GREATER COMMITMENT TO SOCIAL SCIENCES





Liviu Matei 











In my presentation I would like to focus on the need for greater commitment to social sciences in formal education.





I am defending two main ideas:


The type of knowledge offered by social sciences is a necessary, although – of course – not sufficient tool for dealing with contemporary world’s every day realities. If this is true, than the teaching of social sciences in general, basic, education is particularly important.


2)	The teaching of social sciences is a matter that should concern not only teachers, nor people responsible for educational policies only, but also policy makers in general, at a national or international level.





It was my intention to approach this topic from the very moment I was invited to participate to this section of the conference. But, I have to confess, I had doubts whether it would be appropriate. That is because teaching social sciences is a less glorious enterprise than research in social sciences and because it was suggested that discussions should concentrate on persuading governments, private and public institutions to be more ready to support, including from the financial point of view, social science research.


But after listening the opening address delivered by the director general of UNESCO, I felt relieved. Mr. Mayor did not forget to mention that social sciences are important for training, in general, the role they should play as an interface – in educational settings – between professional and ethical aspects of science, between technological and cultural aspects of development, in particular.


The ideas that the social sciences, however we define them, could contribute to effectively take some of the major challenges of contemporary world are still somehow controversial. But the fact is, that more and more people, including politicians, seem to accept the possible contributions and merits of social science research in the design and implementation of particular policies.


Accepting that the teaching of social sciences in general education (and not for special purposes) could and should contribute explicitly to prepare individuals to face this challenges is controversial as well, if not even more.


�
Before any other argument about its importance or at least usefulness let me give you an illustrative example, a brief review of one of the important documents produced by the European Commission. This is in order to point out the need for teaching social sciences, on one hand, and the actual attention devoted to it on the other.





The White Paper on Education and Training – Teaching and Learning. Towards the Learning Society was published in 1996. It tries to offer guidelines to the member states about how to deal with some of the main “complex changes taking place in European society’. The authors consider that there are three main trends, or factors of upheaval  and than suggest possible solutions as how to adjust to them.


The impact of the informatic society, of the internationalization of trade and the impact of the scientific and technological world all these factors “modify our European society”:


The nature of work and the organization of production change – routine and repetitive tasks tend to disappear, variety, autonomy, permanent movement appear instead.


The growth of scientific knowledge brings not only beneficial effects but also engenders a feeling of unease and even misgivings in society. “Many European countries,” says the document, “have endeavoured to alloy this misgivings by promoting scientific and technical culture from a very early stage at school, by defining early rules, particularly in the areas of biotechnology and information technology”.


What are solutions for these challenges? I will only retain here the first one which consists in reintroducing the merits of a broad base of knowledge. This kind of knowledge is defined as an organized body of fundamental and technical knowledge, allied to social skills. It is supposed and intended to prepare pupils for the fluctuant and unpredictable future, to allow them to “grasp the meaning of things,” to understand and to create, instead of prepare them for one narrow and definitive profession.


But strange enough, although the importance of the social skills, of the pre-requisites which are necessary in order to understand the social environments, is so well underlined, the phrase “social sciences” is not used, even a single time. The knowledge of language, of literature and philosophy are praised instead.


One can ask how could one grasp the meaning of a changing reality, how can he be able to comprehend and to create this reality, have a power of judgment and decision making (all considered as important goals of the new education policy) if notions of sociology, economics, social psychology, and so on are not provided?


It is not difficult to find other documents where the place of social sciences should be more explicitly addressed.


�
The now famous report, Our Creative Diversity, states in its opening line of the executive summary about the fact that development divorced from its human and cultural context is “growth without a explain what the human and cultural context is, but also to form these soul”. It will not be difficult to accept that social sciences are asked not only to aspects in pupils and students’ personality.


The document also states in the same line of ideas, that development cannot be divorced from questions of ethics. It is obvious again that social sciences have a role to play, not only in identifying which are the values involved, who promotes them etc., but can also contribute to the teaching of desirable values.


There is much concern in contemporary world, and eventually even more in Europe, to build such educational systems that help to produce not only good engineers, lawyers or qualified workers, but also people who assume democratic values and behaviours.


Whether this is an utopia or not, the teaching of social sciences cannot be treated as a secondary approach in this respect. Some projects of the European Council, such as Teaching History in the XXth Century or Education for Democratic Citizenship already proved it.


It is not difficult to continue with more and more facts that could be considered arguments for the importance of teaching the social sciences. 


It seems like social sciences could not meet their high ambitions unless this dimension is properly taken into consideration.


Furthermore, it is my feeling that local, regional, national or international authorities are still paying yet too little attention to it. The situation of course, differs from country to county. The American model, where the curriculum of the institutions dedicated to liberal education institution includes one quarter to one third social sciences (and the idea of liberal education by itself) could be a useful model.


In Europe and in the world, there is at least some consent with research activities in social sciences. Apparently, there is little or almost no agreement in the field of teaching social sciences. What standards, what methods, what contents, etc.


There are other questions one could eventually ask. For example, what kind of relationship should be created between research and teaching in social sciences, do researchers hold any responsibility for what education policy makers or teachers are doing with their results.


Besides all these questions, it seems that the teaching of social sciences is indeed an important aspect of social sciences themselves.


The world many people want to live in one day, the world of peace, democracy and progress cannot be realized unless enough people know how to think, to understand and to approach in their behaviour those facts, which the social scientists are investigating in their research. 
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