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it is not surprising that the trend in society is to
return to simpler and more stable ways of living. The
popularity of the back-to-basics movement in education
is directly affected by the desires of society to
return to simpler ways of living.

Although Hirsch’s book was written to explain the
purpose of his dictionary, his book went beyond a
simple explanation. Hirsch proposes many changes for
public education, and at the core of these changes is

his notion of cultural literacy.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

E.D. Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy has received much
attention as a framework for educational reform.
Hirsch claims that public education is not producing
culturally literate young adults. In order to gain an
understanding of what Hirsch means by "cultural
literacy," his text must be given a close and critical
reading. We as teachers can gain insight into current
theories of educational reform through such a reading.
While Hirsch’s book is only one man’s opinion and
should be viewed as such, it is also important to
recognize that many of his ideas parallel those of the
"back~-to-basics" movement that has gained considerable
strength in America.

The first chapter of this thesis examines the
social forces that help explain the popularity of the
back-to-basics movement and Hirsch’s theory. Looking
back on better days when daily life was simpler and
American values were altogether different from those of
today is a strong trend in reform, be it in education,

industry, family life, entertainment, or politics.






brain. They are categories of things we use and which
we keep close at hand when reading, writing,
perceiving, and conversing. It is these schema that
are responsible for giving us a mental picture of a
chicken when we read a vague passage about a bird. Of
course, my mental picture of the chicken may differ
from yours of a robin as we rely on our existing
schemata to interpret the information. It also follows
that if the passage should mention the fact the bird is
a nonflying bird, we might adjust our mental picture to
a duck. As we adjust, we pull this image of the duck
from the more general schema we have on birds and then
go deeper for the more specific schema on ducks.

The element of culture as it forms the notion of
"cultural literacy" identifies the type of background
information that is essential to functioning at a
productive level in American society. Hirsch’s theory
is based on educating American youth about America,
its history and its society. According to Hirsch, the
purpose of education is to produce productive American
citizens.

Reviews of Hirsch’s book acknowledge his argument
that teachers are better off teaching content to
mastery than to stick to the current trends of
educational formalism. Educational formalism is a

developmental approach to teaching content which dates



back to the theories of Jean Jacques Rousseau.
Formalism teaches literacy as a set of skills to be
mastered through practice. This kind of education
employs phonics for reading instruction. Hirsch’s
theory emphasizes the importance of reading for meaning
and advocates teaching reading for comprehension rather
than for decoding skills which is the primary goal of
phonics instruction.

The more critical reviewers believe that Hirsch’es
idea of cultural literacy is out of touch with
pluralist American life because most of the terms on
Hirsch’s list of "What Every American Needs to Know"
are based on white, American male history and because
he neglects minority contributions in the making of
America. For example, critics with this philosophy
advocate the need for multicultural education as a
fundamental priority in public education as it teaches
tolerance and knowledge of other cultures in what is
increasingly becoming a smaller world. Hirsch believes
that the first priority in American education is to
acculturate our children to American society, which
means that teaching them about America is the first
priority.

To the other side of the issue are those who are
largely in agreement with Hirsch. These are the

back-to-basics advocates who promote the return to more



traditional forms of education. These traditionalists
believe that the liberalism of the 1960’s and 1970’s
created what is now known as the "shopping mall high
school"” where students are offered a smattering of many
subjects "a la carte." The shopring mall high school
rejects a core curriculum of good literature
(conversely, a core curriculum is precisely what the
traditionalists recommend) in favor of offering
students a broad education that teaches a wide range of
subjects with little detail.

My purpose in this thesis is to examine E.D.
Hirsch’s theory as it is presented in his book Cultural

Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know. I will

explore how this theory applies to current trends in
educational reform. In particular, I will address
Hirsch’s theory in light of the current uproar in
American society over students who, upon graduation
from high school, are functionally illiterate. The
full implications of Hirsch’s theory across the
curriculum are beyond the scope of this thesis.
Therefore, I will examine and critique for its approach
to educational reform as it attempts to produce a more
literate society.

This thesis is written in fcur chapters. The
first three define cultural literacy as it is presented

in Hirsch’s text. These chapters then serve as the



basis for my critique of Hirsch’s theory. The final
chapter employs my own experiences and knowledge as a
beginning teacher and as a student who has personally
experienced the educational system which is now heavily
criticized.

Following the final chapter are endnotes. I
employed use endnotes to further explain technical
language which would have taken away from the
substantive points being made had they been elaborated
upon within the actual text of the thesis. 1In
addition, there is a bibliography at the end to give
credit to the resources which were especially useful in

the compilation of the thesis.









called for team teaching, the inclusion of nongraded
classes, and flexible scheduling with time off for
special classes and work experience. Of course there
are pros and cons to each of these policies, yet,
generally speaking, the back-to-basics movement
regards them as contributors to the decline of public
education.

The "back-to-basics" movement in educational
reform is consistent with the social trends of America
as we romanticize the 1920’s and pre-World War II
America. Perhaps romanticizing the past is a result of
a society that is disillusioned with the post-Vietnam
era (the present). Families are more mobile than
before and divorce is prevalent. Crime rates are
still rising as is the number of the who homeless. Our
society seems to be seeking older, simpler, and more
predictable ways of life. The "back-to-basics"”
movement is especially appealing as it emphasizes
uniformity and stability in public education.

One of the most widely read books on this topic is
E.D. Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy: What Every American
Needs to Know. Hirsch’s notion of cultural literacy
recognizes the need for greater literacy among
Americans as participants in a democratic society.
What began as a theoretical description behind the

compilation of The Dictionary of Cultural Literacy has
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been widely accepted by educators and noneducators as a
prescription for addressing the ills of public
education.

Although Hirsch does not attempt to propose one
curriculum to be followed by all American schools, he
does describe the kind of education that he feels would
produce "culturally literate” Americans. It is
important to note that what Hirsch means by cultural
literacy involves educating American youth about
America, its history, culture and values. It
includes knowledge about the world only from a
traditional American perspective in a historical sense.
Hirsch states in his book that multicultural literacy
should "not be the primary focus of national education”
and "should not be allowed to supplant or interfere
with our schools’ responsibilty to ensure our
children’s mastery of American literate culture."”" (1)

The most essential part of Hirsch’s theory is the
unification of public education as it acculturates
American youth into society. Hirsch emphasizes the
need for public education to be consistent in its
requirements and its teachings across the country.

High school graduates from Portland, Oregon, and from
New York, New York, should have similar knowledge about

American society.

































































































































