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A MODEST AMBITIOUS PROPOSAL:  
ENVISIONING AN EDUCATION SYSTEM 

THAT WORKS FOR EVERYONE

Kornelija MRNJAUS
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Rijeka, Rijeka, Croatia

Jason LAKER 
Department of Counselor Education, San José State University, San José, California, USA

Any situation in which some individuals prevent others from engaging 
in the process of inquiry is one of violence. The means used are not 
important; to alienate human beings from their own decision-making is 
to change them into objects. - Paulo Freire

INTRODUCTION

Throughout history, there have been countless changes—whether incremental, 
fundamental, gradual, or abrupt—in all areas of life, including politics, religion, 
social norms, migration, national borders, and law, among others. Few professions 
or institutions have endured the dynamism of human life while maintaining the 
same essential form and substance as much as education and the teaching 
profession have.

This is illustrated by Browning’s (2020) entry within Britannica Encyclopaedia 
regarding education in the later Roman Empire:

The dominant fact is the extraordinary continuity of the methods of Roman 
education throughout such a long succession of centuries. Whatever the 
profound transformations in the Roman world politically, economically, 
and socially, the same educational institutions, the same pedagogical 
methods, the same curricula were perpetuated without great change for 
1,000 years in Greek and six or seven centuries in Roman territory.
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It is hard to know with certainty whether education was as actively discussed 
throughout history as it is at the beginning of 21st century. It has certainly 
maintained significant merit and attention in the minds and activities of prominent 
people such as philosophers, rulers, religious leaders, and policy makers, and over 
time. Nonetheless, education arguably could not have persisted—and arguably 
increased in value—without the interest and participation of the broader population 
as well.

Notwithstanding the constancy of institutions and practices, education 
has never been sought or provided in a singular form for all people. This is not 
to suggest there has been differentiation in service of diversity and inclusion. 
Rather, social class has been the primary determining factor in differential quality 
and access, with wealthy people receiving more customized and enhanced 
educational opportunities than fellow citizens in lower economic strata. Education 
has primarily operated in the service of the state and those who controlled its 
affairs. The agenda of education has always been rooted in social reproduction 
of dominant power structures, interested in compliance and control, transmitting 
values in accordance with dominant ideals of personhood, society, and the state. 
Disparities have always been a feature rather than a problem in education.

Hence, the logical question is whether it is possible for an institution like 
a school to empower people if the historical roots of its practices are based on 
discipline, self-discipline, regulation, supervision, examination, ranking, and setting 
norms of behavior and thought? These entrenched educational practices all aim to 
shape and control children and students, exerting power over how they act, are, and 
what they become in schools. There have also been countless critics and various 
movements animated by such questions and demands, and pilot reforms and new 
ventures to explore such prospects. However, these have been sporadic and, in 
any case, haven’t achieved widespread implementation and institutionalization. So, 
perhaps a more focused question is whether and how that could happen. To many, 
the answer may either be “no,” or that it could happen only through aggression or 
even revolution—and they may possibly be correct. After all, dominance does not 
cede itself easily, nor does funding to operate schools for that matter.

Critical theorists are interested in examining questions about who or what 
may be served by particular configurations of power structures such as institutions 
and the state, as well as advocating for the needs, interests, and agendas of the 
subordinated. What happens if or when the seemingly oppositional interests of the 



A MODEST AMBITIOUS PROPOSAL: ENVISIONING AN EDUCATION SYSTEM THAT WORKS FOR EVERYONE  | 23

dominant and subordinate are aligned? Is this possible? If such a situation were to 
occur, is it sustainable? As critical theorists ourselves, we would understandably 
be suspicious of these questions and anyone raising them. Ironically, in this chapter 
we argue that the present period may actually be that elusive moment when 
reforming education to enable universal access, student-centered pedagogy, 
social-emotional support, and capacity-building for individual and collective agency 
serve everyone’s interests. This proposition seems as romantic as it is provocative, 
but we intend neither. Rather, we will suggest that centering social justice in 
the design, implementation, and funding of education is both revolutionary and 
pragmatic; and also, sustainable.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

There are many ongoing discussions and debates in every country regarding 
which topics should be included or excluded in standard curricula for each 
successive school level, including the optimal depth and breadth of coverage, 
ideal pedagogical method, and the formats and contexts that will achieve the 
greatest substantive and economic advantages for stakeholders. This is hardly 
a new phenomenon. Just as in the past, many theorists of education—along with 
leaders and other policy makers—proffer their respective thoughts on different 
approaches to education. Throughout the history of education there have always 
been debates, deliberations, and battles for dominance in shaping the educational 
agendas of the time. Various perspectives are or were deemed “progressive,” 
“traditional,” or “alternative,” with lesser or greater impact on shaping educational 
goals, policies, structures, and systems.

From the mid-17th century to the closing years of the 18th century social, 
economic and technological changes influenced the progress of education. One of 
the most significant results was the gradual acceptance of the view that education 
ought to be the responsibility of the state. Some countries, such as France and 
Germany, were inspired by a mixture of national aspiration and ideology to begin 
the establishment of public educational systems early in the 19th century to 
provide education for all the children of all the people. (Browning et al., 2020).

The new social and economic changes also called upon the schools, both 
public and private, to broaden their aims and curricula. Schools were expected not 
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only to promote literacy, mental discipline, and good moral character but also to 
help prepare children for citizenship, for jobs, and for individual development and 
success. Of course, the definitions of these were rooted in dominant perspectives 
and reinforced through hegemonic social conventions, with transgressors corrected 
by those in power. Although teaching methods remained oriented toward textbook 
memorizing and strict discipline, a more sympathetic attitude toward children 
began to appear. As the numbers of pupils grew rapidly, individual methods 
of “hearing recitations” by children began to give way to group methods. The 
monitorial system, also called the Lancastrian system, became popular because, 
in an effort to overcome the shortage of teachers during the quick expansion 
of education, it enabled one teacher to use older children to act as monitors in 
teaching specific lessons to younger children in groups. Similarly, the practice of 
dividing children into grades or classes according to their ages—a practice that 
began in 18th-century Germany—proliferated more broadly as school populations 
increased. (Browning et al., 2020).

The late 18th and 19th centuries represent a period of great activity in 
reformulating educational principles. During this period there was a surge of 
new ideas, some of which eventually diffused through schools and classrooms. 
These transformational ideas could be found in the works of some of the most 
significant thinkers and reformers of education such as J. H. Pestalozzi, F. Froebel, 
J. G. Fichte, W. von Humboldt and J. F. Herbart, the German philosopher and 
psychologist considered to be the most influential 19th-century thinker in the 
development of pedagogy as a science. The great changes in Europe in the 19th 
century included, among other things, the further consolidation of nation-states, the 
spread of modern technology and industrialization, and increasing secularization. 
These changes had consequences for the design of school systems. Vocational 
schools also appeared in greater numbers. The schools, however, had established 
a traditional classical curriculum that ignored the changing needs of life and fields 
of knowledge. (Browning et al., 2020).

The 20th century was characterized by significant events and shifts in social 
norms. That consequential era included International wars; Conflicts among social, 
racial, and ideological groups; increasing economic stratification; Explosive global 
population growth; Rapid and extensive advancements in industrial technologies; 
and Proliferation of mass media and communications tools. In turn, this facilitated 
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challenges to accepted values, changes in social relations, and an explosion of 
knowledge, all with profound effects on education.

PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION MOVEMENT

The three concerns that guided the development of 20th-century education were 
the child, science, and society. The foundations for this trilogy were laid by so-
called progressive education movements supporting child-centered education (a 
school should be fitted to the needs of the child and not the child to the school), 
scientific-realist education (education should be adapted to individual children 
(Édouard Claparède) and be in accordance with the intellectual development of the 
children (Jean Piaget) but also the child’s total development, particularly emotional 
and social growth) education should stimulate a child to think and to experience 
the joy of discovery (Alfred North Whitehead), and social reconstruction (focus is 
on a curriculum that highlights social reform as the aim of education). (Browning 
et al., 2020).

Yet, despite this progress, schools failed to keep pace with the tremendous 
social changes afoot. Dissatisfaction with existing schools led several educational 
reformers to put their ideas into practice by establishing experimental schools 
during the last decade of the 19th century and in the early 20th century. These 
include, among others, the University of Chicago Laboratory School; the Francis 
W. Parker School; the School of Organic Education at Fairhope; Maria Montessori 
schools; and Ovide Decroly schools. The common goal of all was to eliminate 
the school’s traditional rigidity and to dismantle hard and fast subject-matter 
boundaries. (Browning et al., 2020).

The influence of progressive education advanced slowly during the first 
decades of the 20th century. For example, in the United States, a number 
of progressive schools were established, such as the Walden School and 
Helen Parkhurst’s Dalton Plan in New York City; the Oak Lane Day School in 
Philadelphia; Carleton Washburne’s Winnetka Plan in Illinois; and the Gary Plan in 
Indiana, USA. The notions expressed by progressive education influenced public 
school systems everywhere. Some of the movement’s lasting effects were seen 
in activity programs, imaginative writing and reading classes, projects linked to the 
community, flexible classroom space, dramatics and informal activities, discovery 
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methods of learning, self-assessment systems, and programs for the development 
of citizenship and responsibility (Browning et al., 2020).

The social reconstruction movement, founded by Theodore Brameld, focused 
on developing and disseminating an educational curriculum characterized by 
inquiry, dialogue, and community-based learning to engage social questions and 
encourage action on such issues as poverty, inequality, and violence with the 
aim of generating societal improvements and democracy throughout the world 
(Cohen, 1999). Bramheld framed the roles and relationships between technology 
and humanity in stark terms, as leading to “…either human annihilation through 
technology and human cruelty or the capacity to create a beneficent society using 
technology and human compassion” (Cohen, 1999, para. 4). Critical theorists and 
social reconstructionists alike advocated educational curricula that engage social 
questions for the benefit of society and the advancement of democracy around 
the world. Another progressive educational philosopher, Paulo Freire, rooted in 
his own experiences of poverty, championed education and literacy, asserting 
that “the educational process is never neutral. People can be passive recipients 
of knowledge—whatever the content—or they can engage in a ‘problem-posing’ 
approach in which they become active participants. As part of this approach, it is 
essential that people link knowledge to action so that they actively work to change 
their societies at a local level and beyond…Key concepts associated with Freire 
include the contrast between “banking” education (in which facts are deposited 
into the minds of passive students) and problem-posing education; the notion of 
conscientization (which is much more than simply awareness-raising); and the 
idea of the “culture of silence”, in which people are unable to reflect critically upon 
their world — they become fatalistic and dominated…A typical feature of Freire-
type education is that people bring their own knowledge and experience into the 
process. Training is typically undertaken in small groups with lively interaction 
and can embrace not only the written word but art, music and other forms of 
expression” (Freire Institute, 2020).

Progressives viewed education as a primary instrument to foster inclusiveness, 
recognizing and providing equality for those suffering disadvantage because of sex, 
race, ethnic origin, age, or physical disability. This required revisions of textbooks, 
new consciousness about language, and changes in criteria for admission to 
higher levels. It led to more demanding definitions of equality involving, for example, 
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equality of outcome rather than solely equality of opportunity (Browning et al., 
2020).

One of the most significant phenomena of the 20th century was the dramatic 
expansion and extension of public (i.e., government-sponsored) education 
systems around the world—the number of schools grew, as did the number of 
children attending them. The inclusion of all children and youth was part of a 
general integrative trend that accelerated following World War II. However, the 
difficulties of governing increasingly large, diverse, and demanding education 
systems along with a chronic lack of consensus rendered the system unable to 
respond satisfactorily to public criticism or to plan for substantive long-range 
development. Consequently, the focus of attention was placed on the transition 
stages—from home to school, from primary to secondary to upper secondary, from 
school to work—which had thus far been virtually ignored. Testing became more 
sophisticated, and credentials became more differentiated either by certificate or 
by transcript (Browning et al., 2020).

EMERGENCE OF HUMAN-CAPITAL THEORY AS 
EDUCATIONAL FRAMEWORK

Human Capital Theory (HCT) relies on the belief that “formal education is highly 
instrumental and necessary to improve the productive capacity of a population. In 
short, human capital theorists argue that an educated population is a productive 
population. Human capital theory emphasizes how education increases the 
productivity and efficiency of workers by increasing the level of cognitive stock 
of economically productive human capability, which is a product of innate abilities 
and investment in human beings. The provision of formal education is seen as an 
investment in human capital, which proponents of the theory have considered as 
equally or even more worthwhile than that of physical capital” (Psacharopoulos & 
Woodhall, 1997, in Almendarez, 2011, para 2).

The thrust of our argument is that we may have arrived at a moment when 
there is a nexus between Human Capital and Progressive viewpoints with regard 
to the structure and content of education, illustrated by this passage from Jackson 
(2009) in her research report associated with a Public Policy Forum related to 
advancing educational access for girls and women:
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No country can fully develop economically and socially if it fails to 
tap and fully utilize the talent of its citizens. The development and 
competitiveness of a village, state or nation depends on efficiently and 
effectively utilizing its resources. Human talent is a critical resource 
and women are half of that resource. Economic success depends on 
the development and effective utilization of the skills, education and 
productivity of all of its workforce. A growing body of work shows a 
correlation between gender equality and the level of development of 
countries. Studies show that reducing gender inequalities enhances 
productivity and economic growth (Jackson, 2009: 1-2).

Jackson (2009) further cites research demonstrating that directing funding 
toward women’s education generates societal improvements such as: reducing 
teen pregnancy; lower infant, child and maternal mortality; greater labor force 
participation by women, and increased investment in children’s education; 
enhancing quality of life for women and families; and economic growth. Surely 
Capitalists and Progressives alike would agree on the desirability of such 
outcomes, as they assuredly would bring about avoiding the economic and social 
costs associated with allowing gender gaps in educational access to continue. 
Just as such reports confirm the substantial returns on investment in education 
for girls and women, this is likewise true of such investments in the education of 
immigrants. For example, Hunt (2017) found that—in the United States—for each 
percentage increase in the proportion of the population of immigrants aged 11-64 
relative to the proportion of the native domestic population aged between 11-17, 
the likelihood of the latter completing 12 years of schooling increases by .3% 
generally, and .4% for domestically-born black people. In short, improving access 
to, and completion of education for people historically marginalized and excluded 
yields substantial benefits for everyone, and for the economy.

Of course, if the people included in educational systems increase in diversity, so 
too must the structures, pedagogies, and supports embedded therein. Alternative 
teaching strategies have long been encouraged in theory, but basic curriculum 
uniformity effectively restricted the practice of new methods and by extension, 
the inclusion of more and different populations…and the benefits associated with 
their participation and educational success. General education was still mainly 
abstract, and subject matter—though internally more dynamic—still rested on 
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language, mathematics, and science. There was an increasing reliance on the 
construction of subject matter to guide the method of teaching. Teachers were 
entrusted with a greater variety of tasks but were less trusted with knowledge, 
leading political authorities to call for upgrading of teacher training, teacher in-
service training, and regular assessment of teacher performance.

Sofroniou (2016) described the reform efforts of the time as: …
focused on integrating general and vocational education and on 
encouraging lifelong or recurrent education to meet changing 
individual and social needs. Thus, not only did the number of students 
and institutions increase as a result of inclusion policies, but the 
scope of education also expanded. This tremendous growth, however, 
raised new questions about the proper functions of the school and 
the effectiveness for life, work, or intellectual advancement of current 
programs and means of instruction (p. 309).

Overall, primary-school enrollments more than tripled in the second half 
of the 20th century, from slightly more than 200 million to some 670 million; 
secondary education increased more than ninefold, from more than 40 million to 
nearly 400 million; and tertiary education increased more than 12-fold, from about 
7 million to nearly 90 million. Higher levels of enrollment are usually sustained, 
in part, because “credentialing”—the attainment of degrees or certificates of 
achievement—has become a social necessity. Employers tend to seek highly 
schooled individuals while depending on the education system to prepare and 
distinguish job candidates. In addition, enrollments have been known to gain 
momentum through the “queuing” effect; that is, when people line up to participate 
in something, others soon join the crowd in the belief that something of value will 
be obtained (Browning et al., 2020).

Education leads to no final end; it is something continuous, “a 
reconstruction of accumulated experience,” which must be directed 
toward social efficiency. Education is life, not merely a preparation for 
life (Dewey, in Browning et al., 2020).
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THE FUTURE OF EDUCATION

Recalling that formal education came into being around the time of the first 
Industrial Revolution, and that early schools were less about improving children’s 
minds than producing a punctual, obedient workforce for the new factories:

If you look at early images of the factory and early images of the school 
room, there’s not a lot of difference. The children are in rows, they’re 
facing front and they’re looking unhappy (John Holm, SocioDesign, in 
Puckett, 2017).

Mass education was the ingenious machine constructed by industrialism 
to produce the kind of adults it needed … to pre-adapt children for a 
new world — a world of repetitive indoor toil, smoke, noise, machines, 
crowded living conditions, collective discipline, a world in which time 
was to be regulated not by the cycle of the sun and moon, but by the 
factory whistle and the clock (Alvin Toffler “Future Shock”; according 
to Puckett, 2017).

In many respects, things have changed little. In today’s classrooms and 
lecture theatres, students are still expected to sit in rows, listening to the teacher. 
This “industrial classroom” is no longer fit for purpose, argues educationalist Erica 
McWilliam: “Schooling as a preparation for the future continues to anticipate a 
social order that is on the wane.” We need to reshape it for the 21st century 
(Puckett, 2017).

“How do you teach a digital native when they can just Google it?”, asks 
Puckett (2017). With a world of readily searchable knowledge at our fingertips, 
students don’t need to memorize facts any more. They need new skills such as 
to know how to interpret search results, critically assess the quality and veracity 
of information, and make ethical judgements about how to use it. In the future, 
work will be structured around projects, not processes. Education already started 
to implement that trend through “active” or “problem-based” learning that seeks 
to engage students’ natural curiosity and creativity, rather than simply presenting 
them with information (Puckett, 2017).
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Practice showed that mixing different ways of engaging with information 
as well as learning with others results in better learning outcomes. That calls 
for changes in traditional curriculum—instead of splitting learning into different 
subjects, phenomenon-based learning should be used, which emphasizes skills 
such as communication, creativity, and critical thinking, and better prepares 
students to apply their knowledge in the 21st-century workplace. Also, educational 
institutions should use blended learning, combining traditional teaching and online 
media (Puckett, 2017).

The role of teachers is also changing. They are working with the first 
generation of students that have grown up with the Internet and are the first to 
be educated by it. For both students and teachers, “this new learning journey is 
uncharted territory” (Puckett, 2017). To lead that process, teachers should, states 
Erica McWilliam (in Puckett, 2017), shift from being the “sage on the stage” to the 
“guide on the side” to the “meddler in the middle” that learns alongside students, 
challenging them to expand their horizons.

As technology is rapidly changing the world around us, many people worry 
that technology will replace human intelligence. Some educators worry that there 
will be no students to teach anymore in the near future as technology might 
take over a lot of tasks and abilities that we have been teaching our students for 
decades. The thing is: Education will never disappear. It will just take up different 
forms (Henny, 2016).

These perspectives resonate with those of 23 learning technology industry 
experts and educators consulted by Mire (2019), all associated with private sector 
or university enterprises involved in online degree, credential, and professional 
development certificate programs. They shared a vision for the future of education 
featuring individualized learning—both in content and timing—at their own pace and 
following lines of inquiry and skill development fitting their particular needs and 
interests, all without the traditional constraints of variable goals and mastery timelines 
of peers. Linear and lifeless didactic instructional methods and frameworks will be 
replaced with coaching, experiential learning, customization, and creativity as the norm.

The Fourth Industrial Revolution introduced digitalization and technology that 
is transforming our lives in ways that are both mundane and profound. Thriving—
and in many cases—surviving requires adaptation within education to equip the 
current and future generations with instrumental and conceptual skills. This must 
be combined with pedagogical approaches by educators that foster dispositions 
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in students exemplified by curiosity, flexibility, and resilience, all necessary for 
meeting and living in a future that is unpredictable but certain to be complicated. 
It is critical to acknowledge that the world for which education was designed is 
long gone and not returning, so our collective enmeshment in the outdated model 
must be disbanded; and fears of uncertainty and ambiguity that have undermined 
innovation must be abandoned along with it.

CONCLUSION

The Pareto principle, also known as the 80/20 rule, holds that a small number 
of events or people (e.g. 20%) are responsible for most of the consequences 
(e.g. 80%). Conzemius (2010) argues for its application in education by identifying 
specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-based goals (signified by 
the acronym, SMART), noting: “When my colleagues and I work with schools, we 
ask the educators to focus their SMART goals on just a few important student 
learning needs. These are known as the ‘vital few’ high-leverage areas where the 
largest gaps between vision and current reality exist. By focusing on only the vital 
few needs, greater gains can be achieved, not only in the goal area, but in all other 
parts of the system that are affected by the achievement of that goal…The trick is 
to isolate those that are truly the vital few. The answer is in the data” (p.32).

In the complex world we live in, it is difficult to create an image of the whole 
world, the whole society, all events… It is difficult to offer a model that will be the 
solution for everyone. It is impossible to create a one-size-fits-all education system 
in the form of a single, standardized approach to be imposed on all students, yet 
we see that attempted repeatedly. In addition to our argument that this is not as 
technically efficient or cost-effective as is purported, this approach to education 
is embedded with an implicit assumption that marginalization or exclusion are 
unavoidable, or even acceptable costs of doing the business of education.

By designing, implementing, and maintaining an educational system 
characterized by inclusive and progressive practices, any increased cost to foster 
such dynamism yields significant returns on the investment for the broader 
population and nation. Martin Luther King, Jr. is credited with observing: “The 
function of education…is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically. But 
education which stops with efficiency may prove the greatest menace to society. 
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The most dangerous criminal may be the man gifted with reason, but with no 
morals.” Inclusive education communicates to students that—just as knowledge 
matters—they also matter. What could be a more fundamental moral education 
lesson than that?

While we have argued that increased initial investment would yield exponential 
return, we do not accept as given that there would necessarily be added financial 
cost. As the Pereto principle suggests, it is conceivable to gather key data 
about students, the neuroscience and psychology of learning, and the variety of 
goals and aspirations of families, communities, and nations. In turn, these can 
be leveraged to develop core curricula that could be provided on a large scale, 
combined with focused content and pedagogical modules, to create a specialized 
educational experience while remaining economically and intellectually efficient. 
Much like chemical solutions, the rich concentration or softening diffusion of 
constituent elements could be customized within and for local situations and/
or targeted populations, all without increasing costs or leaving anyone behind. 
Likewise, Teacher Education could provide emerging educational practitioners 
with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions to identify, constitute, and facilitate 
curricular formulae in the form of pedagogy, content, and experiences for students. 
Finally, this can be organized with gender-aware, multiculturally inclusive, and 
neuro-diverse accommodation methods to ensure that all students are welcome, 
learning, and successful.

The adage that education has the power to change society has been invoked 
by stakeholders from a wide variety of political and philosophical agendas for 
a very long time, as has the assertion that social change also has the power to 
change education. Progressive education, child-centered education, experimental 
schools, alternative schools… these are not new things in education, nor is the 
vision of education advanced by Human Capitalists. However, prioritizing access 
and support for all has been strongly contested. Are these really contradictory 
interests? As discussed earlier in this chapter, economists and justice activists 
may disagree on the motivations for investing in universal access, diverse teaching 
methods, and adaptive accommodations, but all these perspectives would 
be indulged by significant investments in teacher preparation and enhanced 
educational systems accessible to all. Those who insist on maintaining the old 
approach are not only undermining social justice, they are constraining the 
economic and social development of their respective countries. The time has come 
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for a pragmatic approach to education that skips over navel gazing and debates 
in favor of scaled up and multifaceted educational systems that invite and support 
all students so they can pursue their respective aspirations while simultaneously 
serving as strategic enablers for their respective nations and regions to do the 
same. Pareto would be very proud of us for doing so.

Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire. - W.B. Yeats, Poet
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