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Education should be organized around themes of 
care rather than around the traditional 

disciplines, Ms. Noddings asserts, and she 
provides recommendations on how to begin.  

SOCIAL CHANGES in the years since World War II have been 
enormous. We have seen changes in work patterns, in residential 
stability, in styles of housing, in sexual habits, in dress, in manners, in 
language, in music, in entertainment, and -- perhaps most important of 
all -- in family arrangements. While schools have responded, albeit 
sluggishly, to technological changes with various additions to the 
curriculum and narrowly prescribed methods of instruction, they have 
largely ignored massive social changes. When they have responded, 

they have done so in piecemeal fashion, addressing isolated bits of the problem. Thus, 
recognizing that some children come to school hungry, schools provide meals for poor children. 
Alarmed by the increase in teenage pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases, schools 
provide sex education. Many more examples could be offered, but no one of these nor any 
collection of them adequately meets the educational needs of today's students.  

What do we want for our children? What do they need from education, and what does our society 
need? The popular response today is that students need more academic training, that the 
country needs more people with greater mathematical and scientific competence, that a more 
adequate academic preparation will save people from poverty, crime, and other evils of current 
society. Most of these claims are either false or, at best, only partly true. For example, we do not 
need more physicists and mathematicians; many people already highly trained in these fields are 
unable to find work. The vast majority of adults do not use algebra in their work, and forcing all 
students to study it is a simplistic response to the real issues of equity and mathematical literacy. 
Just as clearly, more education will not save people from poverty unless a sufficient number of 
unfortunate people either reject that education or are squeezed out of it. Poverty is a social 
problem. No person who does honest, useful work -- regardless of his or her educational 
attainments -- should live in poverty. A society that allows this to happen is not an educational 
failure; it is a moral failure.  

Our society does not need to make its children first in the world in mathematics and science. It 
needs to care for its children -- to reduce violence, to respect honest work of every kind, to 
reward excellence at every level, to ensure a place for every child and emerging adult in the 
economic and social world, to produce people who can care competently for their own families 
and contribute effectively to their communities. In direct opposition to the current emphasis on 
academic standards, a national curriculum, and national assessment, I have argued that our 
main educational aim should be to encourage the growth of competent, caring, loving, and 
lovable people.[1]  

At the present time, it is obvious that our main educational purpose is not the moral one of 
producing caring people but a relentless -- and, as it turns out, hapless -- drive for academic 
adequacy. I am certainly not going to argue for academic inadequacy, but I will try to persuade 
readers that a reordering of priorities is essential. All children must learn to care for other human 
beings, and all must find an ultimate concern in some center of care: care for self, for intimate 
others, for associates and acquaintances, for distant others, for animals, for plants and the 
physical environment, for objects and instruments, and for ideas. Within each of these centers, 
we can find many themes on which to build courses, topical seminars, projects, reading lists, and 
dialogue.  
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Today the curriculum is organized almost entirely around the last center, ideas, but it is so poorly 
put together that important ideas are often swamped by facts and skills. Even those students who 
might find a genuine center of care in some arena of ideas -- say mathematics or literature -- are 
sorely disappointed. In trying to teach everyone what we once taught only a few, we have wound 
up teaching everyone inadequately. Further, we have not bothered to ask whether the traditional 
education so highly treasured was ever the best education for anyone.  

I have argued that liberal education (defined as a set of traditional disciplines) is an outmoded 
and dangerous model of education for today's young. The popular slogan today is "All children 
can learn!" To insist, however, that all children should get the same dose of academic English, 
social studies, science, and mathemat-ics invites an important question unaddressed by the 
sloganeers: Why should children learn what we insist they "can" learn? Is this the material people 
really need to live intelligently, morally, and happily? Or are arguments for traditional liberal 
education badly mistaken? Worse, are they perhaps mere political maneuverings?  

My argument against liberal education is not a complaint against literature, history, physical 
science, mathematics, or any other subject. It is an argument, first, against an ideology of control 
that forces all students to study a particular, narrowly prescribed curriculum devoid of content 
they might truly care about. Second, it is an argument in favor of greater respect for a wonderful 
range of human capacities now largely ignored in schools. Third, it is an argument against the 
persistent undervaluing of skills, attitudes, and capacities traditionally associated with women. 
This last point is an argument that has been eloquently made by Jane Roland Martin, whose 
article appears elsewhere in this issue.  

What do we want for our children? Most of us hope that our children will find someone to love, 
find useful work they enjoy or at least do not hate, establish a family, and maintain bonds with 
friends and relatives. These hopes are part of our interest in shaping an acceptable child.2 What 
kind of mates, parents, friends, and neighbors will our children be?  

I would hope that all our children -- both girls and boys -- would be prepared to do the work of 
attentive love. This work must be done in every family situation, whether the family is 
conventionally or unconventionally constituted. Both men and women, if they choose to be 
parents, should participate in the joys and responsibilities of direct parenting, of acting as 
psychological parent. Too often, women have complained about bearing this responsibility almost 
entirely. When men volunteer to help with child care or help with housework, the very language 
suggests that the tasks are women's responsibilities. Men "help" in tasks they do not perceive as 
their own. That has to change.  

In education today, there is great concern about women's participation in mathematics and 
science. Some researchers even refer to something called the "problem of women and 
mathematics." Women's lack of success or low rate of participation in fields long dominated by 
men is seen as a problem to be treated by educational means. But researchers do not seem to 
see a problem in men's low rate of participation in nursing, elementary school teaching, or full-
time parenting. Our society values activities traditionally associated with men above those 
traditionally associated with women.[3]  

The new education I envision puts a very high valuation on the traditional occupations of women. 
Care for children, the aged, and the ill must be shared byall capable adults, not just women, and 
everyone should understand that these activities bring special rewards as well as burdens. Work 
with children can be especially rewarding and provides an opportunity to enjoy childhood 
vicariously. For example, I have often wondered why high school students are not more often 
invited to revisit the literature of childhood in their high school English classes. A careful study of 
fairy tales, augmented by essays on their psychology, might be more exciting and more generally 
useful than, for example, the study of Hamlet. When we consider the natural interest we have in 
ourselves -- past, present, and future -- it is clear that literature that allows us to look forward and 
backward is wonderful. Further, the study of fairy tales would provide opportunities for lessons in 
geography, history, art, and music.  



Our children should learn something about life cycles and stages. When I was in high school, my 
Latin class read Cicero's essay "On Old Age." With all his talk of wisdom -- of milk, honey, wine, 
and cheese; of meditating in the afternoon breeze -- I was convinced that old age had its own 
romance. Looking at the present condition of many elderly people, I see more than enough horror 
to balance whatever romance there may be. But studies of early childhood, adulthood, and old 
age (with or without Latin) seem central to education for real life. Further, active association with 
people of all ages should be encouraged. Again, one can see connections with standard subjects 
-- statistical studies in math; the history and sociology of welfare, medical care, and family life; 
geographical and cultural differences. We see, also, that the need for such studies has increased 
as a result of the social changes discussed earlier. Home life does not provide the experience in 
these areas that it once did.  

Relations with intimate others are the beginning and one of the significant ends of moral life. If we 
regard our relations with intimate others as central in moral life, then we must provide all our 
children with practice in caring. Children can work together formally and informally on a host of 
school projects, and, as they get older, they can help younger children, contribute to the care of 
buildings and grounds, and eventually -- under careful supervision -- do volunteer work in the 
community. Looking at Howard Gardner's multiple intelligences, we see that children can 
contribute useful service in a wide variety of ways; some have artistic talents, some interpersonal 
gifts, some athletic or kinesthetic abilities, some spiritual gifts.[4]  

A moral policy, a defensible mission, for education recognizes a multiplicity of human capacities 
and interests. Insteadof preparing everyone for college in the name of democracy and equality, 
schools should instill in students a respect for all forms of honest work done well.5 Preparation 
for the world of work, for parenting, and for civic responsibility is essential for all students. All of 
us must work, but few of us do the sort of work implied by preparation in algebra and geometry. 
Almost all of us enter into intimate relationships, but schools largely ignore the centrality of such 
interests in our lives. And although most of us become parents, evidence suggests that we are 
not very good at parenting -- and again the schools largely ignore this huge human task.  

When I suggest that a morally defensible mission for education necessarily focuses on matters of 
human caring, people sometimes agree but fear the loss of an intellectual mission for the 
schools. There are at least two powerful responses to this fear. First, anyone who supposes that 
the current drive for uniformity in standards, curriculum, and assessment represents an 
intellectual agenda needs to reflect on the matter. Indeed, many thoughtful educators insist that 
such moves are truly anti-intellectual, discouraging critical thinking, creativity, and novelty. 
Second, and more important from the perspective adopted here, a curriculum centered on 
themes of care can be as richly intellectual as we and our students want to make it. Those of us 
advocating genuine reform -- indeed, transformation -- will surely be accused of anti-
intellectualism, just as John Dewey was in the middle of this century. But the accusation is false, 
and we should have the courage to face it down.  

Examples of themes that are especially important to young people are love and friendship. Both 
can be studied in intellectual depth, but the crucial emphasis should be on the relevance of the 
subjects to self-understanding and growth. Friends are especially important to teenagers, and 
they need guidance in making and maintaining friendships.  

Aristotle wrote eloquently on friendship, and he assessed it as central in moral life. In the 
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle wrote that the main criterion of friendship is that a friend wishes a 
friend well for his or her own sake. When we befriend others, we want good things for them not 
because those things may enhance our welfare but because they are good for our friends. 
Aristotle organized friendships into various categories: those motivated by common business or 
political purposes, those maintained by common recreational interests, and those created by 
mutual admiration of the other's virtue. The last was, for Aristotle, the highest form of friendship 
and, of course, the one most likely to endure.  

How do friendships occur? What draws people together? Here students should have 
opportunities to see how far Aristotle's description will carry them. They should hear about 



Damon and Pythias, of course. But they should also examine some incongruous friendships: 
Huck and Jim in Mark Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry Finn; Miss Celie and Shug in Al-ice 
Walker's Color Purple; Lenny and George in John Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men; Jane and 
Maudie in Doris Lessing's Diaries of Jane Somers. What do each of these characters give to the 
friendship? Can friendship be part of a personal quest for fulfillment? When does a personal 
objective go too far and negate Aristotle's basic criterion?  

Another issue to be considered is, When should moral principles outweigh the demands of 
friendship? The question is often cast this way, even though many of us find the wording 
misleading. What the questioner wants us to consider is whether we should protect friends who 
have done something morally wrong. A few years ago, there was a terrifying local example of this 
problem when a teenage boy killed a girl and bragged about it to his friends. His friends, in what 
they interpreted as an act of loyalty, did not even report the murder.  

From the perspective of caring, there is no inherent conflict between moral requirements and 
friendship, because, as Aristotle teaches us, we have a primary obligation to promote our friends' 
moral growth. But lots of concrete conflicts can arise when we have to consider exactly what to 
do. Instead of juggling principles as we might when we say, "Friendship is more important than a 
little theft" or "Murder is more important than friendship," we begin by asking ourselves whether 
our friends have committed caring acts. If they have not, something has to be done. In the case 
of something as horrible as murder, the act must be reported. But true friends would also go 
beyond initial judgment and action to ask how they might follow through with appropriate help for 
the murderer. When we adopt caring as an ethical approach, our moral work has just begun 
where other approaches end. Caring requires staying-with, or what Ruddick has called "holding." 
We do not let our friends fall if we can help it, and if they do, we hold on and pull them back up.  

Gender differences in friendship patterns should also be discussed. It may be harder for males to 
reject relationships in which they are pushed to do socially unacceptable acts, because those 
acts are often used as tests of manhood. Females, by contrast, find it more difficult to separate 
themselves from abusive relationships. In both cases, young people have to learn not only to 
take appropriate responsibility for the moral growth of others but also to insist that others accept 
responsibility for their own behavior. It is often a fine line, and -- since there are no formulas to 
assist us -- we remain vulnerable in all our moral relations.  

A TRANSFORMATION of the sort envisioned here requires organizational and structural 
changes to support the changes in curriculum and instruction. It requires a move away from the 
ideology of control, from the mistaken notion that ironhanded accountability will ensure the 
outcomes we identi-fy as desirable. It won't just happen. We should have learned by now that 
both children and adults can accomplish wonderful things in an atmosphere of love and trust and 
that they will (if they are healthy) resist -- sometimes to their own detriment -- in environments of 
coercion.  

Because I would like to present for discussion my basic recommendations for both structural and 
curricular changes, I will risk setting them forth here in a skeletal form. Of course, I cannot 
describe and defend the recommendations adequately in so brief a space, but here is a 
summary.  

The traditional organization of schooling is intellectually and morally inadequate for contemporary 
society. We live in an age troubled by social problems that force us to reconsider what we do in 
schools. Too many of us think that we can improve education by merely designinga better 
curriculum, finding and implementing a better form of instruction, or instituting a better form of 
classroom management. These things won't work.  

We need to give up the notion of a single ideal of the educated person and replace it with a 
multiplicity of models designed to accommodate the multiple capacities and interests of students. 
We need to recognize multiple identities. For example, an 11th-grader may be a black, a woman, 
a teenager, a Smith, an American, a New Yorker, a Methodist, a person who loves math, and so 
on. As she exercises these identities, she may use different languages, adopt different postures, 



and relate differently to those around her. But whoever she is at a given moment, whatever she is 
engaged in, she needs -- as we all do -- to be cared for. Her need for care may require formal 
respect, informal interaction, expert advice, just a flicker of recognition, or sustained affection. To 
give the care she needs requires a set of capacities in each of us to which schools give too little 
attention.  

I have argued that education should be organized around themes of care rather than around the 
traditional disciplines. All students should be engaged in a general education that guides them in 
caring for self, intimate others, global others, plants, animals, the environment, objects and 
instruments, and ideas. Moral life so defined should be frankly embraced as the main goal of 
education. Such an aim does not work against intellectual development or academic 
achievement. Rather, it supplies a firm foundation for both.  

How can we begin? Here is what I think we must do:  

1. Be clear and unapologetic about our goal. The main aim of education should be to produce 
competent, caring, loving, and lovable people. 2. Take care of affiliative needs. We must keep 
students and teachers together (by mutual consent) for several years, and we must keep 
students together when possible. We should also strive to keep students in the same building for 
considerable periods of time and help students to think of the school as theirs. Finally, we must 
legitimize time spent in building relations of care and trust. 3. Relax the impulse to control. We 
need to give teachers and students more responsibility to exercise judgment. At the same time 
we must get rid of competitive grading and reduce the amount of testing that we do. Those well-
designed tests that remain should be used to assess whether people can competently handle the 
tasks they want to undertake. We also need to encourage teachers to explore material with 
students. We don't have to know everything to teach well.  

In short, we need to define expertise more broadly and instrumentally. For example, a biology 
teacher should be able to teach whatever mathematics is involved in biology, while a social 
studies teacher should be able to teach whatever mathematics is required in that subject. We 
must encourage self-evaluation and teach students how to do it competently, and we must also 
involve students in governing their own classrooms and schools. Making such changes means 
that we accept the challenge to care by teaching well the things that students want to learn.  

4. Get rid of program hierarchies. This will take time, but we must begin now to provide excellent 
programs for all our children. Programs for the noncollege-bound should be just as rich, 
desirable, and rigorous as those for the college-bound.  

We must abandon uniform requirements for college entrance. What a student wants to do or to 
study should guide what is required by way of preparation. Here we should not worry greatly 
about students who "change their minds." Right now we are afraid that, if students pre-pare for 
something particular, they may change their minds and all that preparation will be wasted. Thus 
we busily prepare them uniformly for nothing. We forget that, when people have a goal in mind, 
they learn well and that, even if they change their minds, they may have acquired the skills and 
habits of mind they will need for further learning. The one essential point is that we give all 
students what all students need -- genuine opportunities to explore the questions central to 
human life.  

• 5. Give at least part of every day to themes of care. We should discuss existential questions -- 
including spiritual matters -- freely. Moreover, we need to help students learn to treat each other 
ethically by giving them practice in caring. We must help students understand how groups and 
individuals create rivals and enemies and help them learn how to "be on both sides." We should 
encourage a way of caring for animals, plants, and the environment that is consistent with caring 
for humans, and we should also encourage caring for the human-made world. Students need to 
feel at home in technical, natural, and cultural worlds, and educators must cultivate wonder and 
appreciation for the human-made world.  

• 6. Teach students that caring in every domain implies competence. When we care, we accept the 
responsibility to work continuously on our competence so that the recipient of our care -- person, 
animal, object, or idea -- is enhanced. There is nothing mushy about caring. It is the strong, 



resilient backbone of human life.  
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