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The spread of formal education is one of the most striking features of modern world history.  Two centuries ago most children, after a few years of infancy, defined their lives in terms of work, assisting parents or other adults in farming or craft manufacture while learning, sometimes informally, skills that would serve them in the same jobs later.  Since 1800—and more recently still in many cases—the primary tasks of childhood have shifted to school-based learning, with its requirements of literacy, numerical skills, and new forms of discipline.  In three disparate societies—France, the United States, and Japan—government-run education developed at the earliest date and by some measurements most successfully.  Those societies shared an emphasis on education as part of a general effort to advance the economy and develop modern political loyalties.  But they also exhibited very different implementations, for the rise of education built on and sometimes extended specific national traditions, strengths, and weaknesses.


Children in any society need to be educated, of course . . . [Children] have always been trained for work.  In urban crafts in many different societies, apprenticeship systems provided guidance toward the acquisition of skills in areas like carpentry, tailoring, and goldsmithing.  Children on farms—and farmers constituted the majority of the population in all civilizations until quite recently—learned somewhat less formally, usually from their fathers and mothers, the methods needed to grow crops and tend livestock.  In all civilizations also, a minority of young people encountered outright schooling, learning how to read, becoming acquainted with past literature and philosophy, and perhaps even studying medicine or law (including religious law).  Before modern times, indeed until the late eighteenth century, education for members of the upper class and top officials was most fully developed in China, for the training of gentlemen and bureaucrats . . . Schools in other societies—like the Koranic schools in Islamic areas or the universities created in the European Middle Ages—also played significant roles in educating a minority of the population.


The rise of modern education in key countries . . . redefined these traditional processes in a number of ways.  Most obviously, large numbers of children were brought into schools.  The family role in education declined.  The difference between elite children and the children of the masses persisted in some cases, but that distinction became more complicated as large numbers of children learned to read and attended formal classes.  Education still trained for work, but the skills involved were more general, in some ways more abstract, and the period of schooling was increasingly separated from actual work.  One result of this change to modern education was that children now became expenses for families and society rather than economic assets . . . With modern education up to the present, children not only do not work, at least until their early teens, but they actually cost additional money in terms of books, supplies, appropriate clothing, and teacher salaries.


Studying the development of modern education involves some intriguing analytical issues.  Why was such a change in the treatment of children necessary?  What has prompted so many societies to go to the expense of setting up huge school systems and of creating a massive group of professional teachers?  It is vital to note that all societies, when they began to develop modern schools, were relatively poor.  Early schools often reflected limited resources—but why did it seem worth extra funding at all?  Modern education first arose in Western societies, in places like the United States, France, and other European nations.  Here is where the questions of causes are most intriguing, particularly because Western Europe had not been a world educational leader before the eighteenth century.  The success of Western countries, from the eighteenth century onward, in creating dynamic industrial economies and powerful military forces led other societies to the realization that they had to alter their ways of doing things to catch up—and new education was vital to the process even in training different kinds of military leaders.  Even where schools were already important, as in China or Japan, they needed to be redefined.  New-style education, which could in part be copied from the Western example, seemed a key ingredient in a broader process of change . . .

Comparing France, the United States, and Japan involves two kinds of alignments.  Most obviously, the first two nations are part of a Western tradition, broadly speaking; Japan is not.  This helps explain why French and the United States began the process of constructing modern educational systems earlier than Japan, as they reacted to changes in culture, such as the rise of new science, and to expanding commercial and industrial opportunities that occurred earlier in the West.  Japan was a slight latecomer, though an extraordinarily successful one.  While all three countries infused modern education with nationalism, the Western countries tempered nationalism with a belief in individualism, and Japan emphasized patriotic loyalty through emperor worship, group identification, and a long-standing belief in Japanese cultural superiority . . .


The second alignment is one of historical tradition.  Japan and France were both older societies, with well-established pre-modern aristocracies.  The United States was much newer, without fixed traditions and with a much more diverse population.  Key educational issues in the United States were different from those in the older nations.  The balance between democratic and elitist educational goals varied as all three modern educational systems were launched, but the United States diverged more from France in some ways than France diverged from Japan, and it has remained different even in the late twentieth century . . .

Contrasts among France, Japan, and the United States are all the more striking given substantial mutual influence.  Both American and French educational policies were shaped by the values of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and the revolutionary era that swept both countries before 1800. Americans directly copied some elements of the French system . . . while French educators inevitably had to react to growing American cultural prestige after World War II.  (Other European countries, particularly Germany, also provided influential educational models for both the United States and France.)  Japanese modern education not only was based in part on the Western model at the end of the nineteenth century but was explicitly reformed by American occupation forces after World War II.  Yet, even with these mutual influences, the systems continue to differ . . .
Differences in current educational results . . . flow directly from larger historical contrasts.  Distinctions of the kind described in this book among societies with well-developed, structurally similar educational apparatus provide one of the most intriguing features of modern world history: that societies can grow alike in many ways, even through explicit imitation, while remaining vividly distinct, even loudly different. [pp. 1-8]

A society with far different traditions from those of France and the United States, Japan inevitably encountered a distinctive set of problems and opportunities in forging its own impressive educational system.  Serious work on educational reform began in Japan only in the 1870s.  Of course, the nation had its vigorous pre-industrial system, based on Confucianism . . . But the full effort began late by Western standards, occurring only after the West had forced open the nation to foreign trade, following Admiral Perry's historic intrusion in 1853 and after the Japanese themselves had spent about fifteen years in intense internal strife over what course to adopt in light of Western interference . . .

Modern education in the West emerged along with other changes, such as industrialization and increased political democracy.  Education helped cause some of the broader societal shifts, but it also resulted from them.  Japanese reformers saw educational change as a vital preparation for a larger restructuring, as they pondered how to reform a feudal, pre-industrial society under the spur of new Western demands for access . . . Educational change was a fundamental feature of the Meiji era that began in 1868, as Japan jettisoned feudalism and began to restructure the economy . . . as time went on and Japan began to industrialize and to introduce new political forms, some of the same social and economic interactions occurred as in the West; education did not stand alone.  It remains true that the Japanese attempt . . . to use education as a catalyst was different from the more haphazard model in the West . . .

[Japan's] advantage was simple: once its leaders had resolved on major change, they could copy Western systems intact . . . There was less need for gradual or hit-and-miss experiments.  This potentially allowed greater coherence in the whole process of change. [pp. 115-116]

1) What are the major points of these excerpts?

2) Can our current educational system be understood without historical background?  Explain.

3) How is the development of modern schooling connected to the "dual revolution"?  Explain.

