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)  1. Test purpose
Language testing, like all educational assessment, is a complex social phenomenon. It 
has evolved to fulfil a number of functions in the classroom, and society at large. Today 
the use of language testing is endemic in contexts as diverse as education, employ
ment, international mobility, language planning and economic policy making. Such 
widespread use makes language testing controversial. For some, language tests are gate- 
keeping tools that further the agendas of the powerful. For others, they are the vehicle by 
which society can implement equality of opportunity or learner empowerment. How 
we perceive language tests depends partly upon our own experiences. Perhaps they were 
troubling events that we had to endure; or maybe they opened doors to a new and better 
life. But our considered judgements should also be based upon an understanding of the 
historical evolution of testing and assessment, and an analysis o f the legitimate roles 
for testing in egalitarian societies. This first chapter therefore situates language testing 
in its historical and social context by discussing a variety of perspectives from which to 
evaluate its practical applications, beginning with the most fundamental concern of all: 
the purpose of testing.

The act o f giving a test always has a purpose. In one o f the founding documents of 
modern language testing, Carroll (1961: 314) states: ‘The purpose of language testing 
is always to render information to aid in making intelligent decisions about possible 
courses of action.’ But these decisions are diverse, and need to be made very specific for 
each intended use o f a test. Davidson and Lynch (2002: 76-78) use the term ‘mandate’ 
to describe where test purpose comes from, and suggest that mandates can be seen as 
either internal or external to the institution in which we work. An internal mandate 
for test use is frequently established by teachers themselves, or by the school admin
istration. The purpose of such testing is primarily related to the needs o f the teachers 
and learners working within a particular context. Tests that are under local control are 
mostly used to place learners into classes, to discover how much they have achieved, 
or to diagnose difficulties that individual learners may have. Although it is very rarely 
discussed, teachers also use tests to motivate learners to study. If  students know they 
are going to face a quiz at the end of the week, or an end of semester achievement 
test, the effect is often an increase in study time near the time of the test. In a sense, 
no ‘decision’ is going to be taken once the test is scored. Indeed, when classroom tests 
were first introduced into schools, an increase in motivation was thought to be one of 
their major benefits. For example, writing in the nineteenth century, Latham (1877:



a pupu and directing it into the desired channels was soon recognized by teachers.’ 
Ruch (1924: 3) was a little more forthright: ‘Educators seem to be agreed that pupils 
tend to accomplish more when confronted with the realization that a day of reckon
ing is surely at hand.’ However, the evidence to support the motivational role of tests 
has always been largely anecdotal, making it a folk belief, no matter how prevalent 
it has always been.

The key feature of testing within a local mandate is that the testing should be ‘eco
logically sensitive’, serving the local needs of teachers and learners. What this means 
in practice is that the outcomes of testing -  whether these are traditional ‘scores’ or 
more complex profiles o f performance -  are interpreted in relation to a specific learning 
environment. Similarly, if any organisational or instructional decisions are taken on the 
basis of testing, their effect is only local.

Cronbach (1984: 122) put this most succinctly:

A test is selected fo r  a particular situation and purpose. W hat tests are pertinent fo r  
a psychological examination o f  a  child entering first grade? That depends on what 
alternative instructional plans the school is prepared to follow. What test o f  skill in 
English usage is suitable fo r  surveying a high school class? Those teachers fo r whom 
clarity o f  expression is important will be discontented with a test requiring only that 
the student choose between grammatically correct and incorrect expressions.

If  testing with a local mandate is ecologically sensitive, it is highly likely that it will have 
a number o f other distinguishing characteristics. Firstly, we would expect much o f the 
testing to b e  formative. That is, the act of testing is designed to play a role in the teaching 
and learning process, rather than to certify ultimate achievement. Secondly, the test is 
likely to be low-stakes. This means that any decisions made after the testing is complete 
will not have serious consequences for the person who has taken the test, for the teacher 
or for the school. Rather, the information from the testing or assessment procedure will 
be used by the teacher and the learner to make decisions about what the most immedi
ate learning goals might be, what targets to set for the next semester, or which classes 
it is most useful for a learner to attend. If mistakes are made, they are easily corrected 
through dialogue and negotiation. Thirdly, the testing or assessment procedures used 
are likely to be created or selected by the teachers themselves, and the learners may 
also be given a say in how they prefer to be assessed. This ecological sensitivity there
fore impacts upon how testing is used, the seriousness (and retractability) of decisions, 
and the involvement of the local stakeholders in designing and implementing tests and 
assessments.

An external mandate, on the other hand, is a reason for testing that comes from 
outside the local context. The decision to test is taken by a person or a group of people 
who often do not know a great deal about the local learning ecology, and probably 
don’t even know the teachers and learners who will have to cope with the required test
ing regime. As soon as we begin to talk about external mandates loaded words begin 
to enter the discussion, such as ‘regime’, because teachers are naturally suspicious of



__, .......a ...at is imposed from outside. The motivations for external mandates may
also appear extremely vague and complex; indeed, policy makers often do not clearly 
articulate the purpose of the required testing, but it usually serves a very different func
tion from internally mandated tests. External tests are primarily designed to measure 
the proficiency of learners without reference to the context in which they are learn
ing. Also, the tests are summative: they measure proficiency at the end of a period of 
study, by which time learners may be expected to have reached a particular standard. 
The information therefore doesn’t always feed back into the learning process, but fulfils 
an accountability role.

In summative testing we also expect test scores to carry generalisable meaning; that 
is, the score can be interpreted to mean something beyond the context in which the 
learner is tested. In order to understand this, we can turn to Messick (1989: 14-15), 
who said that generalisability is about ‘the fundamental question of whether the 
meaning of a measure is context-specific or whether it generalizes across contexts’. 
Teachers wish the meaning of testing and assessment to be locally meaningful in 
terms of what comes- next in teaching. If the outcomes are not particularly generalis
able across people, settings and tasks -  or different ‘ecological conditions’ -  it doesn’t 
matter too much. In externally mandated tests, however, there is an assumption that 
the meaning of test scores generalise to what learners are capable of doing across a 
wide range of contexts not necessarily contained in the test. Score users want to be 
able to make decisions about whether learners can communicate with people out
side their immediate environment, in unfamiliar places, engaging in tasks that have 
not been directly modelled in the test itself. The greater the claim for generalisability, 
the more ‘global’ the intention to interpret score meaning. For example, an academic 
writing task may contain only one or two questions, but the scores are treated as being 
indicative of ability to write in a wide range of genres, across a number of disciplines. 
Or we could think of scores on a short reading test being used to compare literacy 
rates across a number of countries. The testers might wish to draw conclusions about 
the likely contribution of the educational sector to the economy. Indeed, the latter is 
the explicit aim of the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), car
ried out by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (www. 
pisa.oecd.org).

Generalisability is therefore an important consideration in tests with an external 
mandate, when they are used to certify an ability to perform at a specified level, or to 
compare and contrast the performance of schools, educational districts, or even coun
tries. We refer to such tests as being high-stakes. Failure for individual learners may 
result in the termination of their studies. Or they may not be able to access certain 
occupations. For schools, a ‘failure’ may result in a Ministry of Education introducing 
‘special measures’, including removal o f staff, or direct management from the central 
authority. At the national level, perceived failure in comparison with other countries 
could result in the wholesale reform of educational systems as politicians try to avoid 
the implied impending economic catastrophe.



)  2. Tests in educational systems
One of the largest testing systems in the world is the National College Entrance Test in 
China (the Gaokao). Taken over a two-day period, students sit tests in Chinese, English, 
mathematics, sciences and humanities. The outcome is a score that can range between 
100 and 900 points, and determines which college or university each student will attend. 
Each college and university sets its entrance score and allocates a number of places to 
each province. Millions of students apply for a place, and so the test is extremely high- 
stakes and very competitive.

Why do such tests exist? Testing is primarily about establishing ways o f  making deci
sions that are (hopefully) not random, and seen as ‘fair’ by the population. Whenever we 
establish ways of making decisions, we reveal what we believe about society and polit
ical organisation. So the practice o f testing and assessment can never be separated from 
social and political values.

This may sound like an overstatement. But consider the university application situ
ation again. There are a limited number of places in institutions o f higher education and 
there must be some method of judging which applicants to accept. We could make the 
acceptance decisions using many different criteria. If the criteria that we use reflect our 
views about how society is (or should) be organised, what would it say about us if  we 
decided to offer the best places to the children of government officials? Or to those who 
can pay the highest fees? If you find these two suggestions rather distasteful, perhaps 
you should ask this question of yourself: what do you think the goals of education are?

Here is another strong statement: ‘the act of testing is the mechanism by which our 
social and political values are realised and implemented.’ If we believe that the purpose 
o f a test like the Gaokao is to provide equality of opportunity, we see meritocratic prac
tices embedded within the testing process. Messick (1989: 86-87) was one writer who 
believed that this was the primary social purpose of testing. He argued that testing, 
when done well, was capable of delivering ‘distributive justice’ (Rawls, 1973):

I f  desirable educational programs or jobs are conceived as allocable resources or social 
goods, then selection and classification may be viewed as problems o f  distributive 
justice. The concept o f  distributive justice deals with the appropriateness o f  access 
to the conditions and goods that affect individual well-being, which is broadly con
ceived to include psychological, physiological, economic and social aspects. Any sense 
o f  injustice with respect to the allocation o f  resources or goods is usually directed at 
the rules o f  distribution, whereas the actual source o f  discontent may also (or instead) 
derive from  the social values underlying the rules, from  the ways in which the rules 
are implemented, or from  the nature o f  the decision-making process itself.

In the Gaokao there is an assumption that access to university places should be based 
on a principle of meritocracy that places a high value on ability, as defined by the tests. 
There is also a clear commitment to equality of opportunity. This means that there 
should be no discrimination or bias against any test taker or group of test takers. We



could question these values, o f course. Access to higher education has in the past been a 
matter of ability to pay, which in many countries was related to class; but social immo
bility is not something that we would wish to defend today. Other options might be 
to value effort above ability. Perhaps it is those individuals who strive hard to improve 
who should be given the better education? We might assess for progress from a baseline, 
therefore valuing commitment, dedication and staying power. In a world of global busi
ness where the principles of capitalism do not seem to be frequently challenged, perhaps 
the process should merely be opened up to market forces?

What we choose to endow with high value tells us a great deal about what we expect 
the effects o f testing to be. It has even been argued that effect-driven testing begins by 
picturing the impact a test is intended to have upon all the stakeholders in a society, 
and work backwards to the actual design of the test (Fulcher and Davidson, 2007). This 
means that we cannot separate the actual practice of writing tests and assessments -  the 
nuts and bolts of test design and creation -  from our values. For teachers and other 
practitioners, this is liberating. It means that our philosophy and understanding of what 
is valuable and mearfingful in society and education are highly relevant to the tests that 
we use. We can also see why things happen the way they do. And once we can see this, 
we can also imagine how they might change for the better.

)  3. Testing rituals
High-stakes externally mandated tests like the Gaokao are easily distinguishable from 
classroom assessments by another critical feature: the ‘rituality’ associated with the 
activity o f testing (further discussed in Chapter 9). As the test marks the culmination 
of secondary education, it is a ‘rite o f passage’, an event that marks a significant stage 
in life. It also determines the immediate future, and longer-term prospects, o f each 
test taker. Such events are ritualised, following established practices that endow the 
activity with special meaning. But the rituals themselves are drawn from the values 
embedded in the educational and social system, in this case, meritocracy and equality 
of opportunity. Arriving at a pre-specified place at the same time as others, sitting in a 
designated seat a regulation distance from other seats, and answering the same ques
tions as other learners in the same time period, are all part of this ritual. This testing 
practice is designed to enable meritocracy by imposing the same conditions upon all 
test takers. A standardised test is defined by Cohen and Wollack (2006: 358) in the fol
lowing way:

Tests are standardized when the directions, conditions o f  administration, and scoring
are clearly defined and fixed fo r  all examinees, administrations, and forms.

The principle at stake is that any difference between the score of two individuals should 
directly reflect their ability upon what is being tested. To put it another way, if two indi
viduals have an equal ability on what is being tested, they should get the same score. If 
one person gets a higher score because she received more time to take the test, or sat



so close to a more able student that she could copy, the principles of meritocracy and 
equality of opportunity would be compromised.

In the Gaokao, maintaining the principles is taken extremely seriously. Apart from the 
normal examination regulations, during the two days of testing building sites are closed, 
aircraft flight paths are changed to avoid low-flying aircraft disturbing students, and 
test centres are provided with their own police guard to reduce traffic noise and main
tain security over test papers. The cost of these measures is extremely high. However, 
it is known from research that increased noise during a test can in some circumstances 
result in reduced scores (Haines et a l ,  2002; Powers et al„ 2002) because it affects con
centration. If some test centres are subject to noise levels that other tests centres do 
not experience, any difference in scores could be a result of noise. In testing jargon the 
impact of any variable like noise upon test scores is called construct irrelevant variance, 
or the variance in scores that is due to a factor in which we are not at all interested. 
Another such factor is cheating, and so students are often checked with metal detectors 
as they enter the examination room to ensure they are not carrying mobile devices or 
any other information storage equipment. Invigilation, or proctoring, is carried out with 
great care, and any case of examination fraud is dealt with harshly.

These rituals are repeated around the world. And the rituals are far from a new inven
tion. China’s Imperial Examination System was started in the Sui dynasty of 589-618 a d  

and only came to an end in 1905. Designed to select the most able to fill posts in the civil 
service, the examinations were free to enter, and open to anyone who wished to partici
pate. Rules were formulated about leaving one’s seat, the impropriety o f exchanging or 
dropping test papers, talking to others during the test, gazing at others, changing seats, 
disobeying instructions from the invigilator, humming, or submitting incomplete test 
papers (Miyazaki, 1981; 28). These examinations also instituted the principle that the 
examiners should not know the identity of the test taker when marking work in order 
to avoid bias or discrimination (Miyazaki, 1981: 117). All of these ancient practices are 
features of the ritual of testing that teachers around the world are familiar with today.

)  4. Unintended consequences
If the consequences of testing are those that we intend, and our intentions are good, all 
is well. However, it is rarely the case that we can have things all our own way. Whenever 
tests are used in society, even for well-meaning purposes, there are unintended conse
quences. With high-stakes tests, unintended consequences are likely to be much more 
severe. Let us consider three unintended consequences of tests like the Gaokao.

Perhaps the most obvious unintended consequence is the fact that many students 
and teachers cease to study the language, and start to study the test. This is done in the 
belief that there are test-taking strategies that will raise a score even if ability, know
ledge or communication skills have not been improved. The effect of a test on teaching 
is termed washback (discussed at length in Chapter 10). While this can be positive or 
negative, it is often assumed that teaching to the test is negative. Examples of the nega



tive washback from high-stakes language tests are provided by Mansell (2007: 83-90) in 
the context of the United Kingdom’s foreign language General Certificate of Secondary 
Education examinations. These include:

• Memorising unanalysed fragments o f text that can be assembled to create a variety 
of 100-word essays on simple topics.

• Memorising scripted fragments of speech in relation to common oral interview- 
type questions, and extended chunks for presentation-type tasks.

• Teaching written responses to questions, followed by oral memorisation drills, for 
all common topics such as ‘family and friends’, ‘holidays’ or ‘shopping’.

Associated with this kind of teaching is the publication of test preparation materials 
on an industrial scale, and the growth of private schools that specialise in test prepa
ration. These ‘cram schools’ claim that they can raise test scores through specialised 
tuition in short time periods, primarily by practising test-type questions over and over 
again, and learning test-taking strategies. Parental and peer pressure may make students 
spend considerable periods of out-of-school time in test preparation classes, the value 
of which are questionable (see Chapter 10).

Another unintended consequence of high-stakes testing is the possibility of deteri
orating health. Longer hours of study without periods o f rest and relaxation, or even 
time to pursue hobbies or extra-curricular activities, can lead to tiredness. Given the 
pressure to succeed, stress levels can be high, and becoming run-down can add signifi
cantly to fears of failure. It is not surprising that this can lead to health problems among 
a growing percentage of the test-taking population. At its worst, some students become 
clinically depressed and suicide rates increase.

This is not an isolated problem. Mental health and stress-related illnesses have been 
reported in many countries with high-stakes standards-based tests for high school 
students. Suggested solutions have included the introduction of more schools-based 
assessment, the reduction in length o f time spent on formal summative assessment, and 
a move toward test formats that reduce the overuse of memorisation activities in class. 
Teachers do not wish to see learners put under the kind of pressure that happens in 
many modern educational systems; it is therefore incumbent upon teachers to engage 
with testing systems and those who create them to develop less stressful approaches.

The final example concerns ‘test migration’. Universities in China allocate num
bers o f places in advance to the various provinces of the country, for which the 
students in those provinces are competing. In rural provinces students have to 
get higher scores than their urban counterparts to get into top universities. This 
has led to the phenomenon of ‘examinee migration’, where families move to prov
inces where they perceive their children have a better chance of success. Some have 
used this example of ‘unfairness’ to call for the abolition of the examination system, 
but nevertheless it is still seen as ‘the least bad method we have’ of ensuring fair
ness (People’s Daily Online, 2007). This phenomenon, in a variety o f guises, is 
universal.

‘Fairness’ is difficult to define, but it is a concept that is conjured up to defend (or



criticise) many uses o f tests. Consider, for example, the standards-based testing sys
tems that are now operated in many countries around the world. One of the uses of 
test scores in these systems is to create school league tables. The rhetoric associated 
with the justification of such tables emphasises ‘openness’ and ‘transparency’ in the 
accountability of schools and teachers, and the ‘freedom of choice’ that parents have 
to send their children to a successful school. However, in league tables there are some 
schools that will appear towards the bottom of the table, as well as schools that appear 
towards the top. It is often the case that those at the bottom are situated in areas where 
families are from lower socioeconomic groups. The ‘catchment area’ of the school is 
such that the children are likely to be those with fewer life opportunities and experi
ences on purely financial grounds. There is a resulting pressure upon families to move 
into the catchment areas of the better schools so that their children are more likely to 
receive what they perceive to be a better education. The additional demand for houses 
in these areas pushes up the price of housing, thus reinforcing the lack of mobility 
of poorer families, and the association between income and education (Leech and 
Campos, 2003).

In these examples I have attempted to show that testing is not just about creating tests 
to find out what learners know and can do. When testing is practised outside the class
room and leaves the control o f the teacher, it is part of the technology o f how a society 
makes decisions about access to scarce resources. The decisions to test, how to test and 
what to test are all dependent upon our philosophy of society and our view of how indi
viduals should be treated (Fulcher, 2009). Teachers need to become strong advocates for 
change and for social justice, rather than bystanders to whom testing ‘happens’.

)  5. Testing and society
The defence of high-stakes externally mandated tests is that they provide fairer access 
to opportunities and resources than any other method that society has yet conceived. 
The testing system in China was established in order to reduce the power of the aris
tocracy in civil administration and open it up to talented individuals from whatever 
background they came. Spolsky (1995: 16-24) has called the testing practices associated 
with meritocracy the ‘Chinese principle’. He shows how the principle affected the whole 
of European education in the nineteenth century, with a particular focus on language 
assessment. He shows that tests, or what Edgeworth (1888: 626) called ‘a species of sor
tition’, was a better way of sorting people than on the basis of who their parents were. 
And we are asked to believe that tests remain the best way of making decisions, even if 
they are imperfect.

But this is not the only position that we can take. Shohamy (2001a) argues that one 
reason why test takers and teachers dislike tests so much is that they are a means of 
control. She argues that many governments and ministries o f education use tests to 
implement language policies and force teachers and students to comply. In her analysis, 
this takes place mostly within systems that have a strongly enforced national curriculum



with summative high-stakes national tests that are used to ensure that the curriculum is 
delivered as intended. Shohamy is not reticent about passing judgement upon this use 
of tests:

Implementing policy in such ways is based on threats, fear, myths and power, by con
vincing people that without tests learning will not occur. It is an unethical way o f  
making policy; it is inappropriate to force individuals in a democratic society. Thus, 
tests are used to manipulate and control education and become the devices through 
which educational priorities are communicated to principals, teachers and students. 
(Shohamy, 2001a: 115)

This view is firmly based in social criticism drawn from Foucault’s (1975) book on 
discipline and punishment, in which he analysed the history of the penal system as a 
means of state control. The fact that a discussion of testing appears in this context tells 
us a great deal about Foucault’s views. He argued that authority can control individuals 
and make them do what it wishes through observation and classification. We can illus
trate this with reference to Jeremy Bentham’s (1787) views on the ideal prison. In this 
prison there is a guard tower situated in the centre of the prison with the cells arranged 
in a circle some distance from the tower (see Figure 1.1). No prisoner can see into the

Fig. 1.1. Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon in action. Credit: ©  Bettmann/Corbis



cell of another prisoner, nor can he see if there is a guard m tne iuwci -  ---------
that he is being watched nevertheless. The guards in the tower, on the other hand, can 
observe what is happening in every single cell. Foucault takes Bentham’s two principles 
as the basis for his analysis of control in society: that the exercise of power should be 
visible (always present), but unverifiable (you do not know if you are being watched at 
any particular moment). The current trend in some countries to cover the streets with 
closed-circuit television cameras that cannot always be either switched on or monitored 
is another realisation of the same theory. And in literature the famous novel Nineteen 
Eighty-Four by George Orwell describes a totalitarian state that uses surveillance of this 
kind to achieve complete control over the activities and beliefs o f its citizens. Orwell 
coined the phrase ‘Big Brother is watching you’ that has now entered into everyday 
language.

In what ways might the examination be similar? It is worth listening to Foucault 
(1975: 184-185) at some length in his own words:

The examination combines the techniques o f  an observing hierarchy and those o f  a 
normalizing judgement. It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible 
to qualify, to classify and to punish. It establishes over individuals a visibility through 
which one differentiates them and judges them. That is why, in all the mechanisms 
o f  discipline, the examination is highly ritualized. In it are com bined the ceremony o f  
power and the form  o f  the experiment, the deployment o f  force and the establishment 
o f  truth. At the heart o f  the procedures o f  discipline, it manifests the subjection o f  
those who are perceived as objects and the objectification o f  those who are subjected. 
The superimposition o f  the pow er relations and knowledge relations assumes in the 
examination all its visible brilliance...  who will write the ... history o f  the ‘exam ina
tion -  its rituals, its methods, its characters and their roles, its play o f  questions and  
answers, its systems o f  marking and classification? For in this slender technique are to 
be found a whole domain o f  knowledge, a whole type o f  power.

For Foucault, the ritual is not a rite of passage, but a means o f subjecting the test takers 
to the power o f those who control the educational system. It is an act of observation, 
of surveillance, in which the test taker is subjected to the ‘normalizing judgement’ of 
those who expect compliance with the knowledge that is valued by the elite. After all, 
the answers that the test taker provides will be judged, and in order to do well they have 
to internalise what is considered ‘right’ by those in power.

How is this achieved? Firstly, of course, what counts as valuable knowledge and as 
a ‘right’ answer is externally controlled. The test takers are treated as ‘cases’ in a large- 
scale system that collects and analyses data. Each ‘case’ is documented according to any 
personal and demographic information that is collected. As the test data involves num
bers, it is given the appearance of ‘scientific truth’ that is rarely questioned, and the 
objectification of the individual as a case within a system is complete. But do authorities 
really behave in this way? The evidence suggests that tests have been used as a means of 
state control over educational systems and individuals for as long as there has been an 
educational system. And this has not ceased today. Indeed, with the data storage cap-



integrated personal data on each individual unless ims IS IU I  j  j.____________

legislation.
If you have been convinced by this argument so far, it would appear that Foucault has 

turned upside down the argument that tests are the ‘least worst’ method of being fair.
The natural reaction of most teachers to what Foucault describes, and what some 

governments try to achieve through the use of tests, ranges from distaste to outrage. 
In what follows I will attempt to investigate the origin o f the distaste and illustrate it 
through historical example. The reason for this is very simple. When we read about 
language tests and educational testing more generally today, it tends to wash over us. 
The context is so well known, the arguments of the education ministers well rehearsed: 
Foucault would argue that we are desensitised to what is happening to the point that we 
become an unquestioning part of the system. It is much easier to see issues in examples 
that are now alien to us because time has lapsed. Once we are aware of these issues, we 
can problematise them for our own context, and through the process become more viv
idly aware of what may be happening. Awareness makes it possible for us to consciously 
avoid the negative uses of tests, and engage practices from design to implementation 
that encourage positive test use.

)  6. Historical interlude 1
So let us step back into history for a while, and concentrate on the negative uses of tests, 
before we return to the positive. The first extensive treatment of the role of education 
in society is found in Plato’s Republic (1987), written around 360 b c . In this famous 
text, Plato sets out his vision of the ideal state. It is constructed of three classes: the 
Guardians or rulers; the auxiliaries or warriors, who protect the state; and the workers, 
who generate the wealth. For Plato, the survival of the state depends upon its unity, and 
so the social structure with its three social castes must be maintained. O f course, this 
means avoiding any change whatsoever. Plato therefore requires that all people ‘devote 
their full energy to the one particular job for which they are naturally suited’ so that ‘the 
integrity and unity o f both the individual and the state ... be preserved’ (1987: 190). 
The role of education is to perpetuate the class structure of society without change. It 
was therefore seen as essential that individuals should have no personality, no aspira
tions, no views, other than those invested in them by the state and their position in it. 
As Popper (2002: 55-56) puts it:

The breeding and the education o f  the auxiliaries and thereby o f  the ruling class o f  
Plato’s best state Iare], like their carrying o f  arms, a class symbol and therefore a 
class prerogative. And breeding and education are not empty symbols but, like arms, 
instruments o f  class rule, and necessary fo r  ensuring the stability o f  this rule. They 
are treated by Plato solely from  this point o f  view, i.e. as powerful political weapons 
as means which are useful fo r  herding the human cattle, and fo r  unifying the ruling 
class.


