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In the introduction to Why Knowledge Matters,
E.D. Hirsch admits that, intellectually speaking, he is a
hedgehog. Alluding to Isaiah Berlin’s essay on
intellectual hedgehogs who specialize in one big idea
and foxes who traverse between many ideas (Berlin,
2013), Hirsch fits well into the hedgehog category, a
researcher who has been articulating the same big idea
from different angles for decades. Hirsch’s big idea is
that content knowledge - rather than general reading
skills - is the prime mover of successful reading, and our
collective emphasis on teaching the latter over the
former in reading instruction has undermined student
success.
In previous books, Hirsch has explained why
content-rich curricula are important (Cultural Literacy)
why American schools have erroneously moved away
from emphasizing factual knowledge (The Schools We
Need and Why We Don’t Have Them), and why educating
citizens requires a common content-rich curriculum
(Making of Americans). Why Knowledge Matters reiterates
many themes from these previous books in a way that
fits modern contexts.
The book’s prologue lays out the core of
Hirsch’s case. Hirsch believes that maladies in current
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(reading and other) education are the result of
three bad ideas in education: (a) the idea that
education should focus on the child’s “natural
development,” (b) that education should be
individualized to the child, and (c) that
schools should focus on educating general
skills - critical thinking and metacognition - at
the expense of focusing on content
knowledge. Hirsch argues that the more
American education persists with these three
flawed ideas, the less effective our education
system becomes.
Most of the book’s chapters defend
the idea that what our schools need is a focus
on instilling specific content knowledge rather
than general and broad academic skills. In the
first two chapters, for instance, Hirsch aims at
refuting two commonly heard explanations
for American students’ struggles with reading:
that there is too much testing, and that the
teaching is of poor quality. Hirsch agrees that
we should certainly avoid over-testing, but he
sees the problem less as the quantity of testing
than the quality of testing. Reading tests, he
argues, frequently assess general skills like
summarizing and predicting, where the
evidence (as he presents it) suggests that
reading is less about general skills than
specific content knowledge. The argument is
that teachers are generally the agents of bad
curricular decisions (ones that emphasize
general reading strategies than instilling
content knowledge), and bear little blame for
the failure of methods their job demands they
use.
Hirsch argues improving students
reading skills is not necessarily a matter of
investing more in preschool (or high school)
education either. Adequate funding for
preschools, of course makes sense - but only
if a good preschool is followed by a good
primary school that consolidates and extends
the early boost ”by focusing primarily on
content knowledge over skills acquisition” (p.
45). Hirsch similarly criticizes the Common
Core Language Arts standards on similar
grounds, that is, they focus largely on teaching
reading skills - like summarizing, predicting,
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and locating the main idea and supporting
details - rather than instilling the factual
knowledge that would help students
understand the content of what they read.
Other chapters argue for the idea that
that schools should create common contentrich curricula where children learn the same
knowledge in common, rather than trying to
individualize instruction around the child’s
interests and “natural development.” Hirsch
takes aim at what he sees as the gradual
dilution of the elementary curriculum, as
affected by the idea that instruction should be
child-centered and individualistic, rather than
designed so that all students are taught the
same content-rich curriculum. Not only has
this stress on individualization of learning
proven to be a “quixotic idea that has put
enormous pressure on teachers to achieve the
impossible,” (p. 72), but it has exacerbated
inequality (by failing to prepare students who
grow up in educationally impoverished
environments to keep up with students raised
in more fortunate home environments), and
has undermined the idea that all Americans
have access to a common cultural language.
As Hirsch puts it,
All fully functioning citizens are
functional because they have become
initiated into the common language,
whether or not they were born into it.
When people speak of
“communication skills,” they properly
imply the ability to communicate
effectively with strangers, which is to
say, mastery of the language of the
public sphere (p. 81).
Hirsch brings in international data to make his
case by telling a cautionary story about
France’s national education system. As Hirsch
tells it, prior to 1989, France’s education
system had the purpose of “enabl[ing] all
French children to acquire the same
knowledge in order to unify society and
reduce inequality” (p. 137). In 1989, France
enacted a more differentiated and studentcentered style of instruction, where “each
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school was to respect and develop the child’s
home culture and conform to the individual
characteristics of each locality and to the
individual characteristics of each child” (p.
137). Hirsch invokes data from the French
Ministry of Education and others to argue
that, like the situation in America, France’s
focus on individualized and skills-based,
rather than communal and knowledge-based,
instruction, increased social inequality,
lessened social cohesion, and reduced the
academic effectiveness of French education.
He concludes by offering a positive
vision of what Hirsch thinks American
education should be, by focusing on recent
data about Hirsch-inspired Core Knowledge
schools. These schools not only have a strong
focus on factual content knowledge, but also
have very communal curricula, ensuring that
all students are taught roughly the same
things. These features, Hirsch argues, account
for the academic success of these (public,
private, and charter) schools.
As a philosopher, I will leave it to the
more empirically-versed to assess Hirsch’s
claims about the importance of content (over
general skills) for reading. The only thing I
can say on that score is that Hirsch at times
exhibits a bold confidence that seems
unjustified given that he paints himself
(accurately, as far as I can tell) as a lonely
voice of reason swimming upstream in a sea
of naysayers. For instance, Hirsch is confident
that “every cognitive scientist specializing in the
subject would agree” that “once decoding has
been mastered and fluency attained, relevant
knowledge becomes the chief component of
reading skill” (p. 23, my italics). Given that the
Common Core State Standards (whose
approach Hirsch disagrees with) is said to be
grounded in cognitive science research
(Marchitello & Wilhelm, 2014), Hirsch is
either making too sweeping a claim or might
want to convince readers that cognitive
science research in reading was not, in fact,
brought to bear when developing the
Common Core State Reading Standards.
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My larger concern is that in Why
Knowledge Matters, two of Hirsch’s central
arguments are framed as part of one
argument, but I think are independent of one
another. First, Hirsch wants to convince us
that factual knowledge is the prime mover of
good reading instruction, that we should focus
less on teaching general reading strategies
than concrete content knowledge. Second,
Hirsch wants to convince us that the best
institutions of education will be those who
have all students learning the same content, so
that all students can participate in a certain
common culture.
My difficulty is that there is nothing I
see that tie these claims together. To illustrate,
I could firmly believe that the best type of
instruction for improving reading is one
putting emphasis on content knowledge
rather than general reading strategies. In no
way would that commit me to Hirsch’s
second argument that therefore, the best way
to proceed is by creating a curriculum where
everyone is presented the same content
knowledge at roughly the same times. I might,
instead, believe that if content knowledge is
the key to reading success, and children are
almost certain not to be interested in the same
content at the same times (and the less
interest, the less retention), the best approach
is the more individualistic one Hirsch
criticizes. Vice versa, I could strongly believe
that the best institutional approach to
education is a common curriculum that
everyone receives yet envision a common
curriculum that emphasizes skills, more than
knowledge, which we are to have in common.
These arguments - that we need a strong
emphasis on content, and that we need a
common curriculum - are entirely separable,
where Hirsch implies without argument them
as if they are necessarily connected.
The reason I bring that up is that
while I tentatively agree with Hirsch that
factual knowledge is a vital component to
reading instruction, I suspect that his way of
structuring a curriculum will not lead to the
best possible environment for children to
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retain what facts they’ve learned. In Hirsch’s
eagerness to (in my view, correctly) criticize
Piaget-inspired theories that learning should
follow the child’s natural development, he
introduces the idea of a curriculum where
content is introduced regardless of what
students’ interests are. More than a few
cognitive scientists and psychologists suggest
that retention of content is strongly enhanced
when students are learning what they have an
interest in (Garner et al., 1992, Kang et al.,
2009, Engel, 2013). It may well be the case
that the type of “one size fits all” curriculum
Hirsch is proposing might end up doing a
worse job at getting students to retain crucial
factual information than a fact-rich but more
individualized curriculum.
Thus, while I tentatively agree with
Hirsch that content knowledge is a vital part
of reading skill, I am not convinced in his
argument for a common curriculum. Not only
does this latter argument not follow from the
former, but taken on its own, Hirsch’s
argument for it is unconvincing. Hirsch writes
that it is important for all students to receive
the same content knowledge so that they can
learn the common language or be equipped to
enter the public square. (“In a modern
democracy, whatever the home culture, the duty
of schools is to transmit the shared knowledge of
the shared language - to transmit the cultural
commons of the nation, its public sphere” [ 68,
my italics].) This depicts culture in a very
unrealistic way, as both a singular entity (no
matter whether you are a teenager in rural
Kansas, fisherman in the Louisiana bayou, or
academic in the city of Boston, you are part of
the very same culture) and an entity from
which we can isolate those things that
everyone needs to know. The reality, it seems,

is that culture is a much more organic,
decentralized, and fluid “thing” than Hirch
gives credit for (Ridley, 2016, ch. 5). The
culture, and hence, what one needs to know
to participate in it, will surely be different
depending on context; what one needs to
know at a baseball game, as an employee of
Facebook, or in a conversation with teenage
video gamers will be different, as all three
have quite different cultural contexts. At
times, Hirsch is rightly skeptical of the idea
that factual knowledge is irrelevant because in
the age of the internet, we can always look
things up. But I think Hirsch misses how
implausible it is to think that we can identify
that set of facts that all Americans really do
need to know in common given such a
diverse society as ours. Hirsch may badly want
there to be such an identifiable body of
knowledge, but as long as culture is a dynamic
and decentralized system, it is unlikely that we
will find one. The best we could do is guess at
what facts all students need to know and
content ourselves with scores of false
positives (teaching many students what they
will never need to know) and negatives (not
teaching them what they will need to know).
Hirsch is indeed what Isaiah Berlin
would term an intellectual hedgehog, who has
spent the last several decades arguing different
variations on the same big idea. Certainly,
there is nothing wrong with that, as Hirsch’s
message is an interesting one that deserves
frequent reiteration. Why Knowledge Matters
reiterates (with recent data as a support)
Hirsch’s message about the importance of
content knowledge to reading (and other)
instruction and of a common knowledge-rich
curriculum in U.S. schools.
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