m onths before D-Day. “Do stop, 
Betty,” one of her friends interrupted, “or you’ll make 
us all cry.” It was I w ho was overcome with tears. The 
row of headstones of young infantrymen of the East 
Yorkshire Regiment, the roses growing around the 
feet of their widows, the strange glow of happiness 
that suffused their faces, were altogether too much 
for me. I was unable to speak, fortunately not unable 
to repress my impulse to embrace each in turn; to do 
so would have been an affront to our Englishness, to 
the fundamental Englishness of the place and the mo­
ment.

It as that same Englishness that overwhelm ed my 
w eeping com panion in the Suda Bay cem etery  on 
Crete. The tears I had shed in Normandy helped me to 
understand hers. Of course she would not, in a certain 
sense, have m inded if her son had been killed. For 
Britain’s war cemeteries create an aesthetic which is 
actually strong enough to prevail over the agony of ma­
ternal or connubial grief. To see a child to the grave 
brings the harshest pain human sensibility can suffer. 
Yet to find a child—or a husband or a father—buried 
as a hero, among coevals and comrades all raised to 
heroic states by a symbolism central to one’s own cul­
tu re , is to  ex p erien ce  the  tran scen d en ce  of pain  
through the keenest emotions of pride in family and 
nation. The garden  is a m etapho r for the  idea of 
beauty, of renewal, and of immortality to many peo­
ples and many creeds. If this is indeed an age without 
heroes, seeking m onum ents that m ight still touch 
every human heart, the ideal garden may be what is 
sought. Certainly it is some image of the 2,000 English 
gardens we have created around the world that allows 
us to repeat each November on Remembrance Sunday, 
without any false sentiment, some of the most famous 
verses the Great War inspired—Laurence Binyon’s “For 
the Fallen (September 1914)”—verses that are an epi­
taph for heroes of any time or place:

They shall not grow old, as we that are left grow old:
Age shall n o t  w e a ry  th em , n o r  th e  years c o n d em n .
At the going down of the sun and in the morning
We will remember them. EH
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(Continued fro m  page 25)
in the growing number of kid magazines.23

The seduction of children with dreams of teen so­
phistication and tough independence, w hich began 
w ith  Barbie and in ten sified  m arkedly  in the  last 
decade, appears to have had the desired effect: It has 
undermined childhood by turning children into teen 
consumers. This new breed of children w on’t go to 
children’s movies and they w on’t play with toys. One 
of the stranger ironies of the rise of the tween is that 
toy manufacturers, who with the introduction of Bar­
bie began the direct hard sell to children and were the 
first to push the teening of American childhood, have 
been hoist with their own petard. The 1998-99 Toy In­
dustry Factbook of the Toy Manufacturer’s Association 
says that the industry used to think of kids between 
birth and 14 as their demographic audience, but with 
the emergence of tweens they have had to shrink that 
audience to birth to 10.24 Even seven- and eight-year- 
olds are scorning Barbie.25

Who needs a doll when you can live the life of the 
teen vamp yourself;' Cosmetic companies are finding a 
bonanza among this age group. Lines aimed at tweens 
include nail polish, hair mascara, lotions, and lip prod­
ucts like lipstick, lip gloss, “lip lix.” Sweet Georgia 
Brown is a cosm etics line for tw eens that includes 
body paints and scented body oils with come-hither 
names like Vanilla Vibe or Follow Me Boy. The Cincin­
nati design firm Libby Peszyk Kattiman has introduced 
a line of bikini underwear for girls. There are even fit­
ness clubs and personal trainers for tweens in Los An­
geles and New York.26

Marketers point at broad demographic trends to ex­
plain these changes in the child market, and they are 
at least partially correct. Changes in the family have 
given children more pow er over shopping decisions. 
For the simple reason that fewer adults are around 
most of the time, children in single-parent homes tend 
to take m ore responsibility for obtaining food and 
clothes. Market researchers have found that these kids 
become independent consumers earlier than those in 
two-parent hom es.27 Children of working mothers also 
ten d  to  do m ore of the  family shopping  w hen  at 
around age eight or nine they can begin to get to the 
store by themselves. Though candy, toy, and cereal 
manufacturers had long been well aware of the money 
potential of tween cravings, by the mid-eighties, even 
though their absolute num bers were falling, tweens 
began to catch the eye of a new range of businesses, 
and ads and marketing magazines started to tout the 
potential of this new  niche. The reason was simple: 
Market research revealed that more and more children 
in this age group were shopping for their own clothes, 
shoes, accessories, and drug-store items—indeed, they 
were even shopping for the family groceries. Just as 
marketers had once targeted housewives, now  they 
were aiming at kids.28 Jeans manufacturer Jordache was 
one of the first companies to spot the trend. “My cus­
tomers are kids w ho can walk into a store with either 
their own money or their m others’,” the company’s di­
rector of advertising explained at the time. “The de­
pendent days of tugging on Mom or Dad’s sleeve are

over.” Now as the number of children is rising again, 
their appeal is even more irresistible. Packaged Facts, a 
division of the worldwide research firm Find/SVP, has 
said that the potential purchasing pow er of today’s 
kids “is the greatest of any age or demographic group 
in our nation’s history.”29 

And th ere  is an o th e r reason for the  increasing  
power of children as consumers: By the time they are 
tweens, American children have simply learned to ex­
pect a lot of stuff.30 Many of them have been born to 
older m others; the num ber of first babies born to 
wom en over 30 has quadrupled since 1970, and the 
num ber born to women over 40 doubled in the six 
years be tw een  1984 and 1990. O lder m others are 
more likely to have established careers and to be in the 
kind of financial position that allows them to shower 
their kids w ith  toys and expensive c lo thes .31 Also, 
grandparents are living longer and more comfortably, 
and they often arrive with an armload of toys, sports 
equipment, and fancy dresses. (The products of the 
c h ild ren ’s c lo thes com pany Osh Kosh B’Gosh are 
known in the trade as “granny bait.”) Divorce has also 
helped to inflate the child market: Many American 
children divide their time between parents, multiply­
ing by two the num ber of soccer balls and Big Bird 
toothbrushes they must own. But as we have seen be­
fore, impersonal social forces have found support in 
human decisions. Important as they are, demographics 
by themselves can ’t explain 10-year-olds w ho have 
given up dolls for mascara and body oil. The teening of 
childhood has been a consumm ation the media de­
voutly w ished—and planned. The media has given 
tweens a group identity with its own language, music, 
and fashion. It has done this by flattering their sense of 
being hip and aware almost-teens rather than out-of-it 
little kids dependent on their parents. On discovering 
the rising number of child customers, Jordache Jeans 
did not simply run ads for kids; they ran ads showing 
kids saying things like “Have you ever seen your par­
ents naked?” and “I hate my mother. She’s prettier than 
me.” When Bonne Bell cosmetics discovered the rising 
sales po ten tia l of younger shoppers, they  did not 
merely introduce a tween line, which some parents 
might think bad enough; they introduced it with the 
kind of in-your-face language that used to send chil­
dren to bed w ithout dinner: “We know  how  to be 
cool. We have our own ideas. And make our own deci­
sions. Watch out for us.” Sassaby’s “Watch your mouth, 
young lady” is a smirking allusion to old-fashioned 
childhood that is meant to sell a line of lip “huggers” 
and “gloss overs.”

There is little reason to think that children have 
found the freedom and individuality that liberationists 
assumed they would find now that they have been lib­
erated  from  old-fashioned childhood and its adult 
guards. The rise of the child consumer and the child 
market itself is compelling evidence that children will 
always seek out some authority for rules about how to 
dress, talk, and act. Today’s school-age children, freed 
from adult guidance, turn to their friends, who in turn 
rely on a glamorous and flattering media for the rele­
vant cultural messages. Recent studies have found that 
children are forming cliques at younger ages than in 
previous years and that those cliques have strict rules
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about dress, behavior, and leisure. By the fifth or sixth 
grade, according to Peer Power: Preadolescent Culture 
and  Identity, girls are gaining status “from their suc­
cess at grooming, clothes, and other appearance-re­
lated variables.”32 Teachers and principals also see an 
increasing num ber of 10- and 11-year-olds who have 
given up toys for hair mousse and name-brand jeans 
and who heckle those who do not. What matters to 
this new breed of child is, according to Bruce Friend, 
vice president of worldwide research and planning at 
Nickelodeon, “being part of the in-crowd” and “being 
the first to know w hat’s cool.”33 These “free” children 
“are extremely fad conscious”; moreover, according to 
Am erican Demographics, tw eens’ attraction to fads 
has “no saturation points.”34 Look for the tween con­
sumer to become even more powerful.

A diminished home life and an ever more powerful 
media constitute a double blow against the conditions 
under which individuality flourishes. Whereas in the 
past eccentric or bookish children might have had the 
privacy of their home to escape the pressures of their 
media-crazed peers, today such refuge has gone the 
way of after-school milk and cookies. And if you think 
that at least such children have been freed of the pres­
sure of yesterday’s domineering fathers and frustrated 
m others, you might want to reconsider. As Hannah 
Arendt once noted, “The authority of a group, even a 
child group, is always considerably stronger and more 
tyrannical than the severest authority of an individual 
person can ever be.” The opportunity for an individual 
to rebel w hen bound to a group is “practically nil”; 
few adults can do it.35 The truth is, yesterday’s parent- 
controlled childhood protected children not only from 
sex, from work, and from adult decisions but also from 
the dominance of peers and from the market, with all 
its pressures to achieve, its push for status, its false 
lures, its passing fads.

But in the anticultural filiarchy which is replacing 
traditional childhood, adults no longer see their job as 
protecting children from the market. In fact, it is not 
tha t the  ch ild ’s hu rried  en trance  into the m arket 
means that parents are increasingly failing to socialize 
children. I t ’s the  o th e r way around. C hildren are 
viewed by manufacturers as the “opinion leaders in 
the household,” according to a vice president at Kee- 
bler.36 Manufacturers believe that children are exercis­
ing influence over family purchases never before re­
motely associated w ith the young. Holiday Inn and 
Delta Airlines have established marketing programs 
aimed at children, and Sports Illustrated fo r  Kids pub­
lishes ads from American Airlines, IBM, and car manu­
facturers.37

While simply turning off the TV would help, at this 
point television is only one part of the picture. Kids 
learn of their sophisticated independence from retail 
displays and promotions, from magazines and direct 
mailings. With their captive audience, schools, too, 
have become an advertiser’s promised land: Kids see 
ads in classrooms, on book order forms, on Channel 
One, on the Internet, on school buses, and now even 
in textbooks. Book order forms distributed in schools 
throughout the country  from the putatively educa­
tional firm Scholastic look like cartoons and provide 
children with the opportunity to order stickers, auto­

graph books, fan biographies, and books based on 
popular movies and television shows. Practically every 
Fortune 500 company has a school project, according 
to the New York Times, and many administrators ex­
pect that in the near future we will be seeing signs like 
C h e e r l e a d e r s  B r o u g h t  t o  y o u  by  R e e b o k  in school 
gyms.38 “It isn’t enough just to advertise on television,” 
Carol Herman, a senior vice president of Grey Adver­
tising, explains. “You’ve got to reach the kids through­
out their day—in school, as they’re shopping at the 
mall ... or at the movies. You’ve got to become part of 
the fabric of their lives.”39

The scorched earth policy in the name of the fil­
iarchy requires that ever younger children be treated 
as potential customers, once again in the guise of edu­
cation. When Sesame Street arrived on the airwaves 
in 1969, no one imagined that preschoolers could be 
a significant market segment. In fact, the improbabil­
ity of preschool purchasing pow er was the reason 
Sesame Street had to appear on public television in 
the first place; no one wanted to put a lot of money 
into creating and broadcasting a program for kids who 
had no purchasing power. How shortsighted that was! 
By 1994 Children’s Television Workshop was bringing 
in $120 million a year largely on the strength of its 
over 5,000 licensed products. The list includes not 
just educational items like books and audiotapes but 
bubble bath, pajamas, underwear, and Chef Boyardee 
Sesame Street pasta. Toy m anufacturers gradually 
caught on to the pow er of the littlest people, espe­
cially w here th e ir education  was concerned . The 
num ber of preschool toys exploded in the decades 
after Sesam e Street was in troduced , and many of 
them were stamped with a seal of approval from some 
expert or o ther—or w ith the image of Ernie or Big 
Bird, w hich in the minds of many am ounted to the 
same thing.

And now Teletubbies has arrived to help carve out 
the pre-preschool market and to give power to the lit­
tlest people. Teletubbies was designed for one- and 
two-year-olds, and though no one has ever explained 
how  it could possibly be educational for babies to 
watch television, it is clear that when toddlers see pic­
tures of the four vividly hued plush and easily identi­
fied characters (with television screens on their stom­
achs) on bottles or bibs, they will cry for them and 
PBS will rake it in. In anticipation of opening up this 
new market segment, the media went into overdrive. 
Pictures of the characters appeared in ads in trade and 
consumer magazines and were plastered on buses in 
New York City and on a g iant b illboard  in Times 
Square. The show was a topic on Letterman, Today, 
and Nightline. “If this isn’t the most important toy at 
Christmas this year, then something desperately wrong 
will have happened,” gloated Kenn Viselman, whose 
Itsy Bitsy Entertainm ent Company has the rights to 
Teletubbies products. “This show had more advance 
press than Titanic” Wondered one critic, “Where does 
it end: A TV in the amniotic sac?” But marketers were 
thrilled; according to the president of another licens­
ing company, before now  “the one-to-two-year-old 
niche hasn’t been filled very well.”40 The one-to-two- 
year-old niche? McNeal has said that children become 
aware of the market as early as two months of age.41

46 A m e r ic a n  E d u c a t o r S p r in g  2000



There is no m ore unm istakable sign of the end of 
childhood as Americans have known it. D
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(Continued fro m  page 15)
ought to be reintroduced. Some call for a revival of 
Western Civ, albeit updated in such a way as to accom­
modate new historiographical trends. Others insist on 
world history courses as necessary to introduce young 
Americans to the globalized, m ultipolar world they 
live in today. Unfortunately, world history itself has 
often been contaminated by what I regard as patently 
false assertions of the equality of all cultural traditions. 
Every flower has an equal right to bloom, say the mul- 
ticulturalists, just as the young rebels of the 1960s said 
that every subspecialty had equal value in the curricu­
lum. Neither of these propositions is true.

One cannot know everything, hence one must make 
choices. And just as some facts are more important to 
know than others, so certain cultures have displayed 
skills su p erio r to  o th ers  in every  tim e and p lace 
throughout history. Simply imagine living in proximity 
to a competitor—be it a business, tribe, ethnic group, 
or n a tio n —possessed  of skills g reater than  yours. 
There is no use asserting that your culture is just as 
good as his. It palpably is not, and you must do some­
thing about it. Perhaps you will borrow from your rival 
in an attempt to catch up, in which case your differ­
ences shrink, or perhaps you will rally your people to 
repel the rivals to keep them at a distance, in which 
case your differences magnify. But one way or another 
you must change your own ways.

Superiority, real and perceived, and inferiority, real 
and perceived, are the substance of human intercourse 
and the major stimulus to social change throughout 
the course of history. Those actions and reactions, am­
bivalences and conflicts born of perceived disadvan­
tage, have made human beings what we are and condi­
tioned our behavior. Now, in terms of Western Civ and 
w hat our young people need to know  about them ­
selves and their world, it seems to me that the obvious 
g lobalization of hum an con tac ts  and in terac tions 
means that the study of civilizations in isolation no 
longer suffices. We must teach and learn world history 
so as to prepare ourselves to live in a world in which 
the West, no less than “the rest,” must respond to chal­
lenges from abroad. World history must make space 
for all the peoples and cultures in the world, but it 
must also recognize the fact that events in some places 
and times were, and are, more important than others. 
And the principle of selection is simply this: What do 
w e need  to know  in order to understand how  the 
world became what we perceive it to be today?

Thus, we must focus the attention of our students 
on the principal seats of innovation throughout his­
tory, while remaining aware of the costly adaptations 
and adjustments, and in many cases the suffering of 
those conquered or displaced by dint of their proxim­
ity to those seats of innovation. The main story line, 
therefore, is the accumulation of human skills, organi­
zation, and knowledge across the millennia, which 
perm itted  hum an beings to exercise pow er and ac­
quire wealth through concerted action among larger 
and larger groups of people across greater and greater 
distances until we reach our present era of global in­
teraction.

Now, in the last four or five centuries the West de­
fined as the European core plus overseas periphery is 
certainly the major player. But it has not been the only 
one, and lately we see signs that the center of highest 
skills may indeed be migrating to the Pacific Ocean lit­
toral, just as it shifted from the Mediterranean to the 
Atlantic littoral after the year 1650. A proper history of 
the world needs to make clear that such shifts have oc­
curred in the past and may occur again in the future, 
and that the mechanism by which they occur is suc­
cessful borrowing from the prior centers of superior 
skill and incorporation of such skills into a different 
cultural context able to make new use of them, inno­
vate further, and so become a new center of superior 
skills.

That is how the West became dominant in the first 
place, by borrowing from China above all. China had, 
quite transparently, been the leading cen ter on the 
globe betw een 1000 and, say, 1450: Just think of gun­
powder, printing, and the compass. Francis Bacon 
was the first to state explicitly that those borrowed 
skills w ere the  p rincipal secret to the rise of the 
West, and he was certainly correct to a large degree. 
One ought to add the Chinese notion of meritocracy, 
the exam ination system for recru itm ent into a bu­
reaucracy, im ported to Europe in the 18th century. 
These four tools of power, technology, and organiza­
tion Europeans took from China, dom esticated into 
European culture, and exploited in more radical and 
far-reaching ways than the Chinese themselves had 
done.

One of the most visceral issues in our current de­
bate over history curricula is how to reconcile this vi­
sion of the human past, which is true to the intellec­
tual purpose of history, with the desire to preserve and 
pass on Am erican institu tions and cultural values, 
which is true to the civic purpose of history. That is no 
small problem  because liberal m ulticulturalists are 
loath to adm it the true  inequality of cultures, and 
sometimes underm ine our specific national heritage 
by denigrating it, w hile conservatives are loath to 
admit the contingency and possible inferiority of West­
ern and American ways. Yet the conservative response 
is dangerous too. In fact, it makes the same mistake 
the Chinese made w hen confronted by the Europeans. 
Their past was so brilliant that they could not believe 
the “South Sea barbarians” m attered. Unfortunately, 
they found out after 1839 that it did not suffice to tell 
Europeans that they were immoral to trade in opium. 
They came anyway, bearing guns with which the Chi­
nese could not cope.

The Turks had exactly the same history with respect 
to their confrontation with Europe except that it hap­
pened earlier, after 1699. They had steadfastly paid no 
attention to the West until it was too late for them to 
catch up and adjust their institutions to the European 
challenge.

If we Americans likewise believe that we possess all 
the truths that matter—for instance, those expressed 
by the Declaration of Independence, Constitution, and 
so forth—and need only recite them  piously, we will 
not be able to react intelligently to changes that may 
occur, or are already in train, in the world around us. 
We must instead continue to adapt lest we, too, be left

4 8  A m e r ic a n  E d u c a t o r S p r in g  2000



behind, and cultivate an open-mindedness towards the 
rest of world, and be at the ready to borrow ideas and 
skills of value. To do so, of course, may require that we 
adapt, adjust, and even reject treasured aspects of our 
past.

One obvious example is what I regard as Americans’ 
almost obsessive individualism as compared to com­
m itm ents m ade to  prim ary groups in w hich fellow 
spirits may m eet and share and make life worthwhile. I 
firmly believe that groups are needed to maintain that 
private sphere of freedom and fulfillment and creative 
variety that em erged so stunningly in 17th-century 
England. But the preservation of that zone of freedom 
requires that individuals in fact join in groups and 
choose to devote themselves to common undertakings 
conducive to the polity’s health. That is not to say that 
groups organized around treasured grievances or anger 
against all w ho are different, as displayed by some of 
the militias and eccentric sectarians today, do not in­
deed threaten public order and perhaps even the wide 
w orld beyond. But for people to spurn  all groups, 
even the family, in the name of individual satisfaction, 
is no less destructive of culture.

Thus, the choices we make every day about which 
groups to join and how  fully, enthusiastically, and loy­
ally to participate in them will shape the future of our 
country and the world. I must say that the Internet 
and other new  forms of communication will presum­
ably permit new groups to form around national, eth­
nic, political, professional, religious, even sports loyal­
ties. Indeed, loyalty to everything from the nuclear 
family to nationhood to the human race and—if you 
want to get really cosmic—the DNA form of life—is 
the potential stuff for a group loyalty even as the rise 
and fall of groups is the stuff of h isto ry  Conflicts 
among loyalties pose the central moral problem  of 
human life. We all belong to many groups and embody 
many identities, and how to reconcile them effectively 
one w ith another has been the ethical challenge to 
human beings ever since tight-knit, separate primary 
groups of hunters and gatherers ceased to be the sole 
form of human society.

In recent centuries the group called the “nation” has 
come to the fore. But there is nothing eternal about it, 
and no one knows what new forms of community may 
emerge and w hat new  challenges they may pose. It 
seem s to  me, therefo re , th a t u nderstand ing  how  
groups have interacted in the past is the only prepara­
tion for responsible, effective action in the future. And 
that means that world history is a far better guide than 
W estern Civ alone, w hich is, in the largest frame, a 
mere episode in the human saga: an important one, to 
be sure, which no rational world history would leave 
out, but an episode just the same.

So insofar as a concept of the West excludes the rest 
of humanity it is a false and dangerous model. Situating 
the West within the totality of humankind is the way 
to go, and we should in our classrooms move as best 
we can in that direction, believing always in the en­
nobling effect of enlarging one’s circle of sympathies, 
understanding, and knowledge, and aspiring to share 
that belief with our students. There can be no higher 
calling for historians, and above all, for teachers of his­
tory. □
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and how it could succeed in the fu­
ture.

Lesson #1: Detracking will not 
magically erase inequalities that al­
ready exist. It is clear that the edu­
cation provided to students in pre­
vious years was unequal, no doubt 
b ec au se  th e  “s lo w e r” c h ild ren  
lacked exposure to the same rich­
ness of vocabulary, writing skills, 
and h isto rica l concep ts  tha t the  
“faster” students enjoyed. It would 
be foolish for anyone to believe that 
such inequities could be eliminated 
in a single year. Detracking requires 
a long-term  com m itm ent, w hich  
m ust begin  in k in d erg arten  and 
continue until students graduate 
from high school.

Lesson #2: Teachers should see 
children as multitalented and multi- 
com peten t. Clearly, the teachers 
who took part in this program were 
caring  and though tfu l, bu t they  
showed a shallow understanding of 
their students’ strengths and weak­
nesses by classifying them simply as 
“slow,” “m iddle,” and “fast.” Was 
there  any a ttem pt to assess their 
studen ts  in o th e r ways? Did the  
teachers encourage the children to 
prepare debates, analyze political 
cartoons, or create artistic represen­
tations of the time periods? Teach­
ing a heterogeneous group of stu­
dents requires a curriculum that ac­
knowledges and celebrates intellec­
tual diversity so that students can 
succeed in different ways.

Lesson #3: Students are the most 
valuable resource  in m aking de­
tracking work. One of the distress­
ing facets of this effort was the par­
titioning of the class into fast and 
slow students. The students should 
have been involved in the endeavor 
from the very beginning, starting 
with a discussion of the inequities 
present in the school’s tracking sys­
tem. This w ould have spaw ned a 
mutual support system where stu­
dents worked to help one another 
succeed, instead of seeing it as a 
zero-sum game where attention to 
one group would only come at the 
expense of another. Involving stu­
dents in an effort to create fairness 
and equity is a wonderful ideal, es­
pecially in a social studies class.

Lesson #4: T eachers m ust be 
proactive in order to meet the chal­

lenges of diversity. One of the prob­
lems cited in the article was that 
the fast students had a larger vocab­
u lary  th an  th e  slow  ones. This 
could easily be remedied by issuing 
w ord lists before the start of the 
unit. Clearly, teachers have to think 
ahead to counter whatever dispari­
ties they may encounter.

Lesson #5: Faster is not better. 
Apparently, the  tasks created  by 
these teachers did not require much 
in the way of analytical thinking, as 
the  “fast” s tu d en ts  w ere  able to 
com plete even the most complex 
assignments unaided and in a few 
minutes. W hen w e judge students 
by how much they’ve accomplished 
ra th e r  th an  h o w  w h a t th ey  do 
shapes their understanding of the 
world, we are relegating education 
to the completion of a set of low- 
level tasks that have little meaning. 
Detracking will only succeed when 
we abandon the shallow notions of 
w hat it m eans to  be engaged in 
learning.

The results of detracking at Pro­
gressive High should not be seen as 
a reason to abandon our efforts to 
bring educational fairness to our 
schools; they are a warning that our 
efforts are doomed to failure unless 
we create classroom s w here fair­
ness, tolerance, and cooperation are 
integral parts of the  educational 
structure.

— R o b er t  M. B e rk m a n
Middle School 88  - The Peter Rouget School 

Brooklyn, New York

I am concerned  that people w ho 
read James Rosenbaum's article will

Write Us!
We welcome comments on 
American Educator articles. 
Address letters to Editor, 
American Educator,
555 New Jersey Ave., N.W, 
Washington, D.C. 20001 or via 
e-mail to shendric@aft.org. Letters 
selected may be edited for space 
and clarity.
Please Incip H E B 9B iI
include a 
phone 
number or 
e-mail
address so we 
may contact 
you if needed.
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conclude that detracking doesn ’t 
w ork. D uring the  m ore th an  30 
years in which I have been teaching 
learning disabled students, I have al­
ways had a very broad array of func­
tional levels and ages in my room. I 
have learned n o t to ask questions 
tha t have only one righ t answer, 
and I encourage students to share 
their thinking.

We alw ays go over c a le n d a r  
e v e n ts  re la te d  to  lab o r un io n s, 
women, Native Americans, African- 
Americans, etc., as well as what is 
on PBS during the week. When it’s 
tim e to work, the students group 
them selves and help one another. 
Once my students realize that they 
are responsible for taking an active 
role in their own education, they do 
so. They have learned, as Frederick 
Douglass said, that “without strug­
gle, there is no progress.”

I always use “big” words with my 
students so they becom e familiar 
w ith  them . They can easily cope 
w ith challenging ideas, as long as 
they aren’t penalized for having dif­
ficulty reading on their own. We 
often read together—in my school 
we use Z inn’s People’s H istory o f  
the U.S. as our text. I ask them  what 
they understood from the passage, 
and th en  w e discuss it. Students 
don’t need to be humiliated, nor do 
w e need  to  assum e th a t just be­
cause they don’t have a big vocabu­
lary, they can’t think or contribute 
to a class discussion.

It sounds as though the teachers, 
and perhaps the author, too, believe 
th a t th e re  are “g ifted ” studen ts , 
“m idd le-leve l s tu d e n ts ” and 
“slower” students. Those terms are 
used throughout the article. I tell 
my students every day that they are 
b r il lia n t and  c ap ab le  and  th a t 
they’re going to college—or w hat­
ever seems appropriate to contra­
d ict the ir lack of belief in them ­
selves. And, guess what? They all 
rise to the occasion!

— J u d i H irsch
Oakland, California

Although James Rosenbaum’s study 
and the article based on it, “If Track­
ing is Bad, Is Detracking Better?” fo­
cused on only one school, a subur­
ban public high school in the Mid­
west, the questions it raised seem 
le g itim a te  b o th  b e c au se  o f th e  
school’s makeup and the teachers’ 
strong initial belief in the concept

of detracking.
The co n flic ts  d e track in g  p re ­

sented seem unsolvable. The pres­
sure to low er standards, teach to 
the middle, and ignore high-level 
language and challenging topics in 
order to keep mid-level students on 
track would seem to render illegiti­
mate our highest teaching ideals. 
Also, the harm done to minority or 
low-income students at both ends 
of the achievement spectrum  indi­
cates that detracking is no answer 
to the problem s created by track­
ing.

With the current level of funding 
in most public school districts (as 
well as stubborn opposition to major 
overhauls in standards and grading 
practices), many problem /solution 
situations just amount to “pouring 
new wine into old wineskins.”

My hat is off to the teachers in 
Progressive High for facing these 
challenges head on.

— Ka th ly n  J o h n s o n
First-Grade Teacher 

Chicago, Illinois

THE AUTHOR RESPONDS

Judi H irsch and R obert Berkman 
know the detracking literature and 
raise im portan t issues. However, 
they ignore some key issues. They 
blame the teachers in my study for 
having tracking in their hearts. This 
is grossly inaccurate. As I pointed 
out, these teachers strongly sup­
ported detracking before it began, 
and they recognized and praised its 
social benefits throughout. But they 
did not regard social benefits as suf­
ficient goals. Their criticisms of de­
tracking came from a commitment 
to academ ic achievem ent, w hich  
detracking made more difficult.

Hirsch and Berkman criticize the 
adjectives “fast”and “slow ” in de­
scribing students. The teachers at 
“P rogressive  H ig h ” d id  n o t use 
those words in front of students, 
and they didn’t label students. How­
ever, they saw that some students 
learn material more slowly than oth­
ers, and, that if they ignored this 
fact, they couldn’t give students the 
help they needed.

D e track in g  ad v o ca tes  ig n o re  
ach ievem ent d ifferences for the  
sake of prom oting social equality. 
They equate academic achievement 
with “stuffing students full of histor­
ical facts,” and they replace it with
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Teacher’s 
Budget 
Travel

$32 a night for two!
Educators B&B Network'
Over 4,000 members in 52 

countries. Make new friends & 
explore new places in this 

membership travel network for 
educators. Housesitting & 

Home-exchange programs too!

Box 5279, Eugene, OR 97405 (800)377-3480

“We stayed in nine places & met 
some great people. We can t 
wait fo r  our next 
trip with EBBN!”
-Ray & Marge,
Perry, Iowa

Visit our 
on-line 

director)!

www.edubabnet.com

RAISE FUNDS
with B a d g e - A - M i n i t

Your class or school can make 
attractive, professional pinback 
buttons in minutes and sell 
them just as fast at any 
function. Buttons are fun 
and can be used again 
and again to raise money 
-  every event is a new 
opportunity!

Our Starter Kit for 
only $29.95 includes 
a button assembly 
press and enough 
button parts to make ten 21/,' buttons. Our FREE 
catalog features a full line of supplies, including 
button design software. Order today!

CALL 800-223-4103
www.badgeaminit.com

Badge-A-Minit, Dept. AE400 
Box 800, LaSalle, IL 61301

□  Please send me a FREE color catalog.
□  Send me a Starter Kit for only $29.95. (IL residents add 

$1.95 tax.) FREE Shipping on all UPS ground orders.
□  Check/M.0. □ Visa □ MasterCard □ Discover
Card No.______________________ Exp. Date / /

Name/Title_______________________________________
Company/Org.____________________________________

Address_________________________________________

City_____________________________________________

State/Zip_________________________________________

Phone ( )_____________________________________

E-m ail___________________________________________

art and music (Berkman), current 
events, PBS shows, national holi­
days, and topics w ith no right an­
swers (Hirsch). Berkman tells his 
classes that some students are high 
achievers because of social injus­
tices (which risks stigmatizing those 
w ho achieve). Progressive High’s 
teachers w ouldn’t accept current 
events and drawing as substitutes 
for social and political history. They 
believe that academic achievement 
helps students gain skills that are re­
quired for the analysis and under­
standing of history and that these 
skills are transferable to other areas 
of life (including current events).

Supporting this view, research 
finds that even small increases in 
high school achievem ent, at any 
point on the achievement scale, im­
prove adults’ earnings, even for in­
dividuals w ith no college degrees 
(Miller, Shazia R. [1998], “Shortcut: 
High School Grades as a Signal of 
Human Capital,” Educational Eval­
uation and  Policy Analysis, 20, 4: 
299-312). While detracking advo­
cates brag about making sure more 
students enter college, they ignore 
the 80 percent dropout rate of stu­
dents who enter college w ith low 
achievem ent (Rosenbaum , James 
[1998], “College for All,” Social Psy­
chology o f Education, 2:55-80). De­
track in g  ad v o ca te s ’ claim s th a t 
ach ievem ent is u n im p o rtan t are 
mistaken and a serious disservice to 
students.

Kathlyn Johnson recognizes that 
although these conflicts can be ad­
dressed by extensive enrichm ent 
opportunities, providing these op­
portunities requires extensive re­
sources that few schools possess. 
W ithout additional resources, Pro­
gressive High’s teachers found that 
detracking  m ade teach ing  m uch 
harder and less effective in address­
ing students’ needs.

Berkman is right that one year of 
high school cannot w ipe out the 
p rev io u s  10 , b u t he draw s th e  
wrong conclusion. You can’t level 
the playing field in high school; the 
kids are already playing in different 
leagues by then. The problem must 
be fixed earlier w hen differences 
are sm alle r and  less d eep ly  in ­
grained.

— Ja m e s  E . R o s e n b a u m

Professor 
Institute fo r  Policy Research 

Northwestern University 
Evanston, Illinois

Your ticket out 
of the doghouse.

In a relationship, stuff happens. When 
stuff happens, someone usually ends 
up in the doghouse. Whether or not 
you deserve to be there is another 
issue. What AFT PLUS is offering you 
is a ticket out—where things go from 
there  is up to you. W ith UNIO N 
MEMBER FLOWER SERVICE, AFT 
m em bers receive a 15 p e rcen t 
discount with every order—minimum 
order in the U.S., $30. If you had 
fo rgo tten  th e  healing pow er of a 
delivery of flowers, just clip this ad 
and stick it in your wallet for the time 
stuff happens to you.

I  - 888- 667-7779

S U R V I V O R S  O F  T H E

S n H * 0  A * HL o s  A n g e le s  ,. j r ! , ,  ur.

D ir e c t o r  o f  

E d u c a t io n a l  R e so u r c e s

Our client, the SHOAH Foundation, is dedicated 
to its non-profit mission to record, preserve and 
disseminate 50,000 testimonies of Holocaust 
survivors and witnesses worldwide for educational 
purposes. They seek a Director of Educational 
Resources to spearhead the creation of a new 
department that focuses on identifying current 
and new trends in the international educational 
market.

The Requirements:

■  A strategic approach to educational product 
developm ent w ith significant education  and 
marketing experience at increasing levels o f 
responsibility in a reputable organization.

■  K n o w led g e  o f  ed u c a tio n a l d is tr ib u to rs , 
marketers, appropriate strategic partners as well 
as various cultural and international approaches 
to related products.

■  Demonstrated ability to work effectively with 
and gain the resp ec t and support o f  varied 
ch an g in g  co n s ti tu e n c ie s  in c lu d in g  s ta f f  
members, Board members and the like.

____________ To apply confidentially, go to
f u f u r e s t e p '  www.futuresteri.com
Ar\ ntculKx rvcrmttng itv k i from Use AD Code: TH295
KORN^FERKy INTTKNAnONAL ^  E m p ,o y e r
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Teaching Democracy
Comparative Lessons for Democracy is a resource 

book that offers techniques and current materials 
for teaching about democracy through 35 lesson 

plans that actively engage students in comparative 
analyses of the histories and transitional 
periods of emerging democracies in Central and 

Eastern Europe. Intended for use in high school government, 
w orld  history, and current affairs classes, the materials include copy-ready 

student handouts, background readings, and orig ina l essays developed 
collaborative ly by teachers in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia, Poland, 
Russia, and the United States.

Comparative Lessons for Democracy is published by the Center for C ivic 
Education in cooperation with O h io  State University and was developed 

under CIVITAS: An International C ivic Education Exchange Program, 
of which the AFT is a member. The Exchange Program is funded by the U.S. 

Department of Education in cooperation with the U.S. Department of State.
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