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Transmission or 
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Should social studies educators 
transmit or transform the social order? 
By “transform” I do not mean the com-
mon view that education should make 
society better (e.g., lead to scientific 
breakthroughs, eradicate disease, and 
increase productivity). Rather, I am 
referring to approaches to education 
that are critical of the dominant social 
order and motivated by a desire to 
ensure both political and economic 
democracy. This progressive or radi-
cal (depending on one’s point of view) 
view of education for social transfor-
mation crystallized in the 1920s and 

’30s and remains a persistent school 
of thought. However, the impact of a 
focus on social transformation on edu-
cational policy and practice has been 
marginal. 

Given our cultural commitment in 
the United States to individualism and 
free market theory, the limited impact 
of education for social transformation 
should not be surprising. Schooling has 
functioned, in general, to transmit the 
dominant social order, preserving the 
status quo, and it would be more plau-
sible to argue that the current economic 
and political systems would need to 
undergo radical change before fun-
damental change in education could 
take place. Still, the question remains, 
What should be the role of teachers, 
especially social studies teachers, with 
respect to the social order—transmis-
sion or transformation?

The Quest for Democracy
Debates over education reform take 
place within a powerful historical and 
cultural context. In the United States, 
schooling is generally understood as 
an integral component of a democratic 
society. To the extent we are a demo-
cratic society, one could argue that edu-
cation for social transformation could 
be anti-democratic, a view held by 
many conservatives. From the left side 
of the political spectrum, however, the 
view is that our nation is not now (nor 
ever was) a fully democratic society. In 
addition to a history of ethnic, racial, 
and gender discrimination, the gap 
between the wealthy and lower classes 
continues to increase; meanwhile, a sig-
nificant percent of Americans still live 
in poverty. Most people have little or 
no influence on corporate or govern-
ment institutions and policy, which are 
largely controlled by dominant groups 
who support a system that serves their 
own interests. If one accepts this line of 
thinking, education for social transfor-
mation becomes a moral imperative in 
the service of democracy.

But the either/or conception of 
education described above tends to 
oversimplify and distort. There is a 
more productive way of looking at 
this issue. Democratic societies have 
been rare throughout history, only 
expanding significantly over the last 
two centuries. Democratic thought and 
action (citizenship) must be learned, 

and schools are places where chil-
dren receive formal training as citizens. 
Democracy is also a process or form 
of life rather than a fixed end in itself, 
and we should regard any democratic 
society as a work in progress.1 Thus, 
democratic society is something we are 
always trying simultaneously to main-
tain and reconstruct, and education is 
essential to this process. 

When one looks at the question 
of education for social transformation 
in the context of American history, 
three prevailing perspectives emerge. 
First, a strong form of education for 
social transformation was developed 
by George Counts in the 1930s and 
remains part of more recent work by 
various proponents of “critical peda-
gogy” and counter-socialization.2 A 
second, and frequently misunderstood, 
perspective is found in John Dewey’s 
curriculum theory, which rejected 
Counts’s core argument. The influ-
ence of Dewey’s pragmatic approach 
to education is also found in the work 
of more recent curriculum theorists 
such as Cleo Cherryholmes and Tony 
Whitson.3 A third view, opposed to 
education for social transformation, is 
found in the work of various conser-
vative writers, most recently George 
Posner, a federal appellate judge, and 
social studies educator James Leming. 
Posner’s views have roots in the ear-
lier work of Walter Lippmann, one of 
Dewey’s intellectual colleagues in the 
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1920s and 30s. I will summarize briefly 
each of the three perspectives and then 
conclude with my thoughts on how this 
issue remains relevant to social studies 
education.4

George Counts’s Reconstructionist 
Challenge to Teachers
In 1932, Counts called on teachers to 

“build a new social order.” It remains 
the most explicit argument for educa-
tion for social transformation or what 
he called social “reconstruction.”5 
Counts believed the Depression in the 

1930s confirmed that America was in a 
state of crisis and required a new social 
order based upon democratic social 
justice and a fundamental redistribu-
tion of economic and political power. 
Since political and economic power was 
held largely by powerful elite groups, 
the realization of a truly democratic 
social order could not happen unless 
the capitalist economy of the United 
States was eliminated “or changed so 
radically in form and spirit that its 
identity will be completely lost.”6

The progressive education move-
ment was in full swing at the time. While 
Counts acknowledged progressive 
education’s positive focus on the inter-
ests of the child, “progress” implied 
moving forward and this, he wrote, 

“can have little meaning in the absence 

of clearly defined purpose.”7 The pro-
gressive education movement’s failure 
to develop such a purpose, a theory 
of social welfare, “unless it be that of 
anarchy or extreme individualism,” was 
its core weakness.8 Progressive educa-
tors seemed incapable of responding to 
the great crises of the 1930s. Members 
largely of the middle class, progressives 
were too fond of their material posses-
sions and tended to “follow the lead 
of the most powerful and respectable 
forces in society and at the same time 
find good reasons for doing so.”9 

Progressive educators must free 
themselves from philosophic relativ-
ism and the undesirable influences of 
an upper middle class culture to permit 
the development of “a realistic and 
comprehensive theory of social wel-
fare” and “a compelling and challeng-
ing vision of human destiny.”10 In addi-
tion, progressives must come to accept 

“that all education contains a large ele-
ment of imposition, that in the very 
nature of the case this is inevitable, that 
the existence and evolution of society 
depend upon it, that it is consequently 
eminently desirable, and that the frank 
acceptance of this fact by the educator 
is a major professional obligation.”11

Counts’s curriculum for social 
transformation was designed to expose 
the antidemocratic limitations of indi-
vidualism and free market economic 
theory, promote a strong form of par-
ticipatory democracy, and create an 
economic system that reduces dispari-
ties of income, wealth, and power. 

Dewey’s Critique of Social 
Reconstructionism
Dewey, like Counts, understood that 
education must have a social orien-
tation. The question, Dewey wrote, 

“Is not whether the schools shall or 
shall not influence the course of future 
social life, but in what direction they 
shall do so and how.”12 The way our 
schools actually “share in the build-
ing of the social order of the future 
depends on the particular social forces 
and movements with which they ally.”13 
According to Dewey, education “must 

… assume an increasing responsibility 
for participation in projecting ideas of 
social change and taking part in their 
execution in order to be educative,” 
with particular attention to a more 
just, open, and democratic society.14 

Consequently, teachers cannot escape 
the responsibility for assisting in the 
task of social change or maintenance.

Considering such sentiments, it is 
not surprising that many scholars mis-
takenly have described Dewey as a 
social reconstructionist.15 Dewey did 
believe that the schools should assist 

in the reconstruction of society, but 
his view of this process differed sig-
nificantly from Counts’s. Rather than 
indoctrinating students with a particu-
lar theory of social welfare, Dewey 
believed the schools should partici-
pate in the general intellectualization 
of society by inculcating a “method of 
intelligence.” This would provide stu-
dents with the critical competence for 
reflective thought applied to the analy-
sis of social problems.16 Education’s 
central aim is “to prepare individuals 
to take part intelligently in the manage-
ment of conditions under which they 
will live, to bring them to an under-
standing of the forces which are mov-
ing, and to equip them with the intel-
lectual and practical tools by which 
they can themselves enter into the 
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direction of these forces.”17 Over time, 
students would acquire the knowledge 
and skills that would enable them “to 
take part in the great work of construc-
tion and organization that will have to 
be done, and to equip them with the 
attitudes and habits of action that will 
make their understanding and insight 
practically effective.”18

To grasp the difference between 
Counts’s and Dewey’s stands on our 
question, it is important to understand 
that Dewey was committed to an edu-
cational method, not to any specific 
social outcome as a result of employ-
ing that method. He explicitly reject-
ed Counts’s position that the schools 
should indoctrinate students in order 
to promote a particular theory of social 
welfare. It was up to well-educated 
democratic citizens to clarify and deter-
mine preferred social ends. To attempt 
to use education to impose a particular 
social order would be to abandon the 
method of intelligence and replace it 
with indoctrination.19 However, while 
Dewey’s curriculum theory was not 
based on a particular theory of social 
welfare, it did emphasize the central-
ity of providing the conditions under 
which the method of intelligence could 
be applied, and critics exaggerate when 
they claim Dewey’s pragmatic theory 
had no political implications.20

Counts attacked Dewey’s educa-
tional approach for being neutral. But 
Dewey did not believe it was neutral, 
nor was it mechanical, aloof, or “purely 
intellectual.” The pragmatists’ applica-
tion of modern advances in science 
and technology to improve society 
took place not through indoctrination  
but by the “intelligent study of 
historical and existing forces and  
conditions ...” and this method “cannot 
fail … to support a new general social 
orientation.”21 In this sense, indoctri-
nation was unnecessary, because the 
application of the method of intelli-
gence would eventually reveal ways to 
improve the social order. 

Those supporting indoctrination 
rest their adherence to the theory, 
in part, upon the fact that there is 

a great deal of indoctrination now 
going on in the schools, espe-
cially with reference to narrow 
nationalism under the name of 
patriotism, and with reference to 
the dominant economic regime. 
These facts unfortunately are 
facts. But they do not prove that 
the right course is to seize upon 
the method of indoctrination and 
reverse its object.22

Dewey did recommend that edu-
cators impose the pragmatic method 
of intelligence, but he did not see this 
recommendation as contradictory. “If 
the method we have recommended 
leads teachers and students to better 
conclusions than those which we have 
reached—as it surely will if widely 
and honestly adopted—so much the 
better.”23 In contrast, any attempt to 
inculcate a preconceived theory of 
social welfare would ultimately work 
to subvert the method of intelligence 
and was antithetical to education for 
democracy. 

The Conservative Critique of 
Education for Social Transformation 
The conservative critique of Counts’s 
reconstructionism and Dewey’s pro-
gressivism is rooted in three interrelat-
ed intellectual traditions: democratic 
realism, individualism, and free mar-
ket theory. Democratic realism, which 
emerged in the early twentieth century, 
concluded that most voters behaved 
irrationally, were motivated by nar-
row self-interests, and lacked adequate 
knowledge and competence to partici-
pate in meaningful deliberation regard-
ing public policy. The most influential 
democratic realist in the 1920s and ’30s 
was Walter Lippmann, a prominent 
journalist (and former socialist and 
progressive intellectual). 

Lippmann argued that industri-
alization and urbanization had trans-
formed fundamentally the widespread 
network of small communities that 
had provided the context for demo-
cratic life throughout the first century 
of our national history. Loss of local 
community undermined the capacity 

of individuals to acquire directly the 
knowledge to determine their interests 
and make informed public policy deci-
sions. The exponential expansion of 
social and scientific knowledge and the 
increasing complexity of modern soci-
ety only worsened the masses’ inability 
to comprehend social issues.24

According to Lippmann, only an 
enlightened elite (disinterested experts), 
not the masses, could understand the 
social science knowledge required to 
make complex public policy decisions 
in the public interest. The average per-
son had neither the time nor interest to 
acquire the knowledge necessary for 

participating in this way. In addition, 
the increasingly sophisticated use of 
mass media and propaganda by gov-
ernment and business had resulted in 
the “manufacture” of public opinion, 
thereby laying waste to the liberal dem-
ocratic assumption that public con-
sent arose from the collective actions 
of informed citizens. Lippmann’s cri-
tique of liberal democracy intensified 
over time, and he came to doubt even  
the capacity of elites themselves to 
acquire the knowledge adequate to 
resolve the increasingly complex poli-
cy problems.25

Dewey was impressed by Lippmann’s 
analysis of social and political conditions 
in the 1920s, but he rejected his anti-dem-
ocratic recommendations.26 Regrettably, 
Dewey never adequately addressed the 
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devastating criticisms Lippmann raised 
regarding the core assumptions of liberal 
democracy.27

More recently, Richard Posner 
(while never citing Lippmann) reintro-
duced democratic realism in the con-
text of America’s postindustrial society.28 
Posner makes a case for the current U.S. 
political system, which he describes 
as functioning much like a free market 
economy. Like Lippmann, Posner con-
siders modern society far too complex 
for the mass of humanity to understand 
in any depth. Even elite technocratic 
groups never have a full understanding 
of social issues. Nevertheless, the current 
American political system does provide a 
workable structure wherein highly com-
plex technical information is sorted out 
and politicians sell their candidacy to 
voters much as entrepreneurs sell prod-
ucts or services. The masses’ key role 
is voting in free elections. These elec-
tions build public confidence, legitimate 
public policy, and ensure that politicians 
compete for public support. While the 
average person is unlikely to have the 
competence to make complex policy 
decisions, he or she is qualified to deter-
mine, over time, if elected officials are 
acting in the public interest. That’s not a 
strong democracy, but it is, realistically, 
all that we can manage.

Following the logic of Posner’s argu-
ment, education for either Counts’s social 
reconstruction or Dewey’s method of 
intelligence would be a bad idea. The 
former requires citizens to attain an unat-
tainable level of knowledge (the correct 
theory of social welfare), and the lat-
ter aims for an illusory and unworkable 
conception of participatory democracy. 
Posner considers Dewey’s conception of 
deliberative democracy as a quixotic and 
even counterproductive approach to gov-
erning modern societies. Instead, schools 
should help students understand how 
our current democracy actually works, 
how it might be improved, and why it is 
the preferred political system. 

In a related development, social 
studies educator James Leming recent-
ly made a case for abandoning what 
he sees as a progressive emphasis on 
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citizenship education for critical analysis 
of social problems and social transforma-
tion.29 Leming has tried to demonstrate 
that the progressive view of education 
is anti-democratic because it is substan-
tially at odds with the majority of social 
studies educators and the general public.

Rather like Lippmann and Posner, 
Leming also contends that critical anal-
ysis of social problems is beyond the 
cognitive capacity of the vast majority of 
K-12 students. Knowledge of history and 
the social sciences should be the bedrock 
of social studies education, he believes. 
Like E.D. Hirsch, Jr., Leming sees the 
acquisition of basic core knowledge 
(“cultural literacy”) as fundamental to 
any successful education program.30 He 
does not rule out a limited focus on criti-
cal thinking, but social educators need to 
avoid asking students to engage in think-
ing activities “beyond their abilities.…”31 
In his view, most progressive approaches 
to education are actually thinly disguised 
liberal or Left political agendas for radi-
cal social transformation.

Conclusion
Dare social studies educators try to build 
a new social order? I have presented 
three perspectives on this question, and 
the debates over the answer continue 
today. 

Counts was right to claim that edu-
cation couldn’t be neutral. Every teacher, 
whether consciously or not, is working 
in some relation to the dominant social 
order. Furthermore, the arguments in 
favor of education for social transfor-
mation continue to direct our attention 
to persistent social problems (e.g., pov-
erty, discrimination, inequality, and the 
concentration of power in the hands of 
dominant groups). As Dewey made clear, 
however, Counts advocated an approach 
to education based on indoctrination, 
an approach inherently antithetical to 
democratic education.

In contrast, the conservative posi-
tion offers a strong case against both 
education for social transformation and 
Dewey’s progressive approach to citizen-
ship education. Lippmann, Posner, and 
others offer a cogent critique of Dewey’s 

vision of participatory democracy, and 
recent research on public opinion and 
participation in elections continues to 
support democratic realism’s claims.32

Still, the failure to implement par-
ticipatory democracy is not equivalent to 
a compelling argument to abandon the 
project. Our nation is rooted in the belief 
that participatory democracy is possible. 
Like many other ideals, participatory 
democracy might remain more a social 
orientation than a description of prac-
tice. Nevertheless, to abandon the ideal 
might itself work to block the growth and 
eventual implementation of democratic 
institutions and practice. 
Dewey’s approach to social education 
remains a helpful middle course. While 
Dewey was never able to counter ade-
quately the democratic realist arguments, 
he did justify our continued faith in 
participatory democracy, the method of 
intelligence, and the need to reject indoc-
trination. To do otherwise is to claim we 
know for certain the limits of human 
potential, a view antithetical to demo-
cratic culture. 

I have presented one possible inter-
pretation of the “transmission or trans-
formation” question. Of course, others 
might draw different conclusions. I hope 
to have demonstrated why the issue is 
important and to have provided social 
educators today with three historic posi-
tions on it. Perhaps this will be help-
ful to them as they develop their own 
responses. 
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