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Educational progressivism is the belief that children learn best through real-life activities and experiences.  A progressivist educator teaches students to problem solve with a focus on the “learning by doing” method.  Traditional education is another style of learning that has been practiced over many years.  This form of teaching is based on intellectual learning, and success is often measured by standardized testing.  Traditionalists believe in memorization and recitation, without considering experimental learning.  “At their extremes, both sides can be faulted, the one for demeaning intellectual and academic standards, the other for caring more about subject matter than children” (Ravitch, p. 462).


One of the best-known progressivists was John Dewey.  He believed that education was based on social and psychological experiences.  He thought learning should be a natural process and educators should teach students the tools needed to succeed.  Dewey viewed the school as a community, where students were interactive in a social setting.  Dewey’s progressive views on education were extreme, focusing more on social life and training, rather than traditional subject areas (Dewey, p. 77-80).


A more recently popular progressivist is Nel Noddings.  Her views on education included the idea that “caring teachers listen to their students and help them to acquire the knowledge and attitudes needed to achieve their goals, not those of a pre-established curriculum.”  Noddings said that caring relations provide the foundation for successful pedagogical activity. 


In contrast to progressivists thinking, views on traditional education are geared toward analytical and explicit instruction.  E.D. Hirsch expressed his thoughts on traditional education in “Romancing the Child”.  He said progressive teaching failed to improve test scores due to their lack of academic goals.  He also felt that traditional schools were successful because of their order and discipline in the classroom.  
            


Many traditionalists felt that curriculum should be taught with clear, explicit instruction where goals for all students were uniform. William C. Bagley was an advocate for this type of education and felt that high standards were of great importance.  In addition, other notable traditionalists believed that at-risk students would be able to succeed if this same style of intensive instruction was taught (Ravitch, p. 464).


Through recent research findings and classroom experiences, I believe that a successful educator is one who uses a balance of traditionalism and progressivism.  I believe that students need clear, explicit expectations and should be held accountable for reaching benchmarks.  However, like progressivists, I believe that all students are different and their goals should be altered to fit their capabilities.  It is possible for a school to have a set curriculum where specific goals must be met, yet at the same time allow students to work at various rates.  I believe that there is a time and a place for rote memorization and repitition. However, many times students need the experience of constructing their own knowledge. Specifically in the areas of math and science, the student should be able to problem solve and work with real world situations.

Throughout the past century, both methods of teaching have been intensely debated. However, both styles have also shown that it is possible to respect and even incorporate certain aspects of the other. “At their best, both philosophies have made valuable and complimentary contributions to American education” (Ravitch, p. 463).  
