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SCIENCE

Concern for the Next Generation

The President’s message of 3 March on education and his call for

‘the establishment of a National Institute of Education modeled after

the National Institutes of Health raise several kinds of issues. Have the
Kennedy and Johnson educational programs been as ineffectual as he
claims? Is the call for more studies instead of more money a stalling
tactic? But improvements are needed; a sounder understanding of early
childhood development is necessary to guide compensatory education
programs; and insistence upon better standards for judging school per-
formance is sound policy, despite expected protests from those who
prefer faith, hope, and charity over facts as criteria for evaluating their
own work. ‘

Although it has been known for 40 years that children are already
typed intellectually and socially by the time they enter the first grade,
it has only been with the changing priorities of recent years that national
attention has been given to the critical importance of a child’s early years
in determining his later development. There is now widespread concern,
but a sense of direction is needed. Perhaps we can gain a better per-
spective on our own objectives by looking at what others have done.
That cross-national studies can be illuminating is demonstrated by Urie
Bronfenbrenner’s comparison of the education and socialization of chil-
dren in the United States and the U.S.S.R.* In the U.S.S.R., the strategy
of nurseries, schools, and youth organizations is to emphasize sharing,
collective responsibility, group solidarity, and group control of individual
behavior. The child is deliberately brought up “in the collective, by the
collective, and for the collective.” Groups (a row, a class, a school) are
praised, blamed, rewarded, or punished. A child who individually does
well is helping his group; one who shirks is betraying his group. Thus
the school leads children to conform to established standards, to work
toward group goals, and to control each other in these efforts.

Peer influence is also strong in the United States, but its nature is
not so carefully planned nor are school practices designed to direct it.
Although we respect “togetherness” in the family, increasingly we
practice “apartness.” Children spend more waking time with their age
mates than in the family, and more time with television than in school.
Both of these influences are often at variance with norms of desirable
personal and social behavior.

As a result of these two approaches, at age 16 the Russian youngster
is a product of planned and managed development aimed toward Com-
munist morality, while his American counterpart is a product of the
uncoordinated influences of family, school, 12,000 to 15,000 hours of
television (much of it violent), and the increasing pressure of other
children whose attitudes and interests have been similarly formed. As
an illustration of the difference in results, Bronfenbrenner found ¢hat
American children were more likely, and Russian children less likely,
to engage in dishonest or antisocial behavior if other children were
going to know what they had done. Correspondingly, Russian children
seem to have less individual initiative and resourcefulness than American
children.

By our standards, the U.S.S.R. has been too concerned about making
the next generation conform. But we have not been concerned enough.
If the proposed National Institute of Education is established, its re-
sponsibility will be no less than that of providing national guidance in
translating a now aroused concern for the next generation into effective
and constructive improvements in their preparation for adulthood.

—DAEL WOLFLE

= Two Worlds of Childhood: U.S. and U.S.S.R. (Russell Sage Foundation, New York,
1970). Dr. Bronfenbrenner’s work was supported by the National Science Foundation,
the Russell Sage Foundation, and Cornell University.



