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What Should We Teach?
Education for What Ends?

About once a year, we indulge in an academic
fantasy with a group of our favorite education
students. We imagine going off to the wilder-
ness to live and learn and read and write and
play together, away from the conventional
demands of institutions with all of their petty
and distracting requirements. We usually
picture the setting to be what people around
here call “Up North,” the northern Michigan
woods and lakes, but sometimes we fantasize
that the prairie lands of Saskatchewan would
also be suitable: a place where we’d live
simply and reflect on everything from the
Great Books of world literature to the inequi-
ties of 21st century living, from mathematical
theorems to great music. We would do lots of
canoeing. The fun part of this dream comes
when we playfully argue over what the curric-
ulum should be. Although we are aware that
these curricular issues are the same ones
disputed by Plato and Aristotle in the Greek
academies, by the ancient monastic scholars,
by the first universities in Bologna and Paris

and Prague, by Emerson and Thoreau, by
John Dewey and Lev Vygotsky and Paulo
Freire, we still love finding our own answers
to the perennial questions: What should we
teach, and why?

What matters most for 21st century
learning? This month we’ve been reading a
provocative new book that has jarred our
thinking on these questions. Critical Les-
sons: What Our Schools Should Teach, was
published in 2006 by the scholar best known
for her pedagogy of caring, Nel Noddings.
Noddings writes from a rich background as
an elementary and high school teacher of
mathematics, as a school administrator, as an
educational philosopher and a Dewey
scholar, as a university dean, and as a person
who has raised ten children. Critical think-
ing, Noddings states, occurs when people
diligently apply skillful reason, but do so on
matters of moral and social importance. That
idea intrigues us—that critical thinking needs
to be applied to topics of great importance to

our lives. Noddings argues that our teaching,
especially in secondary schools and universi-
ties, can and must include challenging
questions that help students make their own
sense of the personal, social, and political
issues that most directly influence their lives.
Her book argues that our school curricula
should include lessons on the psychology of
war, on parenting, on religion, on gender,
and on advertising, among other topics.
Noddings believes that critical thinking
should be applied to all kinds of learning,
but in this book she talks
about the issues left out of
secondary schools, the moral
and socially important issues
that schools rarely address.
She suggests finding ways to
introduce vital topics that do
not usually appear in the
school curriculum, and the
point of her book is to argue
that critical lessons about the immediate
problems in students’ lives be taught in
schools, and to suggest how such lessons can
be incorporated.

While Noddings’ ideas of how a curricu-
lum can shape a secondary school are
tailored especially to North American
schools, where the culture is particularly
resistant to academic tracking and to voca-
tional education, her discussion of critical
thinking is very pertinent to readers of
Thinking Classroom. Few readers of this
journal would need to be convinced that we
must teach critical thinking. But Nel Nod-
dings pushes us to consider whether we also
need critical lessons.

Why does it feel as though our schools
are ignoring what’s most essential to our
communal living, that our curricula seem
removed from the real events of our lives?
Certainly part of it is that teachers are being
pushed to prepare students to pass this state-
mandated test and that university preparatory

exam, so that we can no longer teach what
matters to us. For many teachers, questions
of what to teach are answered largely or
exclusively by external constituencies—the
governmental bodies or higher education
systems to which we are responsible. Within
these limitations, teachers often define their
curriculum in ways that emphasize the
development of individual students: They
believe they teach to help students learn in
general ways some of what is truly important
for their living; and they believe their stu-

dents will learn specific skills
of literacy, quantitative
analysis, or scientific meth-
od, as well as personal traits
such as habits of self-disci-
pline and an inquiring mind.
But for the most part, teach-
ers are limited by educational
hierarchies to think only
about how the required

curriculum can be made useful for the
students in their classrooms; rarely are they
invited to think about what the substance of
the curriculum itself should be, and how it
prepares students for the society they will
enter.

But kids do learn self-discipline and
exhibit hard mental work outside of school.
We’ve always found it interesting to hear
children who will happily tell you they hate
math spout off statistics of their favorite
sports teams. They’ve read the paper, they’ve
talked to friends, they’ve cared to keep the
information in their heads, and the statistics
mean something to them. Or take as an
example our son, who is at this moment
practicing the electric bass with his buddy.
They have two songs that they play over and
over, working out chord progressions,
adjusting the amplifier for each riff, showing
incredible attention to detail. True, these two
boys learned the basic skills of reading
music and playing their instruments from
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adults. But what part did school play in this
learning that is going on between them now?
The self-discipline the boys display and their
love of learning music has little to do with
school.

Conversely, sometimes school asks
students to think about things they‘d rather
not consider. Students wonder whether the
lessons are really useful and important.
Carol Jago, a former literature teacher,
responds, “It doesn’t matter whether or not
16-year-olds say they don’t ‘like’ a book.
What matters is that they read it and consider
what can happen when poverty pushes a
family past endurance. Books like Grapes of
Wrath have the power to shape lives. The
problem is that most teenagers don’t want
their lives to be ‘shaped’ by someone not of
their own choosing” (Jago, 2004, p. xi).
Noddings would certainly agree that students
need to consider what poverty does to
human beings, or what war does to the
people involved in it, or why war is so
attractive. Moreover, she is quite worried
that schools skirt these significant questions
far too often. She asks us to consider how
these critical issues should be taught to make
them genuinely interesting and worthwhile
for teenagers.

Critical thinking matters immensely.
Critical thinking is basic, foundational —
certainly more than a narrowly defined skill.
But Noddings helps us see that without
critical lessons and the meaty issues to pin
them on, critical thinking isn’t enough. Are
our secondary schools setting kids up to

learn but not getting to the real issues, the
work that connects and matters? Of course
there is a place for learning for learning’s
sake. But critical thinking—and school
learning—need to address bettering our
world.

For example, in her series of lessons
titled “Other People,” Noddings begins by
helping students philosophically examine
their first relationships, with their mothers,
and then moves on to the processes of
socialization. States Noddings, “If we are
interested in critical thinking, we cannot be
satisfied with the mere acceptance of our
efforts to socialize. Students…must be
helped to understand the processes of
socialization. Which norms should I accept
and endorse? Which should I question or
study more carefully? Which should I reject?
And why, why, why?” (p. 118). She moves
from discussions of moral interdependence
to its connection with shared responsibility.
Her claim at the end of the chapter, that
“possibly no critical lesson is more crucial to
moral life and happiness than this one” (p.
118) reminds us that her intent is not to
create cynics but to develop critical thinkers
who will “not give up working rationally
and passionately for a better life, a better
world” (p. 197).

Teachers who read Thinking Classroom
are just the ones to be carrying on this
conversation about what our schools should
teach, because this reading community
includes teachers from every level of the
educational system, and from many coun-
tries around the globe. But it would be smart
to recognize that as a group, we teachers
have a self-confidence problem. Political
structures within our various countries have
systematically undermined teachers’ self-
confidence by blaming schools for social
and political failures, by removing decision
making authority from the classroom teach-
er, by putting all of the societal emphasis on
standardized tests instead of authentic
learning. It will take an equally systematic
effort to reinvest trust and decision-making
competence in our teachers—a long series of
small steps that tell teachers “You decide,
we trust you, you are the professional at
what you do, you know the students and the

learning goals best.” A conversation about
Noddings’ list of what needs to be ad-
dressed—for example of the psychology and
the soul-destroying effects of war, and of
what difference gender plays to our individu-
al natures—is a great place to begin.

To support these steps, we’d like to
deepen and expand our column conversa-
tions on critical thinking to include applying
critical thinking processes to learning that is
critical for our living. When we talk about
critical thinking, we’d like the talk to be
raised to a new level. It’s not at all that we
oppose a measure of learning for learning’s
sake. Rather, we oppose the outpouring of
time on learning that is learned for the sake
of a standardized test, for mere recitation
purposes, for learning that takes away time
from discussions of the critical lessons of
what it is to live in the 21st century.

We also propose that as individual
teachers we engage our colleagues with this
set of questions:

What is critical?
What should we be teaching?
Education for what purposes?

Can we agree on what topics are critical
for our students’ learning? Many of us are
out of step with our colleagues and our
school systems. We struggle to find our
place and to feel sustained and supported in
our ways of thinking and teaching. But we
have also struggled to find constructive ways
to engage others. Perhaps this proposed
conversation, because it cuts to the heart of
what we do, will help clarify our own
thinking as well as the thinking of others
around us. We need to engage our colleagues
in this conversation in our own buildings, in
our departments and faculties and universi-
ties. We need the conversation to expand to
our cities and regions, to our nations and
their centralized educational establishments.
For too long directives have come from
those centralized offices to our classrooms.
It’s time we talked back.

A few years ago, we visited the ruins of
the ancient university in Gladzor, Armenia.
On a mountaintop with a thrilling vista
across the Caucasus, stone foundations
outlined the former classrooms, residences,
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and library of one of the earliest formal
universities. A short distance away, seven
granite stones stood in a row, a group of
three and a cluster of four. Were they tributes
to the rectors of the university? Markers for
the graves of problem students? No, said our
guide. These stones commemorate the
curriculum of the university—the Trivium and
the Quadrivium. Students first learned to be
critical thinkers by studying grammar, logic,
and rhetoric in the Trivium, and then they
moved on to the critical lessons of that era in
the Quadrivium—mathematics, geometry,
music, and astronomy. The Trivium offered
the skills of language, reason, and persuasion,
and the Quadrivium offered subject matter on
which to exercise these skills. The stone
markers remind us that on that mountaintop
long ago a conversation took place about what
students need to learn, what teachers need to
teach, and what schools and universities owe
to the societies they serve.

It’s an old and venerable discussion that
we should take part in, one that teachers and
scholars have held for eons. What matters in
learning? What should we be teaching?
Education for what?
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