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A story is told of a friend of Thomas Carlyle who was struck with ad

miration on visiting the Victorian sage in his tower study in Chelsea. When 

he wanted to study and write, Carlyle retired to his isolated tower accessible 

only by a very narrow staircase. There he could speculate on man and society 

in the growing industrialism of the nineteenth century. His visitor rrarveled: 

"Why you could write up here for a year and the world would never be one whit 

the wiser." In the late twentieth century, visitors would be less impressed 

by the writer's splendid isolation and would feel that the world's not being 

"one whit the wiser" was a censorious corrment rather than a compliment. 

The situation with Thomas Carlyle allegorizes the problems facing the 

rrodern scholar. How can the values and beauties of m:m's inherited wisdom be 

preserved in a world of the cOlJl)uter? More irrmediately, how does the scholar 

justify his existence in a world increasingly corrrnitted to the marshalling of 

details and data, a world which wants to see an alrrost irrmediate application 

of thoughts and discoveries to the problems of the world today? M:lre directly, 

how can the scholar and student corrmitted to the preservation of the values of 

western civilization, the traditional care of liberal education, justify his 

existence to parents, school boards, and administrators of higher education? 

M:lre than ever, those paying for the education of young people want to see a 

rreasurable result of their contribution. The question of the future is whether 

the world can any longer afford the luxury of a form of education which cannot 
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Justify its existence in the pecuniary terms seemingly so nuch in the minds of 

its providers. At the nr:ment, tpe adverse attitudes make the future of educa

tion in a free society seem hopeless. Still, no thoughtful person will .concede 

defeat. Enthusiasts for the traditional intellectual and spiritual values must 

saneoow convince the noney makers in the land that the pursuit of integrity and 

truth are not alien to the attainment of a successful life. 

'!he question then is how the hl.mmrl.st can prove his worth in an ever nore 

utilitarian and technological society. Is there still a place for the pursuits 

of a liberal type of education in an age of corrputerization? 

If one goes back to the early years of the Arrerican republic, he finds 

that the founders of the new nation were themselves products of a classical 

education that, in ·the twentieth century would seem alrrost hopelessly impractical. 

Still out of their studies of the ancient civilization, Madison, Jefferson, and 

their colleagues came forth with the nost practical form of government ever 

created by the minds of . rren. It was not their practical skills in establishing 

bureaucratic functionaries that mde their work permment, but their knowledge 

of . what had been thought and e:xperienced by mankind in the past. The writings 

of Madison, in particular, reveal his thoughtful analysis of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the goverrments of classical Greece and Rare. Behind the minutiae 

of daily governing, he discovered the fundamental forces of human existence. It 

was his insight into the humane values of the ancients that gave solidity to 

IIJlCh of the constitutional thinking of the members of the Convention of 1787. 

Can the rrodern world risk losing contact with the long history of mankind and 

turn to endless printouts of statistical data on which to formulate its policies 

3 



and directives for public life? The dangers of rootlessness are nowhere rnre 

evident than in the growing conrnitment to , inrnediacy and .. practicality which tar

nishes so nruch of what is said about the purposes of modern education. Unless 

some corrmitted students are able to maintain allep:iance to the intellectual, 

rnral, and spiritual heritage of .. the past, the future of western civilization 

is dark indeed. 

Nor need the pursuit of such knowledp;e be confined to the ivory tower of 

Carlyle or anyone else. To revert again to the early history of- the United States, 

no individual said and did more to establish education in high regard than did 

Thomas Jefferson. His plans for schools in the colony of Virginia were a practical 

expedience for giving to the new country political and moral foundations that 

would assure an ever present thoughtful electorate. In particular his ideas of 

providing public aid for all talented students, no matter what their family econ

omic or social status, aimed at assuring that America would always seek out and 

advance its most talented citizens. In that way, he hoped that the new nation 

would be continuously blessed with the leadership of the finest minds its people 

possessed. The striking aspect of his system is that it brought the most promis

ing individuals to an education that would challenp;e and develop their highest 

potential. Rather than compromise on intellectual standards to accormroate the 

less fortunate, Jefferson's plan would prepare individuals to profit by rigorous 

intellectual and rnral training. He would raise the poorest up to the level of 

the best, rather than reduce the best to a mediocrity reachable by a1most anyone. 

His thinking is almost diametrically opposed to the rove which dominated higher 

education during the past decade and a half. Rather than reduce standards so 
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tmt everyone could tmke a pretense .. of succeeding, he would educate individuals , 

of. ability so. tmt they could express their deepest thoughts and aspirations in 

keeping with the highest standards of achievement attainable. At the risk of 

being charged with elitism, IIX>dern students nrust insist on having the opportunity 

to pursue intellectual and scientific knowledge at its 11Dst speculative levels 

without raving to tmke any justification for their efforts in terms of :!mnediately 

applicable vocational skills. A free society needs the brilliant coals dragged 

from the slag pits of Jefferson's scmewhat derogatory analogy. A free society 

will prosper only so long as the educational system continues to renew the supply 

of young minds able to think creatively and react critically. American society 

needs a steady supply of deeply educated persons whose knowledge of the hurran 

past will give them the tools to face the problems of the present and the future. 

'Ihe philosophic m:1nd mbituated to critical thinking is a rnre practical contri

bution to ht.men welfare than is any rrechanical technician comna.nding the services 

of the m:,st sophisticated conputer, 

Recently the popular news magazines have raised objections to the values 

of education in terms of the diminishing lifetime earning margins of college 

graduates. The nation, according to such sources, has reached the saturation 

point in the numbers of highly educated persons it can assimilate. The argument 

often made is that vocational-tecmical training will put its graduates into 

higher paying enployment than will the conventional academic degree. If one 

can accept annual income as a criterion for successful living, there is little 

to be said in refutation. lbwever, for those who believe tmt there is more · to 

life. than earning a living, the fiscal 8.I'glUllents are unconvincing. Still .it is 
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often difficult for a typical undergraduate not to wonder if his/her concern 

for the study of history, literature, philosophy, and the arts is not a misguided 

idealism. The difficulty is compounded when academic leaders themselves echo 

ideas which seem to corrpromise their public conmitment to the values of liberal 

education. Not too long. ago, a placement officer in one self-proclaimed liberal 

arts college told a meeting of history rraj ors that they should smarten UP and 

take as many courses in business as they could squeeze in before graduation. 

Otherwise, they were doomed to be a drag on the labor narket. His statements 

impugned all the official proclanations of educational philosophy which his in

stitution issues for public edification. It would be no surprise if serious 

students would not wonder if their own aspirations have been misdirected. In 

such situations, the weakening .plea of the dedicated hurranist is often lost in 

the thunder of pecuniary reyopia. One of the missions of the educator in contem

porary society is to keep alive faith in the values of h1.llll8l1 living no matter 

how strongly the voices of philistinism echo through the world. Once that · 

small voice is eradicated, the whole concept of education in a free society will 

have met its doom. 

In the face of growing inmediacy for the practical, the student given to 

liberal education !IU.lSt discover his own justifications but express them in ternJS 

which will llOllify, if not convince, the technicians of efficiency. One may 

concede that the student with a degree in literature, history, or other humanis

tic area is probably not prepared with the "entry skills" needed in the world 

of business. However, anyone convinced that education should prepare for living 

a full and long life, not just for finding imnediate ernployment, will hold that 
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1n the long run the educated individual, the person who can think, and feel, 

and reflect, will . rnake a greater contribution to society than will the highly 

trained technician prepared alllOst entirely to 11Eet a specific skill need. Even 

the news nagaz1ne reports on ernployment opportunities for college graduates con

cede that after an original advantage for the specifically trained, the balanc.e 

tips toward the individual who can see beyond the limited task to the bigger as

pects of the eJ!l)loyment situation. It is the individual educated to think and 

to develop his/her inner resources who eventually will emerge as the greater 

contributor to society, even to the business society. It is difficult to col

late the facts and statistics to verify this conclusion in a way to convince 

people whose view of the world is limited to quantifiable data, but, the convic

tion holds good that the educated person is as big, or bigger, an asset to society 

than the merely trained individual. 

Really, though, it is not right to over emphasize the conflict between 

career training and education. As argued in the preceding paragraph, the in

dividual with a well educated mind and heart can make a substantial contribution 

to life, both personal and societal. The emphasis !IU.lSt still be on the wakening 

of the individual to his/her potential. Such self-realization can best 

be attained by study of the history and literature through which mankind has 

expressed its highest achievements and ideals. The person with a sense of the 

past will not easily be misled by the transient ;calls of the narketplace. Col

leges and universities !lllSt not surrender their conmitment to the preservation 

and dissemination of the cultural achievements of mankind. In America, the 

rich heritage of freedom and liberty rust not succumb to the pleaders for an im-
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mediate relevancy. Those who most fully understand the philosophic and historic 

bases of American democracy -will be the best defenders of its preservation. One 

who not only !mows what Jefferson said and did, but also how he felt; one who 

can errpethize with Lincoln in his agonizing over military disasters of incom

petent generals; one who can enter into the minds and hearts of the lowly as 

well as the great builders of this nation, such a person has the education needed 

for the preservation of free society. 

The challenp:e is there. It is up to individuals with the talents and op

portunities to pursue the rich avenues of mankind's past and present to assert 

their influence on the world around them. Young people can commit themselves 

to the study of the richness of the humanistic past; older people can encourage 

the young by proclaiming in their lives and studies their faith in the values 

which have long been the distinguishing characteristics of liberal education. 

While they can never expect to be a popular majority, well educated individuals 

can realize that it is their cornnitment to the richest thoughts and aspirations 

of mankind that makes them Jmst important contributors to the preservation of 

the values and ideals of the free society. It is the small amount of yeast that 

gives fullness to the loaf; so, too, it is the leaven of the educated minority 

which gives vitality to American society. 

MCTE - May 4-5, 1979 - St. Cloud 
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ENVIRONMENI'AL LITERA'IURE FOR CHIIDREN 

Mark Brunner 
Elementary School 
Poland, Ohio 

The term "environmental awareness" is a concept that has many generalized 

inplications. Certainly in the realm of the elementary school, "environmental 

awareness" is a concept that falls into the so-called affective realm. It is an 

affective concept in the sense that environmental awareness is a positive at

titude that individuals develop towards the environment. In the school situa

tion, environmental awareness is a· subjective concept which teachers find very 

difficult to statistically measure. As a result, some teachers feel uncomfortable 

teaching a concept that will not establish a .percentage of grade norm. This some

what statistical, alJIDst mechanical approach towards teaching is unfortunately 

becoming popular arrong schools which feel that accountability is the essence of 

their curriculum. Yet it is the teacher who realizes that an awareness of one's 

environment is a significant as well as ·necessary goal, which although in the 

end cannot be measured, but still needs to be strived for. Children's literature 

is one means of effectively reaching the goal of environmental awareness. 

Before a discussion of environmental literature can be atterrpted, a defini

tion of environment must be established. The term "environment", as related to 

the elementary school child, is sirrply everything with which the child comes into 

contact. Environment is then an all-encorrpassing term, yet it can ·be divided 

into that which is nature (natural environment), and that which is made by nan 

(cultural.envirornnent). It is necessary for the child to rrake a distinction 

between the natural and cultural environment, for it is the interaction of the two 
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