
Idealism In Philosophy Of Education

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Hope & Lizeth • Read more, learn more. • Page 1

Idealism In Philosophy Of
Education

Understanding
Idealism In Philosophy
Of Education

When  we  consider  the  foundational
philosophies that have shaped modern
schooling,  few  ideas  carry  as  much
historical  weight  as  idealism  in

philosophy of education. At its core,
idealism  asserts  that  reality  is
fundamentally  mental,  spiritual,  or
ideal in nature. In educational terms,
this translates into a system where the
cultivation of the mind, the pursuit of
truth,  and the development of  moral
character take precedence over mere
v o c a t i o n a l  t r a i n i n g  o r  r o t e
memorization  of  facts.  The  idealist



classroom  is  not  simply  a  place  to
transfer information; it is a sanctuary
for intellectual  awakening and moral
refinement.

To  grasp  idealism  in  educational
philosophy, one must look beyond the
popular understanding of an "idealist"
as  someone  with  lofty  dreams.  In
philosophical discourse, idealism is a
systematic  worldview that  holds that
ideas,  consciousness,  and  spiritual
values are the ultimate realities that
shape  human experience.  Applied  to
education, this perspective profoundly
influences  how  educators  define  the
purpose of schooling, the nature of the
curriculum,  the  role  of  the  teacher,
and  the  ultimate  goals  of  student

development.

The Historical Roots of
Idealism in Education

T h e  o r i g i n s  o f  i d e a l i s m  i n
philosophy  of  education  can  be
traced back to the ancient world, most
notably  to  the  work  of  Plato.  In  his
famous  Republic,  Plato  presented  a
vision of education that was designed
to  lead  the  soul  from  the  shadowy
world of sensory appearances into the
bright realm of eternal Forms or Ideas.
For  Plato,  true  knowledge  was  not
derived  from  the  changing  physical
world  but  from  the  recollection  of
these perfect,  unchanging ideas  that
exist in a higher, non-material reality.



Idealism In Philosophy Of Education

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Hope & Lizeth • Read more, learn more. • Page 3

Education, therefore, was a process of
turning  the  soul  toward the  light  of
Truth, Goodness, and Beauty.

This  Platonic  foundation  was  later
revived  and  transformed  during  the
modern era by thinkers such as René
Descartes, Immanuel Kant, and Georg
Wilhelm  Friedrich  Hegel.  Descartes'
famous  dictum  "I  think,  therefore  I
am"  placed  the  thinking  self  at  the
center  of  reality,  reinforcing  the
idealist  emphasis  on  consciousness.
Kant explored the idea that the mind
actively shapes our perception of the
world, rather than passively receiving
sense data.  Hegel,  perhaps the most
systematic idealist, argued that all of
history and reality is the unfolding of a

universal Spirit or Mind (Geist) moving
toward  greater  self-awareness  and
freedom.  These  phi losophical
developments  provided  a  r ich
intellectual framework for educational
theory.

The  influence  of  these  thinkers
permeated  educational  practice
through  the  work  of  figures  like
Johann  Friedrich  Herbart  and
Friedrich  Froebel.  Herbart,  often
c a l l e d  t h e  f a t h e r  o f  m o d e r n
educational  psychology,  emphasized
the importance of moral character and
the systematic presentation of ideas to
shape the student's mind. Froebel, the
founder  o f  the  k indergar ten
movement,  incorporated  idealist



principles  by  focusing on  the  child's
innate  spiritual  nature  and  the
importance  of  creative,  self-directed
play  as  a  means  of  discovering
universal  truths.  Through  these
channels, idealism in philosophy of
education  became a dominant force
in  Western  schooling  for  centuries,
particularly  in  the  l iberal  arts
tradition.

Core Principles of
Idealism That Shape
Education

To understand how idealism translates
into  educational  practice,  it  is

essent ia l  to  examine  i t s  core
philosophical  principles.  These
principles  are  not  merely  abstract
debates; they have direct implications
for  curriculum  design,  teaching
methodology,  and  the  overal l
atmosphere  of  the  school.

The Primacy of Mind and
Spirit

The  cornerstone  of  idealism  in
philosophy of education is the belief
that mind or spirit is the fundamental
reality. The physical world is seen as a
manifestation  or  expression  of  a
deeper,  non-material  reality.  For  the
educator, this means that the primary
aim  of  schooling  is  not  to  prepare
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students  for  a  job  or  to  help  them
manipulate the physical environment,
but to cultivate the inner life  of  the
mind and soul.  Subjects that engage
the intellect, the imagination, and the
moral sense are therefore considered
of utmost importance. The student is
viewed not  as  a  biological  organism
responding  to  stimuli,  but  as  a
spiritual  being  on  a  journey  of  self-
discovery and enlightenment.

The Pursuit of Universal
Truth

Idealism rejects the notion that truth
is  relative  or  merely  a  matter  of
personal opinion. Instead, it holds that
there  are  eternal,  unchanging truths

that  exist  independently  of  any
individual's  perception.  These
truths—logical,  mathematical,  moral,
and  aesthetic—are  discovered,  not
invented,  by  the  human  mind.
Consequently,  the idealist curriculum
is  built  around  the  great  works  of
literature, philosophy, history, science,
and art  that  embody these enduring
truths.  The  goal  of  education  is  to
initiate students into this heritage of
wisdom,  enabling  them  to  connect
their  own  smal l  l ives  with  the
universal  and  the  timeless.  The
teacher, in this context, is a guide who
helps students lift their gaze from the
f leet ing  and  the  tr iv ia l  to  the
permanent  and  the  significant.



The Importance of Moral and
Spiritual Development

For idealists,  education and morality
are  inseparable.  Since  reality  is
ultimately  spiritual  and  good,  the
purpose of  education is  to bring the
student  into  harmony  with  this
spiritual  order.  This  means  that
character formation is as important as
intellectual  development,  if  not more
so. The idealist school is a community
where  virtues  such  as  honesty,
courage, justice, compassion, and self-
discipline  are  actively  taught  and
modeled.  The  curriculum  often
inc ludes  the  s tudy  o f  e th ics ,
biography,  and  religious  or  spiritual
literature  to  provide  students  with

examples  of  noble  character.  Every
subject, from mathematics to music, is
seen  as  having  a  moral  dimension,
revealing  the  order,  harmony,  and
beauty of the universe, which in turn
inspires  the student  to  live  a  life  of
virtue.

The Teacher as a Model and
Guide

In the idealist framework, the teacher
is not merely a facilitator or a source
of information. The teacher is the most
important element in the educational
environment.  As  a  mature  and
cultivated  person  who  has  already
awakened to the realm of  ideas,  the
teacher serves as a living example of
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intellectual and moral excellence. The
relationship  between  teacher  and
student  is  deeply  personal  and
transformative. The teacher challenges
the  student  to  think  critically,  to
question assumptions, and to strive for
a higher level of understanding. This is
achieved  through  dialogue,  Socratic
quest ion ing ,  and  the  care fu l
presentation  of  great  ideas.  The
teacher's  enthusiasm  for  learning,
their commitment to truth, and their
embodiment  of  virtue  inspire  the
student to emulate these qualities. The
classroom  is,  therefore,  a  kind  of
spiritual  apprenticeship.

Practical Implications
for Curriculum and
Teaching

Moving  from  abstract  principles  to
concrete  practice,  idealism  in
philosophy  of  education  offers
specific guidance for what should be
taught and how it  should be taught.
While idealism is often associated with
traditional, content-rich curricula, it is
also  deeply  concerned  with  the
process of thinking and the formation
of the whole person.



Curriculum: The Study of
Enduring Works

The  idealist  curriculum  is  heavily
weighted toward the humanities  and
the  liberal  arts.  Literature,  history,
philosophy,  theology,  mathematics,
and the fine arts form the core of the
curriculum  because  these  subjects
deal  directly  with  the  great  ideas,
values,  and  questions  that  have
occupied human beings for millennia.
The emphasis  is  on  primary  sources
and classic texts—the "great books" of
Western and world civilization—rather
than  on  textbooks  that  merely
summarize  facts.  Science  is  also
taught, but not as a mere collection of
data; it  is  presented as a search for

rational order and universal laws that
reflect the rationality of the universe
itself. Vocational or practical subjects
are  generally  seen  as  secondary,
introduced only after the student has
developed  a  strong  intellectual  and
moral  foundation.  The  goal  is  to
cultivate a broadly educated, reflective
person,  not  a  narrowly  trained
specialist.

Teaching Methods: Dialogue
and Reflection

The preferred teaching methods in an
idealist  classroom  are  those  that
stimulate  thought  and  encourage
active mental engagement. The lecture
method is often used to present ideas
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clearly  and  systematically.  However,
the lecture is not seen as an end in
itself  but as a prelude to discussion.
The  Socratic  method—a  form  of
c o o p e r a t i v e  a r g u m e n t a t i v e
dialogue—is highly valued as a way to
he lp  s tudents  examine  the i r
assumptions,  clarify  their  thinking,
and  arrive  at  deeper  truths.

Other key methods include:

Dialectical discussion:
Students are encouraged to
debate opposing viewpoints
under the guidance of the
teacher, with the aim of reaching
a higher synthesis of
understanding.

Reflective writing and
journaling: Students are asked
to write essays and keep journals
that require them to articulate
their thoughts, examine their
experiences, and connect their
personal lives to the ideas they
are studying.
Contemplation and
meditation: In some idealist
traditions, periods of quiet
reflection are used to help
students internalize ideas and
develop inner stillness and
concentration.
Storytelling and biography:
The lives of great men and
women are studied as exemplars
of virtue and intellectual



achievement, providing students
with concrete models to emulate.

The Role of Memory and
Imitation

Contrary  to  some  progressive
critiques,  idealism  does  not  dismiss
memory  work.  However,  memory  is
not seen as an end in itself, but as a
tool  for  internalizing  important
content. Memorizing poetry, historical
speeches,  passages  of  scripture,  or
mathematical formulas helps students
to  carry  the  best  of  human  culture
with  them  throughout  their  lives.
Similarly,  imitation—whether  of  a
master  artist's  technique,  a  writer's
style,  or  a  scientist's  method  of

inquiry—is valued as a way to absorb
excellence. The idea is not to produce
copycats, but to allow the student to
internalize  standards  of  quality  and
then,  through  practice,  to  develop
t h e i r  o w n  u n i q u e  v o i c e  a n d
contribution.

Assessment: Beyond
Standardized Tests

Assessment in an idealist framework is
holistic  and  qualitative.  While
objective tests may be used to check
for  factual  knowledge,  they  are  not
considered  the  primary  measure  of
educational  success.  Far  more
important  is  the  student's  ability  to
think  critically,  to  articulate  ideas
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clearly,  to  demonstrate  moral
character,  and  to  show  growth  in
w i s d o m  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .
Assessment  therefore  includes:

Essay examinations that require
analysis, synthesis, and personal
reflection.
Oral examinations and Socratic
dialogues that reveal the depth of
a student's thinking.
Portfolios of work that show
development over time.
Teacher observations of student
character and conduct.

The ultimate "test" is not a score on a
standardized examination, but the kind
of  person  the  student  becomes:  a

person  of  intellect,  character,  and
spiritual  depth.

Strengths and
Contributions of
Idealism in Education

The  in f luence  o f  ideal ism  in
philosophy  of  education  has  been
profound and lasting. Despite the rise
of  competing  philosophies  such  as
p r a g m a t i s m ,  r e a l i s m ,  a n d
existentialism,  idealism  continues  to
offer a compelling vision for schooling.

One  of  its  greatest  strengths  is  its
emphas is  on  the  dignity  and
potential of the human person. By



viewing  students  as  spiritual  beings
with an innate capacity for truth and
goodness, idealism sets a high bar for
what education can achieve. It rejects
the  reductionist  view of  students  as
mere  economic  un i t s  o r  da ta
processors.  This  perspective  gives
education  a  moral  and  spiritual
purpose  that  transcends  material
success.

Another  contribution  is  the  value
placed on cultural heritage.  In an
age  of  rapid  change  and  historical
amnesia,  idealism reminds  us  of  the
importance  of  transmitting  the
accumulated  wisdom  of  the  past  to
each  new  generation.  The  study  of
great  books,  languages,  history,  and

the arts ensures that students are not
left  to  reinvent  the  wheel,  but  can
build upon the achievements of those
who came before them.

Idealism  also  provides  a  strong
rationale for teacher authority and
expertise. The teacher is not simply a
manager  of  classroom behavior  or  a
facilitator  of  student  projects,  but  a
learned  guide  who  has  something
valuable to impart.  This elevates the
teaching  profession  and  emphasizes
the  importance  of  rigorous  teacher
education  in  the  liberal  arts  and
sciences.
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Criticisms and
Limitations of Idealism

Despite  its  many  contributions,
i dea l i sm  in  ph i l o sophy  o f
education  has  also faced significant
cr i t i c i sm,  par t i cu la r l y  f rom
progress ive,  pragmatist ,  and
postmodern  perspectives.

C r i t i c i s m  o f  e l i t i s m  a n d
traditionalism:  Idealism  has  been
accused of  being  elitist,  focusing  on
the  high  culture  of  the  privileged
classes while ignoring the experiences,
languages,  and  contributions  of
women, minorities, and working-class
people.  The  "great  books"  tradition,

critics argue, often reflects a narrow,
Eurocentr ic ,  and  patr iarchal
perspective.

Neglect  of  the  physical  and
practical:  By  emphasizing  abstract
ideas  and  spiritual  development,
idealism  can  sometimes  neglect  the
importance  of  hands-on  learning,
vocational education, and the practical
needs of  everyday life.  Critics  argue
that this approach can leave students
ill-prepared  for  the  demands  of  the
modern workforce and for dealing with
concrete  social  and  environmental
problems.

Potential for dogmatism: The belief
in absolute, universal truth can lead to



dogmat ism  i f  not  pa ired  wi th
intellectual  humility.  Teachers
influenced by a rigid form of idealism
may be tempted to impose their own
beliefs  on  students  rather  than

encouraging genuine inquiry. This can
stifle  creativity  and  critical  thinking,
the  very  qualities  idealism claims to
nurture.

Lack of


