2utonomy:
The Aim of Education
Envisioned by Piaget

by Constance Kamii

Ms, Kamii calls on educators to heed more carefully Jean
Piaget’s'own words about the radical reforms his theories imply.
By focusing on how children develop and how they learn best,
she maintains, we can revolutionize education.

E VERY TEXTBOOK on educational
psychology published today includes
a discussion of Jean Piagel’s theory of
child development. These books almost
always state that the importance of this
theory lies in the developmental stages
that Piaget found and in the fact that chil-
dren cannot be expected to understand
certain concepts before they reach a given
P Y developmental level. This common inter-
fag el stated that pretation of Piagel’s theory is extremely

¥ limited. Presenting his theory in this way
a school based on his also fails to give teachers useful guidelines

7 ary would be for improving the schools, This situation
- . is particularly unfortunate, since we
"ddlca”y dlfferent recognize that the schools are not working
i ic. “well. Low test scores, physical violence,
frcm those lﬂ_EXIS alcohol and drug abuse, alienation, and
tence ioday, because vandalism are only some of the problems
2 2 plaguing U.S. schools today.
ltS Vefy aim WOUId My intent is to clarify Piaget's idcas
be different. about education. 1 will also show that

the two ideas from his theory that Piaget
himself identified as most important are
autonomy and constructivism — not the
stages of development, as current text-
books would have us believe. In one of the
two books he published on education,
Piaget stated that a school based on his
theory would be radically different from
those in existence today, because its very
aim would be different.! For Piaget, the

& aim of education was intellectual and
moral autonomy. This goal is in sharp
contrast with the conservative goal of tra-
ditional education, which is to transmit
knowledge and values from one genera-
tion to the nexi.

Moral Autonomy

Autonomy means being governed by
oneself. It is the opposite of heteronomy,
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which means being governed by someone
else. Elliott Richardson provided, in the
Watergate cover-up, an extreme example
of the morality of autonomy.2 He was the
only person who refused to obey Presi-
dent Nixon, resigning his positicn instead.
The other participants in the Watergate
cover-up illustrate the morality of heter-
onomy. When they were told to lie, they
obeyed their superior, going along with
what they knew to be wrong.

Piaget provided meore commonplace
examples of the morality of autonomy.3
He asked children between the ages of §
and 14 whether it was worse to tell a lie to
an adult or to another child. Young, het-
eronomous children consistently replied
that it was worse to tell a lie to an adult.
Asked why, they explained that adults can
tell when a statement is not true. By con-
trast, older children tended to say that Iy-
ing to adults is sometimes almost unavoid-
able but that lying to other children is rot-
ten. These older children demonstrate a
developing morality of autonomy. For au-
tonomous individuals, lies are bad — re-
gardless of the reward system, adult au-
thority, and the possibility of being
caught. ;

Piaget dlso made up many pairs of
stories about children, and he asked the 6-
to l4-year-olds which one of the two
children in each story pair was worse. One -
story pair went this way:;

A little boy (or a litle girl) goes for a
walk in the sireet and meets a big dog
who [rightens him very much. So then
he goes home and tells his mother he has
seen a dog that was as big as a cow.

A child comes home from schoo! and
tells his mother that the teacher had
-given him good marks, but it was mot
true; the teacher had given him no
marks at all, either good or bad. Then
his mother was very pleased and reward-
ed him.4 )

Young children systematically manifested
the morality of heteronomy by saying that



















