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The Need for Theoretical Advance
In Education and in Language Education

Sauli Takala
University of Illinois at Urbana—Cﬁampafgn

In this paper | argue our need to have a
better theoretical grasp of the nature of educa-
tion in general and of language education, The
pPaper is based on fifteen years of work on cur-
riculum and curriculum evaluation at the Finnish
National Institute of Educational Research, and
reflects my interest in epistemological questions
and also my training in linguistics, education,
and English as g second language within a
European frame of reference. It js g perscnal
view which makes no claim of being fully
applicable to the American scene. | hope that it
provides some new perspectives to the discussion
about language education.

1. Need for Models and Theories

There are several reasons why we need models
and theories in education and in language educa-
tion. Education in general and the teaching of
different Subjects are so complex as systems and
processes that we need models (n to help us
understand and explain how they function, (2) to
guide and inform our thinking, planning, and
actions without determining them in detail, (3)
to help us evaluate their performance and make
required changes, and () to help wus foresee
future problems and developments.

A major development in education over the
past few decades has surely been its institution-
alization: it has evolved into an established
social institution and social system, Education
has become more and more organized: roles and
role—relationships within the educational servjce



are more and more clearly specialized. It has
also become more systematized; it is not totally
dependent on particular individuals and their
independent activities. Education has been
stabilized; it 1is not dependent on interest or
support of particular individuals and their
voluntary actions. Whether we like it or not,
education is not only the activity of individual
teachers. In our time it is a system of
activities, an institution consisting of a number
of sub-systems and of their activities, ideally
supporting each other. In order to understand
education as a system of activities, we must be
aware of its boundaries and embeddedness in a
larger context, of its central purposes, and of
its internal structure (see Figure 1).

2 The Nature of Education =as Science and
Practice

An interesting angle to the question of
theory and practice can be derived from John
Stuart Mill's discussion on the Jlogic of art.
According to Mill, the imperative mood is char-
acteristic of practice or art, as distinguished
from and opposite to science. He says:

Whatever speaks in rules or precepts, not in
assertions respecting matters of fact, is art; and
ethics or morality is properly a portion of the art
corresponding to the sciences of human nature and
society. The Method, therefore, of Ethics, can be no
other than that of Art, or Practice, in general

(p. 616).

Mill notes a difference between the case of
a judge and a legislator. The judge is bound by
the laws, explicit rules, whereas the legislator
has to take into account the grounds for rules
and maxims of policy. A legisiator who goes by
rules rather than by reason is, according to
Mill, "rightly judged to be a mere pedant, and
the slave of his formulas." Mutatis mutandis,
that applies to education and teaching as well.
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Mill argues that the reasons for a maxim of
policy or for any other rule of "arv (practice)
are the theorems of the corresponding Science.

The only one of the premises, therefore. which
Art supplies is the original major Premise, which
asserts that the attainment of the given end js
desireable, Science then lends to Art the proposition

Mill points OUt that rules and Precepts must
be formed from Jess than an ideally perfect
theory. The rules of art and practice do not
attempt to comprise more conditions than must be

attended to jn ordinary cases. Mill makes an
observation which refers to the limited
Processing capacity of human beings, an

observation which is so important in Present-day
cognitive Psychology, by stating that "jf a]j the
counteracting contingencies, whether of frequent
or of rare Occurrence, were inc]uded, the rujes
would be tpo cumbrous to pe apprehended ang
remembered by ordinary capacities, on the common
Occasions of jfen (p-617). - This resembles Kar]
Popper's (1976) idea that all successfy) science
also requires simplification and idealizatijon.
Mill also notes that g wise Practitioner con-
siders aJ]] rules of conduct Provisiona].

Mill says that eVery art has one first prin-
ciple, or a general major premise, which is not
borrowed from science: "that which €NuUnciates
the object aimed at, ang affirms it to be a
desirablje object" (p.619) . Mill makes 3 clear
distinction between science ang art/practice: is
and will be are generically different from ought
or should be,

For Mil1, there are not only first princi-
ples of knowTedge but also first Principles of
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conduct: The promotion of happiness of mankind,
or rather, as he says, of all sentient beings.
(This latter extension is usually neglected in
gquoting Mill.) The promotion of happiness is the
justification of all ends and it should control
all ends, but it is not the only end. It is the
ultimate standard by which other ends and conduct
are to be judged.

For Mill the art of arts is the Art of Life,
which has three 'departments': Morality, Pru-
dence or Policy, and Aesthetics, i.e., the Right,
the Expedient, and the Beautiful or Noble in
human conduct or works. All arts are subordinate
to the Art "of Life, thus also education.
Teleology (also called the Doctrine of Ends or
Practical Reason) defines the general aims, which
together with the laws of nature disclosed by
science constitute every art or practice.

Surely the purpose of education must be to
promote the Art of Life in the Millian sense: a
sense of what is right, what is true and wise,
and what is beautiful. But as Mill himself
pointed out, since the scientific knowledge
related to any art (practice) is always deficient
and since we may not find his definition of the
ultimate principle or standard of conduct
unproblematic, we would be well advised “to regard
both the aims of our profession and its scienti-
fic basis as provisional. Thus, rather than
accepting even Mill's ideas as such, we need to
keep defining such central concepts as "educa-
tion," 'teaching," 'learning,'" and "eurriculum"
in order to discover and rediscover the nature of
our profession. As Bronowski (1976) has said, a
true profession is never merely empirical but
fuses the empirical and the rational methods, as
has been later empasized also by Resnick (1976) .
A true profession can also clearly demonstrate
progress and improved performance.

Surely, each generation must keep defining
what is right, what is true and wise, and what is
beautiful. Paraphrasing a statement by Alfred
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North Whitehead, who deserves to be read by ali
people interested in the promotion of the art of
life, education (politics, religion, ete.) will
commit suicide |f it finds its Primary source of
inspiration in dogma, Unquestioning abidance by
custom and precept. The art of Progress, in his
opinion, is the ability to maintain order amidst
change and the possibility of change amidst
order. The maintenance of respect for important
symbols js important, but there must be a freedom
to revise them. Different ideas and different
alternatives are to be seen, as Whitehead says,
Not as enemies but as godsends. If such an
attitude is prevalent, facts no longer are colg
facts but include all the Possibilities entailed
by them to put them to some good wuse. Thus,
e.g., facts about learning may be very exciting
because they imply a number of ways to improve
teaching and learning at school.

3. Towards a Conceptualization of Schooling
and Teaching

3.1. Links Between the Theory and Practice
of Education

The central purpose of schooling may be
taken to be the transmission of knowledge--the
transmission and promotion of the competency of’
reflective thinking, critical attitude, problem
solving, and theoretical generalization and
se]f—understanding. This competency cannot be
offered to students only as a ready-made result,
It is essentially g pProcess that can be taught
and can be acquired., The success of schooling is
manifested in a sStudent's personal reflective
thinking, which can also turn against and
criticize what and how the student is being
taught (cf. Juntunen ang Mehtonen, 1977).

There must necessarily be g2 close 1ink
between education as a science and educational
Practice. Practice without theoretical founda-
tion and self-reflective attitude s largely
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Such teaching does not solve problems, because it
is largely incapable of precblem detection,
analysis, and statement. Such teaching deals
largely only with what is and now what might be:
the actual, the present, freezes out the
potential. Such activity is unreflective and
exhibits a flawed theoretical self-understanding.
On the other hand, education as a science
loses its meaningfulness if it loses its contact

with practice. A1l science, particularly all
human sciences, become objectified (Husserl,
1962) if they are not anchored in practice, in

the deep sense of the word. As Husserl says, the
concepts and methods of science have 1o be based
on their practical meaningfulness (Sinnesfunda-

ment) in human life (Lebenswelt) . Educational
sciences will land in a state of crisis--or
depending on one's viewpoint, remain in

crisis--if they do not become fully aware of
their inalienable bond with practice. In human
sciences, it is necessary to be self-reflective:
to be aware and critical concerning the use of
concepts, methods, ideals of science, etc. As a

theoretical basis of teaching, educational
sciences always need to attend to the guestion of
validity contrary to Mill. It is not enough to

describe what principles - and methods have been
used and are used in educational sciences and in
educational practice (what is); we also need to
ask what principles and methods are valid in ed-
ucational sciences and in educational practice
(what ought to be). The validity issue has to be
discussed and redefined or reaffirmed by each

generation. |t cannot be settled once and for
all.

Education is largely an "artificial''--not a
natural''--science (Calfee, 1981) . nartificial

refers to the fact that education, school, curs
riculum, are the products of the human mind




