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John Dewey on Education
John Dewey is the arguably the most predominant figure in American educational history. “Dewey’s thought has long superseded the influence of the Founding Generation”
 and former educational giants such as Thomas Jefferson Benjamin Rush and Benjamin Franklin are rarely invoked presently.

John Dewey was highly active in regards to educational reform. He molded together new perspectives of children with new ideas in politics to create a type of progressive education. The primary goal of education, according to Dewey was simply stated, “The educational experience should be as much as possible, a microcosm of social life.”
 If this were achieved then responsible members of a democratic society would emerge from the educational system. Dewey attempts to establish democracy directly within education. He goes beyond basic social membership and claims that education can foster values of responsible citizenship among students. Moreover, Dewey further described the duty of a democratic citizen is to advocate social reform. Thus, education in a democracy should produce social reformers.

Dewey attempted to distance himself from the political sphere and present his educational philosophy as merely philosophy. He writes, “Since growth is the characteristic of life, education is all one with growing; it has no end beyond itself.”
 Nevertheless, education is inherently political and Dewey directly outlined progressive education.

Dewey has written a monolithic philosophy of individual and social betterment. He intends his work to be comprehended in its entirety and not merely its parts as, “Dewey’s philosophy is a continuing project, a process of growth, a vision of what we can become.”
 Such employment would exhaust any academic mind to a lifetime of analysis much as Dewey dedicated his lifetime to writing it. Keeping in mind that Dewey’s “philosophy as education is a holistic vision of human growth and flourishing”
 and not simply a subscription of advocacy, we can carefully dissect the specific goals, methods and results of his educational framework.

Part I

Educational Goals
Dewey’s goal of individual and social success starts with education. Dewey recognizes that education is the “preeminent public concern within a political regime.”
 He places significant emphasis on social reform and the preservation of it because he views reform as the primary means to achieving progress. His progressivism shows as his treatment of education enforces the critical thinking required of reform-minded individuals as well as confidence building in the form of commanding one’s environment. Dewey claims, “the school can become the most effective medium for social reform.”
 Therefore, the actions and role of the school is highly politicized. Dewey is not at a loss of suggestions and he asserts, “the task of the school in a free society… is twofold: the socialization of the children and the development of their individual capacities.”
 
Socialization
As stated above, Dewey adheres to the view that “the educational experience should be, as much as possible, a microcosm of social life.”
 Given that society is dynamic over time Dewey’s educational goals are a product of his era. He lived in the late Nineteenth-Century and early Twentieth-Century when urbanization and industrialization were rapidly transforming towns into cities and cities into manufacturing complexes. Throughout this historical process, Dewey holds, “The modern city has broken that simple bond between child, his upbringing, and his finding a useful place in society.”
 Finding a calling in life is essential for survival and Dewey attempts to buttress Darwinian thought in a way that prepares students for environmental success. The environment being the complex modern society and the goals for survival being the effective preparation of morals, vocation and democracy.

Dewey claims that learning culture through habitual practices brings about the understanding of societies’ expected morals. He states, “Unless the learning which accrues in the regular course of study affects character, it is futile to conceive the moral end as the unifying and culminating end to education.”
 To this end, “children learn moral values in and through experience, that is, by interacting with others in a community.”
 The appropriate community set forth for young children is the classroom and the experiences vary by age. “Dewey saw elementary education – education up to the age of thirteen – as moral training rather than purely intellectual training.”
 Secondary schooling would emphasize two themes of socialization. The first being vocational training and second, democratic understanding.

Vocational training is essential to Dewey’s view of education. “Communication an habits of conduct conditioned through participation in the occupations… are the stem of Dewey’s philosophy as education.”
 Dewey viewed vocational training as imparting skills as well as intangible traits. “Occupational education therefore means much more than simply training for the trades… it is moral education based on care, concern and commitment.”
 This conditioning brings about habitual actions that unifies thought, feeling and action and establishes personal culture. There is a debate here that will be covered in Part III below.

Dewey maintains a processual view of education. Through prolonged guided exposure to culture, the student procures a comprehension of social values. Proper education, in Dewey’s model, would include democratic values in the classroom that mirror society. If this were not achieved, democratic understanding would suffer. Dewey warns, “if education is not a thoroughly democratic activity, it is inappropriate preparation for democratic life.”

This concept was ahead of its time. Essentially, Dewey’s underlying message was arguing for equality in the classroom, which inherently transfers to equality in society. One way Dewey called for equality was on gender lines. Indeed, “there was no distinction in the work done by boys and girls… he was an intransigent egalitarian.”
 The point here is that heterogeneous democratic interaction enriches overall education of the individual.

Individual Potential

Education has forever been entwined in the “Nature” vs. “Nurture” debate. In other words, is it our inherent characteristics or our environment, respectively, that precludes our intellectual limitations and potential? Dewey, being a product of the Darwinian generation, answers with an intriguing “Nature” response. He holds, “that children came into the world not as tabulae rasae upon which teachers might write whatever they chose… but as bundles of intellectual, emotional, and moral potential naturally ready to turn into useful and happy adults.”

Given this perspective, students are raw potential with the same intellectual abilities to achieve as any of their peers, aside from socio-economic forces. The potential needs to be nurtured through prolonged experiences. Dewey solves the debate with the preceding accommodationist view that knowledge is a combination of individual potential abilities guided by experiences.

The question follows, what type of experience is required to attain Dewey’s goals? We only need a definition here. “Experience for Dewey is simply what occurs when we carry out transactions with our environment.”
 This will be attended to more extensively in Part II below.

Through educational experiences, Dewey contends that students will achieve not only knowledge of content, but also further their intelligence. Dewey does not subscribe to a singular modicum of intelligence. He brings forth a long list of intelligences that are present in the following passage of Bertein’s work:

Intelligence consists of a set of flexible and growing habits that involve sensitivity; the ability to discern the complexities of situations; imagination that is exercised in seeing new possibilities and hypotheses; willingness to learn from experience; fairness and objectivity in judging and evaluating conflicting values and opinions; and the courage to change one’s views when it is demanded by the consequences of our actions.”

To reach this intelligence within Dewey’s educational model, “children were gradually weaned from their homes ad the emotional stimuli that home provided and onto a more abstract, more impersonal intellectual and social diet.”
 If this high order of intelligence is achieved then the individual’s potential is terminally reached.

In the same vein, the final stage of socialization is the actualization of an individual’s social potential. This would be a total assimilation to Dewey’s idealized goal of a moral, diligent and egalitarian citizen who holds sound judgement and ambition for success. An individual’s social potential can only be achieved through an atmosphere of true individualism, which is “a product of the relaxation of the grip of the authority of custom and traditions as standards of belief.”
 Dewey, as an individual in his own model, is trying to both embrace the democratic tradition and struggle against the authoritarian educational custom.
Part II

Educational Methods
Dewey, himself a social reformer, wrote to distribute his political and philosophical views to others. Regarding education, “He objected to the artificiality and externality of traditional approaches to education that stressed the structure and content of the curriculum.”
 Primarily, Dewey was contending with way teachers were teaching and the way students were learning. In the traditional style, education was a hierarchy with administrators and educators at the top and students at the bottom.  Dewey was concerned that this form of education teaches its students to become obedient and servile. He shows this most poignantly in Democracy and Education:

In education, the currency of these externally imposed aims is responsible for the emphasis put upon the notion of preparation for a remote future and for rendering the work of both teacher and pupil mechanical and slavish.

He would rather accomplish his primary goal of creating generations of social reformers instead of “subordination of the individual to the institution.”
 Dewey sought to bring about “the introduction of a new order of conceptions leading to new modes of practice.”
 To accomplish this, he established methods of education. “Method is a statement of the way the subject matter of an experience develops most effectively and fruitfully. It is derived, accordingly, from observation of the course of experiences.”
 He suggested change in the following methods of both teaching and learning.

Classroom Structure and Practices

Dewey writes, “one cannot share in intercourse with others without learning – without getting a broader point of view and perceiving things of which one would otherwise be ignorant.”
 He is consistent with the idea of the classroom maintaining a communal like atmosphere. This community was traditionally in the form of a hierarchy, as outlined above, but Dewey would remove the instructors from the front of the classroom and place them as active participators with and among the students.

There are two consequences to transferring the focus of the classroom from the teacher to the student. First, the teacher now has a role of leader of educational experiences instead of intellectual orator. Dewey would have teachers guide their students gently with minimal discipline because “the extent that we must exercise control, it is not over the student, but the educational process.”
 Secondly, the student is directly involved with choosing topics for further study based on interest. This gives increased ownership and comprehension over the content being taught.

Dewey’s “child-centered” view of education is difficult to discern. He agrees to “allow the child to assist in organizing his own education”
 but downplays “the role of the child in determining what he wants to study.”
 Beyond this seemingly conflicted definition of child-centered education, Dewey asserts “the act of teaching must coordinate teacher, student, and subject matter”
 but also “begins with the impulses, interests, and initiative of the particular individual.”

The simplest way to achieve this ambiguous structure harmoniously is through problem posing in the proper environment. In Dewey’s model, the teacher must pose increasingly sophisticated problems in order to bring about increasingly sophisticated ideas within their students. Dewey was insistent on this point because “he believed so passionately that ideas made sense only as solutions to problems.”
 He also charged teachers to employment of establishing and maintaining “a wider and better balanced environment than that by which the young would be likely, if left to themselves, to be influenced.”

With teachers and students taking on these respective roles, child-centered education relieves the student from learning merely by rote and conversely, relieves the teacher from teaching merely by lecture. Given this structure, how do teachers teach and students learn?

Transference and “Learning by Doing”

Dewey kept his goals in mind while answering this question. He was consistent with his aforementioned dual aim of socialization and the development of individual potential here. The transference of knowledge pertaining to his goals was included in his educational methods in a unique form. This form was confined to experiential action or “learning by doing”.

There are two types of knowledge transference in Dewey’s educational philosophy. The first refers to the individual. The responsibility of individual education lies upon the teacher’s decisions and the student’s participation. Dewey seems to assume willingness to learn on the part of all students and looks to the teachers to be held accountable for educational success. “Dewey insisted that the teacher must always connect the subject matter with the student’s present needs and abilities.”

Turning his attention to the institutional decisions, Dewey holds schools accountable to “show children the complexity of the modern world.”
 These are curriculum choices that should accurately reflect society and produce culture in the students. Ryan gives an example of this connection:

Cooking in the school kitchen linked the child both to home, where such activities went on, and to the countryside, where food was grown, and thus to the school’s own physical environment, while sewing in the textile room tied the school both to the home, where such things went on too, and then out to the world of business and industry.”

While Ryan focuses on vocational activities, Dewey also stressed this approach regarding academic disciplines. Geography and history were especially of interest to Dewey because they directly impacted natural and social life respectively. He summarizes with the following excerpt:

their chief educational value is that they provide the most direct and interesting roads out into the larger world of meanings… history makes human implications explicit and geography natural connections, these subjects are two phases of the same living whole.

This social transference is the primary means of Dewey’s educational reform. It manifests itself in the classroom as the controversial “learning by doing” method.

This theory is closely associated with human action and the communicative properties of thinking. The basis of this method is habitual action and thought. “Because they involve coordinated responses to our habitats, Dewey thought that habits are the means of coordinating self and environment.”
 This again requires decisions of limitations by teachers and schools. They are called upon to discern an appropriate environment as well as appropriate habits and behavior. Dewey suggested the heterogeneous approach, which he thought would perpetuate democratic culture. 

Part III

Results

There were mixed results to Dewey’s initial application to school’s throughout the nation. Many schools sprouted claiming alignment with progressive education, but few had taken the time to digest Dewey’s message of democracy, academia, and vocation. Schoolmasters chose their own agendas and recruited students for their schools aligning themselves with “New Education Movement”, which “rested on two pillars: its use, or misuse, of science, and its appeal to the educational philosophy of John Dewey.”

Critics

Numerous critics sprouted to refute the “New Education Movement”. A popular example here is the play “Auntie Mame” in which an orphaned son is taken in by his estranged Aunt. She is an eclectic woman who has many men in her life, drinks during prohibition, and sends her nephew to an alternative school where children run around naked and are encouraged to express their feelings sensorially. Dewey attempted to distance himself from this camp because of it’s perceived illegitimacy. He brings forth the following statement from the introduction of his classic text Experience and Education:

think in terms of Education itself rather that in terms of some ‘ism about education, even such an ‘ism as ‘progressivism.’ For in spite of itself any movement that thinks and acts in terms of an ‘ism becomes so involved in reaction against other ‘isms that it is unwittingly controlled by them

He strongly affirms later in the text, “What we want and need is education pure and simple… and not a name or slogan”
 Many also critiqued Dewey himself. Ryan shows the spectrum of the critics’ approach here:
There are two extremes from which Dewey has always been attacked, on the one side as someone who has an inadequate view for discipline, order, and instilled habit, and on the other as a theorist of the manipulation of children into docile membership of the corporate order.

These were critiques of the “child-centered” education Dewey advocates and they often called for either a throwback to traditional teaching or further progression towards student led education. Another argument was class-based and took issue with Dewey’s “emphasis on learning by doing” by contending it was “a recipe for preparing children to go on to vocational schools.”
 If this were true, Dewey’s methods would effectually separate academics and non-academics into two distinct tracks terminating in entry in either the managerial class or laboring class. However, Dewey realizes this is a problematic point in his philosophy and suggests that “industrial life… so intimately affects all forms of social intercourse, that there is an opportunity to utilize it for development of mind and character.”
 He further claims, “it would give those who engage in industrial callings desire and ability to share in social control”, and in regards to, “the more privileged portion of the community, it would increase sympathy for labor.”

The Dewey School

Beyond his controversial followers and his critics, Dewey himself went so far as to create a school based on his own agenda. It was located at the University of Chicago where he was a department chair. The Dewey school “became a test bed where Dewey’s ideas about how to teach children were put into practice.”

The primary focus was an experiment against rote learning and towards the child-centered structure and learning by doing method. “The school was intended to break with the practice of elementary schools generally and to provide an intellectually and logically coherent education rather than a mere infusion of factual information.”

Unfortunately, “Dewey’s school lasted only seven and a half years”
 and the true value of the experimentation with Dewey’s methods was not fully realized. However, “its educational results were entirely satisfactory as everyone from the most to the least committed agreed.”
 Dewey’s school was the first mark of success and legitimacy for his methods. 

Conclusion

John Dewey’s overall effect on education, and consequently society, is difficult to measure. While Dewey ideally wanted education to be “a continuous process of reconstruction, in which there is progressive movement.”
, he was to see in his lifetime marginal success. Berstein recognizes when he writes in 1966 that schools of his time “have failed to be influenced by what is most basic in Dewey’s concept of the function of education in a democratic society.”

His message of nurturing the individual within a structured democratic environment was innovative. It would produce an informed citizen as well as a diligent worker.  He brought forth the educational system that creates democracy while using democracy. Dewey recognized the necessity for this system because democracy “must develop a theory of knowledge which sees in knowledge the method of which one experience is made available in giving direction and meaning to another.”
 He is the first theorist to treat the transmittal of knowledge itself as democratic.

He never faltered in his quest for educational reform due to his overwhelming “faith that the conditions for growth can be fostered, and life thereby improved”
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