
Theunderlying Ideologieswhichsupporthighereducation havereceived
\ ' only limitedattentionin relationto our desiredgoalsof social and eco-
);. logicalsustalnabiJity. Thispaperexamines the currentIdeologies which

drivehighereducation, and proposesadifferent Ideological framework
t. whichcanbe usedto support a sustainable highereducation. Firstly, a
, criticismof thecurrentconvergence of utilitarian andneo-llberal ideolo-
giesis presented fromtheperspectiveof sustainability.Secondly, build-

i ingupontheeducational theoryof JohnDewey, analternativeperspec-
ti livetermed"environmental progressivism" isoutlinedasapossibleIdeo-r logical framework for a sustainable higher education.The paper con-,I eludeswithsomepreliminary remarks asto the praclicalimplicationsof
\;C, environmental progressivism.
:'f

Recently there have been efforts made to describe forms of
higher education which contribute to social and ecological
sustainability, Notably, UNESCO (1997) has released a report
entitled Educating for a Sustainable Future: A
Transdisciplinary Vision for Concerted.Action. Further, the
World Conference on Higher Education held in Paris in 1998
contained a thematic debate entitled Preparing for a
Sustainable Future: Higher Education and Sustainable
HumanDevelopment(UNESCO 1999). These documents and
events have developed our understanding of how higher
education can contribute to sustainability, However, there has
been a lack of attention paid to the underlying ideologies of
education, and the question of whether education can
contribute to sustainability within the current ideological
milieu remains relatively unexplored.
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Ideology, for the purposes of this paper, is simply defined as
the body of doctrine, myth and symbols which drives an
institution. Ideology is a powerful force in relation to
education, and especially in relation to an education which
attempts to realign our societies towards sustainability, This
paper contributes to our understanding ofa sustainable higher
education by developing a critique ofcurrent higher education
ideology in Australia and outlining a possible supporting
educational ideology.

modern education has certainly better equipped us to
dominate nature rather than dwell in harmony with it
and to understand things in fragments rather than think
broadly about systems and ecosystems.

Matthew Thomas
TheUniversityof Adelaide

E ducation has been emphasised in many international
forums as essential to the realisation of sustainability,
from the UnitedNations Conference on Environment

and Development to the mCN's vision for a sustainable future
(IUCN, UNEP and WWF 1991, United Nations 1993). Until
recently, there has been insufficient emphasis placed on the
higher education sector, where the introduction of
environmental education not been pervasive. Although there
are increasing numbers of environment-related subjects and
courses, the majority ofuniversity students graduate with no
experience ofhow their careers and modes of living may be
contributing to the environmental crisis. Indeed, our current
forms of environmental education are limited to a few
specialist areas, such as 'environmental law' or 'environmental
engineering', and generalist areas such as environmental
studies or environmental management programs. As David
Orr (1992, p. 4) argues, it is often the most highly educated
people who are responsible for environmental
mismanagement. He continues:
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Progressivism: A
Framework for a
Sustainable Higher
Education

Orr perceives a challenge for educators in developing
'mindsets and habits that enable people to live sustainably on
a planet with a biosphere'. He argues for a change in the
purpose ofhigher education, away from purely professional
development towards a broad social and environmental
purpose.

Postman and Weingartner (1971, p. 195) assert that the
broadest function of education, in any formulation, is to
increase the survival prospects ofa society. This first principle
of education is one that is largely ignored in our current
understandings of education, yet perhaps now, more than at
any other time in our history, we need to embrace this
fundamental purpose. Sustainahility necessitates the
integration ofenvironmental and social purpose into all forms
ofeducation, and most importantly professional education.

This paper is broken into two main sections. The first section
will present a critique of our current educational ideologies,
and examine the convergence between utilitarian and neo-
liberal ideologies. This section will illustrate how neo-
liberalism offers some impetus for ideological reform in
current higher education, but is ideologically inappropriate
as a foundation for a sustainable higher education. The second
section of this paper will examine how an alternative
ideological orientation might better support a sustainable
higher education. Based upon John Dewey's progressive
educational ideology an 'environmental progressivism' is
shown to be suited to the vision for a sustainable higher
education. The paper concludes with some preliminary
remarks on how the current policy platforms for higher
education might be changed if they are informed by
progressive values and assumptions.
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The current convergence of educational ideologies
During the last decades an important debate has occurred,
especially in the US, in relation to the current professional
focus of higher education. In response to the economic and
professional boom of the 1980s, commentators as diverse as
influential educationalists Allan Bloom and E.D. Hirsch, as
well as the then US Secretary ofEducationWilliam, J. Bennet,
called for a return to the virtues of a liberal educational
ideology. Bloom perceived the existing education system as
promoting singularly a highly specialised technical training
and quite explicitly denouncing liberal ideologies. Bloom
argued that this utilitarianism ofhigher educationwas resulting
in a failed democracy and impoverished souls of students
(Bloom 1987, pp. 338-339).

Criticisms ofthe narrow utilitarian focus ofhigher education
on the acquisition of 'useful' professional skills and knowledge
were by no means new, and had been put forward since the
first adoption ofthe utilitarian ideal in the nineteenth century.
Oxford University reformer Benjamin Jowett argued in the
mid-nineteenth century that students who had taken studies
with no connection to any profession, but merely served to
open and enrich the mind, would be found to be much better
in professional life than those who specialised at an early age
(cited in Sanderson 1975, p. 98). More recently Coombs
(1982), in a paper which has provided some impetus for the
theoretical development oflifelong learning, suggests that one
of the critical educational challenges for the next century is
the development of closer ties between learning and day-to-
day life: the integration ofeducation and culture, and linking
education to peace and the preservation of the earth's
ecosystems. Furthermore, as Sherrington (1983, p. 31) has
discussed, during the 1980s higher education was seen to
include a new moral aim, whereby the new professional was
expected to have not only the skills of their particular trade,
but also a wider understanding of the world, and the social
role of their profession.

'Recent higher education review andpolicy
documents explicitly urge a change in focus of
higher education away from a narrow
utilitarianism'

This debate over the current professional focus of higher
education can be seen as a strong impetus for ideological
reform. Recent higher education review and policy documents
explicitly urge a change in focus of higher education away
from a narrow utilitarianism. The recent report from the
Australian Review Committee on Higher Education Financing
and Policy (the so called West Review) attempts to clearly
define the current role of Australian higher education, and
provide some strategic vision for the next century. Entitled
Learning/or Life, the report builds upon a growing focus on
lifelong learning, and states that the conventional three-fold

purpose ofhigher education, to preserve, transmit and expand
on the domain of knowledge, must be replaced by a role
amenable to our current knowledge-based society. The report
proposes an outcome-orientated purpose for higher education,
which is to furnish each graduate with the following attributes:

the capacity for critical, conceptual and reflective
thinking in all aspects of intellectual and practical
activity;

technical competence and an understanding of the
broad conceptual and theoretical elements ofhis or
her fields of specialisation;

intellectual openness and cnriosity, and an appre-
ciation of the interconnectedness, and areas of un-
certainty in current human knowledge;

effective communication skills in all domains (read-
ing, writing, speaking, and listening);

research, discovery and information retrieval skills
and a general capacity to use information;

multifaceted problem solving skills and the capac-
ity for teamwork; and

high ethical standards in personal and professional
life, underpinned by a capacity for self-directed ac-
tivity (The Review Committee on Higher Education
Financing and Policy 1998, p. 47).

This refocusing of higher education presents a significant
move away from a utilitarian ideology which is characterised
by a closed discipline, or profession-based, education that-
seeks to impart or transmit the relevant technical skills and
knowledge. However, the West Review frames higher
education solely in terms of the individual graduate. By
concluding only that the higher education sector should' enable
its graduates to emerge with the skills and knowledge to that
will meet the economic, social and environmental challenges
of the twenty-first century' no actual social purpose is made
explicit.

The final report ofthe National Review Committee oflnquiry
into Higher Education in the UK, (the Dearing Report), makes
a slightly less individualistic convergence between liberal and
utilitarian ideology. It is stated that the purpose of higher
education is:

to inspire and enable individuals to develop their ca-
pabilities to the highest potential levels throughout life,
so that they grow intellectually, are well equipped for
work, can contribute effectively to society and achieve
personal fulfilment;

to increase knowledge and understanding for their own
sake and to foster their application to the benefit ofthe
economy and society;

to serve the needs ofan adaptable, sustainable, knowl-
edge-based economy at local, regional and national
levels; and
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to play a major role in shaping a democratic, civilised,
inclusive society (National Review Committee of In-
quiry into Higher Education 1997).

While some social purpose for higher education is made
explicit in the latter statement of purpose, both documents
shape educational reform around the individual. Achieving
personal and economic growth is paramount, and reform is
still restrained by an overt economic rationalism. These
characteristics form part ofwhat is termed conservative neo-
liberal ideology.

Also common to both reviews is the emphasis on lifelong
learning. Lifelong learning has been the focus of much
theoretical and policy exploration during the 1980s and 1990s.
Throughout the lifelong learning literature, parallels are drawn
with liberalism, and Knapper and Cropley (1991, p. 38)
describe liberal education as 'an early blueprint for lifelong
learning'. Candy et al. (1994, p. 43) in a major Australian
work on lifelong learning define a lifelong learner as exhibiting
the following qualities or characteristics to some degree:

An Inquiring Mind
a loveof learning;
a senseof curiosityand questionasking;
a criticalspirit;
comprehension-monitoring and self-
evaluation;

Helicopter Vision
a senseof the interconnectedness of fields;
an awarenessof how knowledge is created in
a least one field of study,and an
understanding of the methodological and
substantivelimitationsof that field;
breadthof vision;

Information Literacy
knowledge of major current resources
availablein at least one field of study;
ability to frame researchable questionsin at
least one field of study;
ability to locate,evaluate,manageand use
information in a range of contexts;
ability to retrieve information usinga variety
of media;
ability to decode information in a varietyof
forms: written,statistical,graphs,charts,
diagramsand tables;
critical evaluation of information;

A Sense ofPersonal Agency
a positive conceptof oneself as capable and
autonomous;
self-organisation skills (timemanagement,
goal settingetc);

A Repertoire ofLearning Skills
knowledge of one's own strengths,
weaknesses and preferredlearningstyle;
rangeof strategiesfor learning in whatever
contextone finds oneself;and
an understanding of the differences between
surfaceand deep level learning.

This definition ofthe constituent elements oflifelong learning
draws on cognitive learning theory and the various
explorations of the development of higher-order learning
outcomes and thinking skills of recent educational research.
While the skills identified by Candy et of. each stem from a
long history of educational research, and indeed most have
been discussed in relation to their potential in higher education,
together and alone they also fundamentally subscribe to a neo-
liberal ideology. As Bowers (1988, 1993) has suggested, the
tenets of modernism deeply embedded within the current
higher education reforms serve to reinforce an individualistic
consumer-driven lifestyle and a technocentric approach to
environmental problem-solving. Furthermore, as Jones (1989,
p. 82) suggests, neo-liberal education is seen to preserve a
rigid distinction between high-status academic knowledge,
and low-status practical knowledge and skills. The policy
rhetoric that surrounds the push for lifelong learning embodies
all that has been criticised in neo-liberal ideology. As one
recent document examining lifelong learning states:

the key to economic and social improvement lies in
having a population that is adaptable, flexible, well
educated and attuned to the need for lifelong learning
(National Board ofEmployment Education and Train-
ing 1996).

This explication of lifelong learning makes the individual
subordinate to a quasi-social purpose - the economy. AsApple
(1996, p. 38) states emphatically:

the politics of official knowledge ... cannot be under-
stood in an isolated way. All of this needs to be situ-
ated directly in larger ideological dynamics in which
we are seeing an attempt by a new hegemonic bloc to
transform our very ideas ofwhat education is for. This
transformation involves a major shift - one that Dewey
would shudder at - in which democracy becomes an
economic rather than a political concept, and where
the idea of the public good withers at its very roots.

The economic rationalism inherent in nee-liberal ideology
emerged as a new purpose ofeducation in the 1960s. At this
time the argument was put forward that education should be
regarded as an investment that yields significant economic
benefits through increasing the skills of the population, and
accelerating technological progress (Alomes 1983, p, 45). This
economic role for higher education has continued through to
the 1990s, and will continue beyond (Baldwin 1990, p. 38).
The equation of the economy with a new morality, inherent
in the current forms of ideological reform, further reinforces
the arguments against the virtue of a liberal ideology. It is
possible to conceive the emerging educational ideologies as
an extension, or remnant, of the underlying conservatism in
higher education. Further, their utility in promoting
environmental degradation is apparent, and are therefore
incompatible with sustainable modes of living.

While the current neo-liberal ideology is fundamentally flawed
in relation to a sustainable higher education, some of the
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original tenets of educational liberalism can inform the
ideology ofa sustainable higher education. In generaltenns,
liberalism embodies a shift in emphasis away from the
utilitarianism of purely professional education, and towards
a more social and humanistic focus. Educational liberalism is
concerned with the context in which education exists, rather
than merely learning which is abstracted from our social
existence. Further, there exists a strong emancipatory tradition
within liberal educational ideology, althoughmuch ofthis has
been lost in the current conservative neo-liberalism. In the
original formulations ofeducational liberalism, education was
seen as a means ofempowering students to take responsibility
for their own actions and realising their own desired futures.
Finally, the liberal education tradition emphasises the role of
education as a social force. More specifically, educational
liberalism holds that education plays an essential role in the
development of citizens skilled in responsible socio-
democratic action.

'Practically, socio-democratic action speaks of
re-investing responsibility in the community'

The notion ofsocio-democratic action can play a fundamental
role in the supporting ideology of a sustainable higher
education, and is used here with a specific set ofimplications.
Politically, socio-democratic action forms part of a social
democracy, butone which stresses anactive civil society and
egalitarian participation in social action. These ideas have
recently been explored in detail by Anthony Giddens (1998)
in his construction ofthe 'third way' programme for a renewed
social democracy. Practically, soda-democratic actionspeaks
of re-investing responsibility in the community. The
assumption here is that the most effective route towards
sustainability is through the actions of communities which
drive their ownexistence inademocratic manner. Thus, within
the socio-democraticconceptualisation ofsustainability, our
activities as individuals are governed by principles of social
and ecological responsibility.

While these basic tenets of educational liberalism are
important for a sustainable higher education, both the political
ramifications of liberalism and its current resurgence in neo-
liberal ideology seem more aligned with forces which have
shaped our current ecological crisis. For this reason, I suggest
that there may be some value in exploring an alternative
supporting ideology for a sustainable higher education. This
ideology can draw much from a progressive educational
ideology, which holds many of the basic tenets ofliberalism
while being less politicallyproblematic for a sustainable higher
education.

As a generic political theory, progressivism ismore compatible
with the desired outcome of social and ecological
sustainability. The fundamental project of progressivism is
that ofsocial and cultural improvement (Bullock& Stallybrass

1977, p. 500). While the term may imply a beliefin 'progress'
this need not equate to the technocentric and economic views
of progress which grip our current cultural milieu. In short,
progressivism maintains that there is a need to reform our
social structures and our everyday way of life, towards a
constant goal of improvement of the human condition.
Educational progressivism takes education to be an essential
element in the realisation of progressivism's broad agenda.
As with educational liberalism, educational progressivism
rejects a narrow utilitarian focus of education, and promotes
the role ofeducation as a social force.

Environmental Progressivism: An Ideological
Framework for a SustainableHigher Education

Discussion of any reform towards a more democratic and
socially transformative focus for education can draw much
from John Dewey's writings on education. Dewey's
progressivism includes many values and assumptions which
can be used to develop the framework ofa sustainable higher
education. This sectionwill introduce some pertinent aspects
of Dewey's educational thought which can inform an
alternative to current neo-liberal ideology.

On a very basic level, Dewey advocates a form ofeducation
that integrates a professional and social purpose, and seeks to
make education more active as a social force. The term
'democratic progressivism' is often used to describe Dewey's
educational ideology as it is fundamentally concerned with
education as a site for democratic social reform. Dewey
envisions aneducation system that develops in the individual
social and political literacy and competence, and one which
contributes to the realisation of a truly democratic society.
For Dewey, the greatest enemy to democratic practice is the
separation ofhumanistic education fortheelite,and vocational
training for the masses. He states quite explicitly that
democratic societies mustmove forward towardsa course of
study that is useful and humanistic at the same time (Dewey,
cited in Biosvert 1998, p. 109).

For Dewey, this mix ofprogressive and utilitarian educational
practice involves a perception of education which centres
around the •the process of forming fundamental
dispositions ... toward nature and fellow men' (as cited in
Fankena 1965, p. 141). The purpose of education is the
formation ofa citizenry who has both appropriate vocational
skills, and a strong democratic, social and moral
understanding. The primary role ofeducation for Dewey is to
develop people in which benevolent impulse founded on a
detailed ethical substrate meets with intelligent reflection to
produce conduct that is good (Dewey 1960, p. 163).
Furthermore, Dewey draws from the pragmatic tradition the
re-framing ofthe individual, such that individual interests are
curtailed in favour ofthe common (Dennis & Knapp 1997, p.
6). Within this framework, our societies are shaped by socio-
democratic action, whichis defmed asgroups, orcommunities,
working in a democratic fashion to envisage and realise their
desired futures.
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Of further relevance to a form ofprogressive education that
can contribute to sustainability, Dewey states inMy Pedagogic
Creed that 'education is the fundamental method of social
progress and reform' (Dewey 1959, p. 30). He conceives a
universal education that provides a moral framework, and
instils the knowledge and skills necessary for effective
participation in society. Furthermore, education is seen as
essential to creating empowered citizens whose functions and
actions as elements ofa society are governed by the cognitive,
affective and behavioural aspects oftheir education, towards
both a moral and social end. It is evident that Dewey realises
the far-reaching impacts of education, and holds that its
formative influence can be utilised to shape broad social
change.

These basic premises upon which Dewey's work is founded
are essential to the formulation of a sustainable higher
education. They contrast sharply with the individualism and
economic rationalism inherent in current higher education
ideology. Progressivism suggests higher education primarily
serves a fundamental social purpose, and thus has an obligation
to develop purposefully moral citizens.

In a recent review ofJohn Dewey's collected works a number
of other elements of his form of progressivism were
highlighted as important to enviromnental education. Central
to Dewey's thought is the interconnected nature of science,
education and society. To this end Dewey suggests that science
must acknowledge its social implications and responsibilities.
Similarly, Dewey criticises the manner in which modern
education tends towards the study of objects in isolation of
their social and ecological contexts common (Dennis & Knapp
1997, pp. 6-7). Dewey's framework for education involves
study which is relevant and applicable to the society, not in
terms of subject matter, but in terms of providing the
knowledge, attitudes and skills for effective social
participation.

Dewey encapsulates these ideas in the notion of'occupation'.
In Dewey's vision for the democratic society, education and
vocation form an on-going symbiosis, resulting in a life of
meaningful activity (Quicke 1996, p. 49). An occupation
involves both professional and social practice, and is a constant
learning process. This idea is similar to that of lifelong
learning. However, within the context of Dewey's thought,
the emphasis lies with social rather than personal and
economic benefit. Dewey's ideas here are very similar to those
found in Marx's criticisms of the alienation of people from
the products of their labour, and Dewey's thought has been
shown to share much with Marx's ideologies (Brooks 1994).

Although Dewey's vision for a socio-democratic education
cannot be given extended analysis in this paper, the elements
drawn out above provide a productive framework a sustainable
higher education. Dewey's vision of a progressive education
involves learning which aims to produce a benevolent and
empowered citizenry, orientated towards to common social
good. Further, education must be situated in, rather than
abstracted from, its broader social and ecological contexts.

In short, using Dewey's contribution to educational thought
and practice, it is possible to formulate a new enviromnental
progressivism which has the potential to achieve a sustainable
form ofeducation, and an education that contributes towards
sustainability. Environmental progressivism seeks to re-
establish a broad social purpose for higher education across
all disciplines. This social purpose necessarily includes an
ecological orientation, and equates ecological integrity with
social exigency. As with other forms ofprogressive education,
a focus on citizenship skills is an integral element, and seeks
to integrate utilitarian elements within a social and ecological
context. To this end, higher education is subtly re-
conceptualised to include both professional and social
development, with an explicit ecological foundation. Thus
higher education serves to develop a democracy founded upon
an empowered citizenry who are able to enact social change
towards sustainability,

'Environmental progressivism seeks to re-
establish a broad socialpurpose for higher
education across all disciplines'

There has already been some activity, both theoretical and
practical, towards the realisation of these forms of ideology
within enviromnental education (e.g. Schwartz 1987, Aper
1993).As early as the mid I970s, enviromnental authors such
as Roderick Nash (1976) called for a move towards a broad
and fundamental environmental focus for a humanistic general
education. During the 1990s there has been some moves
towards the use ofa progressive ideology to develop a cross-
curriculum environmental education, with an example being
David Orr's (1990) suggestion ofa humanistic rationale for
incorporating environmental concerns into the curricula of
higher education. However, this driving force for a progressive
focus for environmental education still comes from the
environmental and environmental education movement.
Indeed, as D'Urso (1990, p. 92) argues, the environmental
crisis is curiously neglected by socio-cultural theorists of
education.

Conclusion: Towards the realisation of
environmental progressivism
This paper has examined the underlying ideologies which
shape our institutionalised forms ofeducation. In response to
the inadequacies ofcurrent neo-liberal ideological reforms, it
has been shown that progressivism can inform the ideological
framework ofa sustainable higher education. Enviromnental
progressivism sees higher education as serving an explicit
social purpose, and seeks to empower graduates as socio-
democratic transformers of their societies. Environmental
progressivism rejects the modernist principles of economic
rationalism, instrumental rationalism and extreme individual
autonomy inherent in neo-liberal ideology. It focuses on the
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contexts and purpose of education and seeks to facilitate a
form oflearning where students can work together to actively
transform their societies.

It is essential that we examine closely OUT current ideology,
and seek to unmask the dangerous assumptions which drive
higher education policy and practice. This paper has offered
environmental progressivism as one possible alternative
perspective which might better support a sustainable higher
education. However, it would be naive to suggest that
environmental progressivism is an ideology that can simply
be 'put into practice'. An ideology is an emergent feature of
practice and itselfmust be socio-democratically constructed.
Therefore, environmental progressivism should be seen as a
framework which can assist in heightening ideological
awareness and guide the reform of higher education policy
and practice.

The implications of environmental progressivism on current
policy and practice are manifold. On a very basic level, the
adoption ofprogressive values would mean a greater emphasis
being placed on personal and social development in contrast
to the current focus of economic development. In a more
practical sense, it would necessitate a shift away from the
knowledge-based curriculum, towards forms of education
which deal adequately with attitudes, values, ethics, and
beliefs. Similarly, progressive education would necessitate
active, socially critical and participatory forms of teaching
and learning.

It is important to note that each of these implications of
progressivism offer nothing which is really new to
environmental education. Indeed, thepractical manifestations
ofprogressive ideology are perennial elements ofmore radical
threads of the higher education reform agenda. However, I
would argue that the slow progress being made in relation to
the realisation ofa sustainable higher education is due largely
to the stifling effects of our current ideological milieu.
Ideology is an extremely powerful force yet it is often taken
for granted. Unless we attack the fundamental values and
assumptions which drive current higher education, sustainable
reform will continue to be difficult to achieve. I hope the ideas
presented in this paper may stimulate some further critical
analysis of the underlying ideologies of our current higher
education systems and encourage further development of
alternative ideologies which can support the realisation of a
sustainable higher education. dil
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