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ABSTRACT: Higher education is facing a difficult future 
with many challenges. Some believe it is becoming lower 
education by focusing on professional training rather than 
on understanding the development of human cultures 
that highlight the centrality of student learning and foster 
autonomy and social responsibilities. John Ryder believes 
that the foundational principles of education offer a base 
for responding to our contemporary challenges. His views 
are enhanced by his background as a scholar, a naturalist, 
and his experience in international education and admin-
istration. He analyzes education as a confluence of aca-
demic, social and economic values. Developing an 
historical perspective through his accounts of Plato, Rous-
seau, Dewey, and Freire, he tackles the problems facing 
higher education in the U.S. as well as internationally. He 
provides hope that understanding the central roles of 
education in our societies will bring about not only better 
universities but also better individuals and citizens. 
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Higher education is at a pivotal point that will shape its 

future in the United States and many other countries. 

The challenges are serious and many. No simple account 

can provide the crucial aspects that will determine the 

ensuing vitality and character of universities or perhaps 

lead to their decline or demise. Some believe higher 

education is becoming lower education, substituting 

tests for learning, details for understanding, job prepara-

tion for education, and building a technological society 

that increasingly focuses on vocational training without 

an understanding of the historical and cultural develop-

ment of human knowledge and development. Who is to 

blame if even a portion of this is true? Fingers point in 

many directions including the leadership of higher edu-

cation, faculty governance, societal pressure, govern-

mental funding, cultural changes and even scientific 

discoveries that impact and disclose the way we learn, 

plan, and cope with problems. 

Of course, problems in higher education are not 

new. Often these difficulties seem to rest on the shoul-

ders of administrators, especially presidents, who must 

weave their way through the conflicting currents of 

interests that are a part of each day of their work. Per-

haps one example will provide a simple but punctuated 

account of difficulties with and for administrators. The 

well-known philosopher and best-selling writer, George 

Santayana, retired early from Harvard University in 1912 

at the age of forty-eight citing as the cause the universi-

ty’s push for professional development and leadership 

while limiting intellectual inquiry. Few of his colleagues 

understood his reservetions about continuing to work at 

Harvard University which, even then, was considered 

one of America’s top ranked institutions. In fact, various 

false stories were circulated about his leaving that ap-

pear to be efforts to downgrade his stature and his 

integrity. However, he captures some of his concerns in 

his book, Character and Opinion in the United States: 

With Reminiscences of William James and Josiah Royce 

and Academic Life in America (1920). The conflicting 

perspective of presidents and faculty are highlighted in a 

somewhat humorous and accidental meeting in the 

Harvard Yard between George Santayana and President 

Eliot in the latter part of the 19th century. Eliot asked 

Santayana how his classes were going. When Santayana 

began to detail how his students were progressing in 

their understanding of Plato and Aristotle, Eliot inter-

rupted, “No, no, Santayana, what I mean by my enquiry 

is, how many students have enrolled for your lectures?” 

(Santayana 1920, 186). Too often the administrative 

approach to higher education focuses on numbers and 

return on investment, rather than on student learning 

and individual development. 

Even though academic issues and struggles are not 

new, the present circumstances seem increasingly diffi-

cult. Santayana never had to wrestle with the possibility 

that his department would disappear, or that significant-

ly more part-time faculty as well as those on annual 

contracts would outnumber tenure-track faculty, nor 

face the economic challenges caused by the coronavirus 

pandemic and its ongoing consequences. In the U.S. 
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cultural changes are leading to significant shifts in those 

attending universities, resulting in financial and social 

differences between those with higher education de-

grees and those without. Often overlooked is the change 

in the number of women now achieving college degrees 

and its positive impact on their roles in American socie-

ty. In 1970, roughly 60% of higher education students 

were male and 40% were female. By 2020, that number 

is reversed with roughly 60% of university students being 

female and 40% male. This change has several effects. 

Having a university degree is a significant factor leading 

to higher economic standing and greater self-determi-

nation throughout one’s life. As a result, in the U.S. more 

women are now in leadership positions in corporations, 

businesses, government, education, and more. Not only 

is this finally opening doors to women and their careers, 

but it is also delaying the timing and occurrences of 

marriages and families accompanied by related issues of 

day care, primary education, the roles of mothers and 

fathers, and more.  

The positive societal impact of higher education is 

clear in many ways, but there are also negative impacts 

leading to political, economic and social divisions. For 

example, among developed nations the U.S. is known for 

its significant inequality and the percentage of those who 

live a marginalized life. Higher education degrees, their 

costs, and the selectivity of universities play an obvious 

role in this inequality. And now there appear to be major 

shifts among national and state leaders regarding support 

for higher education, leading to declines in funding for 

universities as well as for scientific and social research. 

These are new and challenging times that few anticipated. 

Since no easy account will suffice in describing high-

er education’s current plight nor provide a simple and 

straightforward strategy for the future health of higher 

education, where does that leave us? Perhaps we are in 

a hopeless situation, leaving each university to face the 

future on its own, working with individual administra-

tors, faculty, staff, students, governmental leaders, and 

wading through funding limitations and the rising tide of 

difficulties. If so, then we are in very serious trouble and 

the prospects of higher education may not be promising.  

Nevertheless, John Ryder does not think our future is 

determined only by these increasing limitations. Instead, 

he finds a commonality of characteristics and values in 

higher education that may be the basis for maintaining 

and fostering the vitality of higher education in the U.S. 

and elsewhere. His background places him in a unique 

position to provide a description of the foundational 

values of higher education as well as suggest some gen-

eral principles to guide our steps in the face of the chal-

lenges. Will we ever not be wading through difficulties? 

No, but perhaps we may reach a better place where the 

character and future of higher education are better 

understood, and the risks are less because of the com-

monality of values and the importance of universities in 

human development.  

Ryder is imminently qualified to pursue an under-

standing of higher education. His background provides a 

basis for a clear and impactful account of higher edu-

cation and its challenges. Most leaders in American 

higher education have a career that includes scholarship, 

research, and progressive administrative responsibilities. 

Ryder has these plus an unusual background in inter-

national administrative leadership. The global feature of 

his background is rare in American higher education and 

provides a distinct perspective guiding us through the 

understandings and misunderstandings of the role of 

higher education.  

Here is a brief account of his career. He began his 

American career as a lecturer after completing his Ph.D. 

in 1982. Then he became a professor (1985–2002), chair 

of a philosophy department (1991–1996), dean of a 

school of arts and sciences (1996–2002), and the direc-

tor of the joint SUNY–Moscow State University Center 

on Russia and the United States (2002–2010). In 2002 he 

became the director of the SUNY Office of International 

Programs. In 2010 he was appointed the Rector of 

Khazar University for a two-year term. Following that he 

was chosen as the Provost and Deputy Vice Chancellor of 

Academic Affairs at the American University of Ras Al 

Khaimah (United Arab Emirates) in 2012. Then in 2016 
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he became the head of the American University of Malta 

and retired in 2019.  

Professional and personal experience is valuable in 

assessing the future of higher education, and Ryder has 

firsthand experience. He knows what it is like to address 

faculty concerns, budgeting issues, and relationships 

with staff, students, governing boards, governmental 

officials, as well as cultural shifts in views of higher edu-

cation, and economic downturns that require cutbacks 

as well as foresight and planning. Those outside of high-

er education often think of university life as an ivory 

tower in which one rarely enters the real world. This 

view is reminiscent of the German fairy tale of Rapunzel 

who lives in a tower until her long hair enables a prince 

to rescue her. It is true that some male and female facul-

ty are known for their long hair, and many people out-

side the academic world do not think academic hair (or 

interests) are long enough to reach the ground of every-

day concerns facing people without a higher education 

degree. But, in fact, it is quite the opposite in our con-

temporary world. Universities are integral parts of socie-

ties and play important and often leading roles in their 

communities and beyond, and they face many of the 

same challenges found in other parts of our communi-

ties. Describing these relational roles and the difficulties 

academics face is not always simple or easy. University 

personnel often discuss how difficult it is to describe the 

struggles of faculty, staff and administrators in ways that 

are believable to those who think of the academic life as 

an idyllic island removed from every day and long-term 

concerns that shape the world of business, government, 

and health care, as well as the world of employees in 

factories, merchandise stores, and more. But now the 

commonality of concerns is clearer as universities like 

many other institutions are faced with critical decisions 

shaped by the culture, economic factors, governmental 

goals and political outlooks. All this provides a common-

ality of concerns with other institutions while making the 

role of a scholar/administrator in higher education more 

complex in maintaining the value of student learning in 

the face common difficulties within the major elements 

of our society. In this article, I address several of these 

issues, and explicate Ryder’s response to them and, in 

some cases, project how his approach may or may not 

be able to respond to current and critical challenges.  

In his book, The Things in Heaven and Earth: An Essay 

in Pragmatic Naturalism, there is a section on “The Uni-

versity” in which Ryder discusses the challenges of higher 

education as grounded in a confluence of values, specifi-

cally of academic, social and economic values (Ryder 

2013, 229–239). All social institutions are relational and 

involve values that may be harmonious or conflicting. For 

higher education, academic values are the distinctive 

feature. If harmonious and balanced, all these values may 

lead to the healthy development of education and stu-

dent learning, but this trinitarian conjunction of values 

may also turn on each other. In such conflicts, one value 

may claim a priority that minimizes the others or re-

moves other values from vital considerations. Such an 

imbalance may be the outcome of many factors, include-

ing poor planning or leadership, a serious economic 

downturn, or even the result of new evidence regarding 

human development and understanding. The causes of 

such imbalances are numerous and rarely is there a single 

cause or remedy for these difficulties. For example, 

struggles and conflicts arise when social or political pow-

er supersedes the integrity of an academic or research 

discipline by prescribing what can and cannot be taught 

or supports a limited area of scholarly research. Or when 

economic concerns take priority because the fiscal stabil-

ity of the university is at stake, resulting in elimination of 

programs, faculty and staff, and even eventually the 

demise of the university or a dramatic change in the 

character of the university. Likewise academic values may 

take precedent over economic and social structures in an 

unhealthy way, leading to limitless expansion of pro-

grams or faculty interests without regard for the costs or 

social implications. 

There is complexity in both a healthy, harmonious 

approach and one of conflicting values. The complexity 

depends on the specific relational aspects of the univer-

sity. For example, is the university public or private, what 
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are its financial bases, its governance system and the 

role of faculty and staff and students, the foresight of 

administrative leadership, and the priorities established 

by state and national agencies and persons. The specific 

situation of the university makes all these relational 

characteristics essential to decisions in higher education, 

and it is this situational circumstance that makes it diffi-

cult to develop principles and strategies that can be 

applied to all institutions of higher education. Without 

even general principles and strategies, higher education 

may be rudderless, turning in one direction then another 

without clear goals and strategies for achieving them. 

Ryder suggests a pathway through this. 

Higher education is constituted by a unique set of 

values that may provide the basis for a general strategic 

approach to the challenges facing higher education 

(Ryder 2013, 232). However, academic, social and eco-

nomic values are broad terms and may be interpreted to 

cover wide areas of influences in higher education. If 

these values set universities apart from other social 

institutions such as hospitals, banks, art museums, and 

more, how do they do so? In my reading of Ryder, aca-

demic values make higher education unique since most 

if not all other institutions have social and economic 

values. Even so, academic values may be found in all of 

education, K-12, commercial training programs, and 

business internships and mentoring. What makes higher 

education’s academic values unique? Ryder suggests 

that it is the relation to the student that is part of the 

difference. The student does not receive a product or a 

service; rather the student “receives an opportunity and 

assumes certain responsebilities” (Ryder 2013, 234). 

Higher education’s responsebilities for a liberal arts 

education are signifycantly different from consumer-

oriented education and have a higher standard than K-

12. Advanced courses in geology (as Ryder notes) and in 

many academic fields may have few students in them 

and economically are not profitable, but these advanced 

courses are essential to student learning. Likewise, a 

faculty member in any field who spends an hour or more 

with one student who has special interests or needs may 

not be maximizing the economic use of the professor’s 

time, but since the focus is on the student and academic 

values, the economic ones take a backseat to student 

needs. 

An understanding of the relational values of higher 

education may be the basis for developing specific ap-

proaches to a university’s challenges if one is also famil-

iar with the setting, obligations and expectations of the 

university. For example, one may be in a university that 

is focused principally on the natural sciences and engi-

neering with the social sciences and the liberal arts as 

important supporting parts of the curriculum. When 

economic difficulties arise, one knows that the priorities 

will be placed on maintaining the integrity of the natural 

sciences and engineering while supporting as best one 

can the other programs integral to the mission of the 

university. But can one develop a larger, more compre-

hensive set of strategies that may be relevant to all 

higher education? If we cannot develop a comprehend-

sive strategy for higher education to follow, what path-

ways are open that may provide guidance and 

understanding for fostering a better system of higher 

education in our location, city, state, nation or even 

internationally? 

Ryder provides hope in his forthcoming book, Philos-

ophy of Education: Thinking and Learning through Histo-

ry and Practice.1 This volume is focused on the 

philosophy of education and intended for upper division 

undergraduate and graduate level courses. Studies in 

philosophy of education are normative, suggesting ways 

of proceeding that benefit students and faculty. Often, 

they begin with a set of definitions and principles, and 

their conclusions are directly related to the initial prem-

ises of their work. Ryder takes a strikingly different ap-

proach, more like a reporter asking questions of who, 

what, when, where, why and how. This approach is 

refreshing in that it provides the clear opportunities for 

discussion and disagreements without presupposing the 

                                                 
1 John Ryder sent me a copy of his manuscript that will be 
published as Philosophy of Education: Thinking and Learning 
through History and Practice by Rowman & Littlefield. All page 
references are to the manuscript pages. 
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outcome. Even so, it is also different from a normal 

reporter’s effort to report on events. 

I have said, though, that we will ask these ques-
tions of education, but with a twist, and the twist 
is this. When the journalist asks who, what, 
when, where, why, and how, she is doing so de-
scriptively; she wishes to describe an event so 
that we understand well what has happened. In 
our case, however, we will ask these questions 
not descriptively but prescriptively. This means 
that our interest here is not to understand what 
education is like so that we can answer the sev-
eral journalistic questions. Our interest rather is 
asking what education ought to be like, or how 
we should think about it, and we are pursuing 
that normative goal by wondering the following: 
who should educate, and whom should be edu-
cated; what should be taught; why should peo-
ple be educated and why should they be taught 
what they are; when should or can education 
take place; where should or can education take 
place; and how should people be educated (Ry-
der 2022, 5). 
 

He suggests that we should begin with an understanding 

of the historical development of higher education, first 

asking who did what, when, where, why and how. After 

that, perhaps discern general principles and approaches 

that may serve as guidelines for all higher education. 

This is no small task, but it is a promising approach even 

if the principles and approaches are more general in 

nature without indicating specific actions for a universi-

ty, state, or nation. 

His first four chapters are on Plato, Rousseau, Dewey 

and Freire. Later in the volume he notes the importance 

of studying history before one proceeds to the underly-

ing principles of higher education. He quotes Cicero: “To 

be ignorant of what happened before you were born, is 

to remain a child forever”2 (Ryder 2022, 258). And he 

carefully notes that to think through the issues we need 

a language and a point of departure. In exploring these 

historical figures, he has the springboard for his later 

explorations and analysis of the philosophical principles 

of higher education. He provides a careful explication of 

each historical view, including their strengths and weak-

nesses. He acknowledges that all are from Western 

                                                 
2 “nescire quid antequam natus sis acciderit, id est semper esse 
puerum” (Cicero 1914, 120). 

cultures, perhaps limiting the impact of his account. 

Someone studying China may well undertake a careful 

account of Confucius’ thought and its impact on con-

temporary higher education as well as that of contempo-

rary thinkers. The rise in China internationally also has a 

dramatic effect on its institutions of higher education 

and research. And one may begin to wonder whether 

the Chinese centralized governmental structure will 

eventually outpace more democratic forms and place 

higher education in a more central position than the U.S. 

and other developed nations. But China is not Ryder’s 

specialty, and he hopes others will undertake that task. 

He also notes there are likely to be both agreement and 

disagreement regarding his approach and that is wel-

comed. Without going into the details of his analysis, I 

will note that his springboard is Plato’s Republic, and one 

soon discovers that his principal outlook and focus is 

based on John Dewey’s Democracy and Education. 

He begins his book by noting that Plato in Book IV of 

the Republic referred to education as “the one great 

thing” (Ryder 2022, 18). Today Plato’s account of educa-

tion would be called tracking. Because of Plato’s theory 

of knowledge and his view of the significant social differ-

ences between workers, guardians, and rulers, each was 

to receive an education appropriate to their nature and 

place in society. Rulers had the highest education and 

were able to discern the forms of the good that are 

requisite for governing a society and fostering the edu-

cation appropriate for each segment of society. 

Plato was, in other words, a strong proponent of 
what we would call tracking in education. Because 
of their social roles, the children of craftspeople, 
farmers, and merchants require only the training 
necessary for them to fulfill their functions. They 
need nothing else, and in any case because of 
their natures, which he described in the myth of 
the metals as bronze rather than silver or gold, 
they would not be able to comprehend or make 
use of any other sort of education. The guardians 
and rulers, as we know, have different natures 
and are educated differently. It is important also 
to keep in mind why Plato had the view he had 
about gender and education, in part because it 
seems somewhat progressive to us. He knew of 
course that there are many differences between 
boys and girls, and between men and women, but 
he was convinced that they were irrelevant to 
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whether and how children should be educated, 
and the goals of the education they receive. 
Throughout the society, from workers to guardi-
ans to rulers, and from childhood through adult-
hood, boys and girls, and women and men, had 
the same roles to fill and therefore required the 
same education (Ryder 2022, 44). 
 

Once adulthood arrives, there is a significant difference 

in education for the differing classes. Workers are taught 

only what their crafts require of them. Guardians have 

more complex requirements focused on their social 

roles, military functions and the need to be sensitive, 

harmonious and moderate. For workers and guardians, 

their education is limited and censorship regarding what 

is presented is integral to Plato’s view of the one great 

thing. Rulers, above all, need the highest of education 

because of their societal responsibilities to govern and to 

maintain the good of society. Today, we may find this 

ranking and censorship out of date and unappealing, but 

Ryder notes we need think about this. 

In some ways, many of Plato’s ideas have little 
resonance for us, which may not be surprising giv-
en his distance in time and culture. But having said 
that, it is worth noticing that we may not be able 
to dismiss his thinking as irrelevant to us. On the 
one hand, those of us in modern liberal societies 
are not likely to give much credence to his argu-
ments for censorship, although censorship plays a 
much larger role in our thinking than we may real-
ize. We do in fact make judgments about what our 
children are exposed to, and often for reasons 
similar to Plato’s. There are also societies around 
the world today in which a broad censorship, for 
various reasons, remains a feature. Along similar 
lines, Plato’s idea that individuals are suited to 
very different tasks by their natures, and therefore 
should be steered in their education and social 
expectations accordingly, is quite different from 
our more commonly held view that individuals 
should be presented with options so that they 
might then choose lives for themselves. Neverthe-
less, we continue to track students in schools, and 
we continue to tolerate, even exacerbate, the dif-
ferences in opportunities that are offered to our 
children as a consequence of the economic cir-
cumstances into which they were born. In some 
ways we are willing to accept Plato’s class distinc-
tions and the educational tracking they imply 
more readily than we may wish to acknowledge 
(Ryder 2022, 48–49). 

 

In opposition to Plato’s class-oriented education, Rous-

seau focuses on a child-centered education that pro-

gresses in harmony with the development of the child’s 

inquiries and discovery of autonomy. His approach is 

captured in his book, Emile. Principally, Rousseau avoids 

the domination and subordination of societal influence 

and focuses on the child being as free as possible and 

with each developmental stage of the child the advisor 

focuses on the child’s questions and responds to the 

child’s development. Rather than a classroom with a 

teacher determining what is taught, an advisor permits 

the child to learn at her own rate and from her own 

experiences. The advisor eventually becomes the trusted 

consultant of the adult child. Without going into the 

details of Ryder’s careful account of Rousseau, it is im-

portant to see that Rousseau has a strikingly different 

approach to education than Plato’s tracking system. 

Rousseau sees education as a result of perpetual inquiry 

of the child who is clearly the originator of what is to be 

learned rather than the recipient of what a teacher 

thinks should be taught. Of course, there are many 

issues regarding this child-centered approach and not 

the least of which is how this education leads individuals 

to be responsible citizens as well as autonomous adults. 

Freire also provides a dramatically different ap-

proach to education. He worked principally with illiterate 

adults in South America who were economically poor. As 

a result, his approach was to liberate from oppression. 

Using their own experiences and language his learners 

would surmount both external and internal oppression 

by creating culture circles. In those circles an interactive 

education took place involving posing problems, engag-

ing in critical dialogue, suggesting solutions and plans of 

action. His approach is often called liberation pedagogy. 

Even the Brazilian government has recognized the im-

portance of Freire’s approaches for combating illiteracy 

in their country and has supported their use. Like Rous-

seau, Freire’s approach focuses on the learner whose 

own discoveries through dialogue and inquiry advance 

their autonomy and prospects for living better lives. And 

once again, many questions arise regarding how a peda-

gogical approach focusing on individual and group liber-

ation leads to responsible citizenship. 
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Ryder’s philosophical indebtedness is apparent in his 

explication of Dewey’s approach to higher education. 

Indeed, Dewey holds that all philosophical inquiries are 

anchored in the philosophy of education. In American 

thought, Dewey has a prominent role in all discussions of 

education and particularly higher education. Throughout 

his life, Dewey devoted himself to promoting student 

learning and equal access to educational opportunities. 

Like Rousseau and Freire, Dewey is focused on the student 

and on the levels of maturity and the developing interests 

of the student. But unlike Rousseau and Freire, focusing 

on student development and initiative is not enough for 

Dewey. The importance of the social setting and cultural 

impact on student learning is highly important. Hence, in 

his major work, Democracy and Education, Dewey empha-

sizes the importance of education for a democratic socie-

ty. A democratic society is not merely the governmental 

form of democracies, but it is the cultural setting that 

provides equality for all, an openness to educational 

opportunities not limited by background or economic 

status and fosters both the autonomy of the individual 

and social responsibilities. A democratic society is founded 

on the common interests of its citizens and its interactions 

with other societies. This interaction leads not only to the 

importance of understanding one’s own culture but also 

that of other societies. Indeed, at its best a democratic 

society has global interests and communications making 

education central to the development of individuals as 

responsible citizens in an international community. 

Without going into details, Dewey’s approach is 

founded on his naturalism and his notion that human life 

is best understood as experience, and the constant 

reconstruction of experience is the general character of 

education. Rather than education being about infor-

mation conveyed by a teacher to a receptive student, it 

is “about the guiding of experience toward intelligent 

self-control and the ongoing growth of experience in its 

richness and efficacy” (Ryder 2022, 112). Overcoming 

class distinctions is the first step in this process. And 

unfortunately, it is rarely, if ever, fully achieved. Another 

important step and difficult to achieve is the relational 

aspect of knowledge. Since experience is not exclusive 

but integrated in a person’s life and culture, education is 

not isolated to specific subject matter since all knowl-

edge is relational. Hence, even though much of higher 

education is focused on disciplines in the natural and 

social sciences, liberal arts, and professional studies, the 

task of education is not simply to master one discipline 

but to explore the interrelationships between the disci-

plines. In so doing, a student may become self-governing 

while playing a responsible and understanding role in 

one’s community, nation, and even internationally. Of 

course, so much of this is dependent on teacher educa-

tion which not only must focus on individual student 

development but a clear understanding of the social 

responsibilities of one’s culture. Education is not isolated 

to the classroom. Experience beyond the classroom in 

communities, in service, and in practices are all essential 

to the success of education in a democratic society. 

Following in the footsteps of Dewey while develop-

ing his own careful analysis, Ryder explores in his re-

maining chapters “Education and Its Problems,” “Educa-

tion in Context: Nature, Knowledge, and Experience,” 

and “Education in Context: Society and the State.” Each 

of these chapters provide a distinct and clear account of 

Ryder’s philosophy of education. I leave to the delight of 

students and faculty to read these chapters and gather a 

clearer vision of an approach to education that informs 

and highlights important contemporary issues while 

reflecting on the historical backgrounds and considering 

future developments. I am confident this book will play a 

central role in courses on the philosophy of education. 

His concluding chapter focuses on the account of experi-

ence as having three dimensions: political, cognitive and 

aesthetic. Ryder again highlights the centrality of equali-

ty and autonomy implicit in all experience: 

There is no justification, in light of our philosoph-
ical anthropology and social theory, for allowing 
one set of individuals to have greater access to 
educational opportunities than another. Neither 
class, nor family income, nor race, nor ethnicity, 
nor any other trait of an individual or group of 
individuals justifies inequality in educational op-
portunity (Ryder 2022, 262).  
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Pedagogical methods for teachers must be flexible allow-

ing teachers to determine how best to teach their stu-

dents. He emphasizes again that  

Education is not process of filling students with 
information. It is a process whereby they learn to 
control and direct their experience, and as a 
general principle, the best way for them to learn 
to control and direct their experience is through 
controlling and directing their experience. As ed-
ucators we of course need to organize that pro-
cess for them and to guide them through it. One 
would hope that the knowledge and skills neces-
sary to aid students in this regard would be the 
primary focus of teacher education programs 
(Ryder 2022, 264). 
 

And he ends with a charge to educators: 

To us falls the charge to organize and implement 
the systematic process whereby children and 
students develop the capacity to understand and 
command their own lives. That is a great chal-
lenge, and a great responsibility, but when we 
achieve it, or even come close to achieving it, we 
make as important a contribution to our children 
and our communities as anyone might hope (Ry-
der 2022, 264). 

 

Conclusion 
 

One may ask if general principles, even Ryder’s carefully 

developed ones, are enough? Are they clear and robust 

enough to deal with the rising tide washing against 

higher education in the United States? To be honest, I 

am not sure. The obstacles seem to grow each day and 

include the rise of individualism and authoritarian ap-

proaches coupled with significant oversight, even cen-

sorship, and reduced funding, the decline of students 

getting degrees in education coupled with the short-

term tenure of many first-year teachers. Whether phi-

losophy of education will remain a central part of the 

curriculum is even in question. So, if one focuses on the 

challenges, the future does not look bright. However, 

there are bright spots that may provide some hope. 

One feature that Ryder highlights is that talent is 

universal and not dependent on one’s sex, race, culture, 

or governmental structure. Hence, if we move toward 

achieving equal educational opportunities, then educa-

tion may move forward in a more positive way and be 

the basis not only for the enrichment of individuals and 

our society but also the basis for an international under-

standing of the role of higher education. But in the face 

of increasing opposition, what should be our response? 

Neither Ryder nor Dewey are revolutionaries in the 

sense of encouraging violence to overcome opposition, 

but both believe that social involvement in democratic 

societies will advance the importance of education as 

well as the best of social responsibility. Fostering the 

fundamental principles of education will lead to societies 

that promote individual autonomy while increasing 

opportunities and advancement in as many areas as 

possible. Some may wish to criticize the general concept 

of relational, reconstructing experience as the founda-

tion for education, suggesting that this is too broad or 

that it leaves out significant elements focusing on our 

commonality with other animal cultures or does not 

consider some contemporary developments in technol-

ogy and in a more scientific understanding of how we 

learn. Some international commentators have highlight-

ed Dewey’s American heritage and how the notion of 

experience as transactional and relational stem from a 

pragmatic view rooted in the American soil of business 

and capitalism. Others in the social and biological sci-

ences suggest a more descriptive approach to higher 

education, noting the elements that are central to dif-

ferent animal cultures. There are both limitations and 

possibilities in the way we describe different animal 

cultures and the upbringing of the young resulting in the 

development or sometimes demise of that form of life. 

In human cultures economically developed nations 

may cultivate an educational system that is certainly 

different from those nations with fewer resources. These 

differences in cultures may describe what possibilities 

exist in human cultures, and one may argue that it is the 

culture that provides the parameters for all of education. 

If one lives in a society where food and shelter are not 

widely available, the educational goals of that society 

will be quite different from one with an abundance of 

food and shelter and where the arts as well as business, 

science, and education have high priorities. This ap-

proach would give a more descriptive account than a 
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normative one, and the criticism of Ryder’s approach 

would be that he is emphasizing a philosophy of educa-

tion driven by his cultural background that is not appli-

cable to many other human cultures. Even in developed 

nations, there are growing differences in the approach 

to higher education. China only a few decades ago was 

far behind the U.S. in economic development and in 

educational attainment. But now it’s more centralized 

government is achieving significant economic gains as 

well as educational achievements. In the U.S. the fund-

ing for education and scientific research has seen a 

leveling or decline. While in China, funding as well as 

societal priorities have been placed on the classroom, 

teaching, research, and the advancement of individual 

achievements that coincide with the advancements of 

the nation. Is this more centralized approach more likely 

to succeed than the more open, democratic approach 

fostered by the United States? We should know in an-

other decade or so, if not sooner. 

These different approaches, even if well founded 

and successful, may miss the point of the centrality of 

education and teacher education for all societies and the 

importance of fostering the best for future generations. 

Perhaps whether the form of government is democratic, 

socialistic, authoritarian, or whatever, is not the issue at 

hand. Ryder’s point is that education at its best fosters 

the autonomy of the individual as well the sense of 

shared community and governance, regardless of the 

culture and specific governing structure. Even in socie-

ties where there is a scarcity of food and shelter, educa-

tion will prioritize the steps for building a better society 

relative to that environment. Whether higher education 

is becoming lower education or not, this does not re-

move the centrality of education for all cultures both 

human and animal. Let us move forward as best we can. 

With the guidance of John Ryder, we are likely to have 

greater success. 
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