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Chapter 1; John Dewey
whwﬂ

[Tihe fundamental issue is not

of new versus old education nor of
progressive against traditional
education but a question of what,
if anything whatever, must be
worthy of the name Education.

John Dewey

Biography
Born in Burlington, Vermont, in 1859, John Dewey is
truly the American educator who has most influenced
our thinking about education in this country. Dewey's
family had farmed in Vermont for three generations.
He attended the University of Vermont, where he studied
philosophy. In 1884 he received a Ph.D. at Johns Hopkins
University, which led to a teaching position at the Uni-
versity of Michigan. While serving as a professor of
philosophy there, he became friends with one of his stu-
dents, Alice Chipman. They were married in 1886, and it
was largely the influence of his wife that brought Dewey
to the study of education. Chipman was interested in
social problems and their relationship to education. Her
interest was contagious, and soon she and Dewey were
working together to determine the best ways to support
the education of children in America.

In 1894 they moved to the University of Chicago,
where Dewey took a position teaching philosophy.

Photograph: John Dewey Papers, Special Collections/Morrls Library,
Southern Illinois University, Carbondale.
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He found the position desirable because it was intended
that he blend the teaching of philosophy with both psy-
chology and educational theory. Within two years he had
established the famous laboratory school that attracted
attention around the world. Dewey’s Laboratory School
established the University of Chicago as the center of
thought on progressive education, the movement toward
more democratic and child-centered education. Progres-
sive education was a reaction to the rigid, more formal
style of traditional education during the nineteenth cen-
tury. It was considered genius by many and criticized as
too radical by others, Dewey's involvement with the lab
school was relatively short-lived but created, in a few
years, a wealth of educational research and theory that
continues to drive many of our best practices today.

In 1904, arguing with administrators over education
budgets, Dewey resigned his position at the Univetsity
of Chicago. He took a post at Columbia University in
New York City where he continued to teach and write
for another four decades. Dewey has contributed vol-
umes of work to our knowledge base in educational
psychology and theory. Much of his work is as relevant
to the struggles of American educators today as it was
nearly a half century ago. His writings cover a broad
range of topics relevant to teaching. Dewey continued
writing and revising manuscripts until his death in 1952
at the age of ninety-three.

In 1899, John Dewey gave a talk to the parents of
children in his school. The parents were worried about
the changing times. On the edge of the industrial age,
these parents of one hundred years ago were old enough
to remember the “agricultural era” in America. They
remembered when children were educated at home by
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watching their parents do meaningful work. They
thought the new generation lacked character and values,
Dewey agreed with parents that the home was no longer
educating children in the way it had in the past, but he
gave them good counsel. “We cannot overlook the factors
of discipline and of character building involved ... but it
is useless to bemoan the departure of the good old days
of children’s modesty, reverence, and implicit obedience,
if we expect merely by bemoaning the exhortation to
bring them back” {The School and Society; Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1899).

What Dewey was trying to get his

parent group to understand was that A s we speak today of disposi-
change brings new problems but also tions for learning, purposeful
new opportunities. He urged parents curricula, shaping experiences
to think of new ways they could all through well-planned environ-
find to help children learn to be social-  jhents and many other theoreti-
ly responsible people, without trying cal and practical conditions of
to cling to times gone by teaching, we are discussing the
At the turn of another century, issues that interested Dewey and
teachers struggle with the very same that he wrote and talked about.

issues. In her 1997 publication, Dewey’5

Laboratory Schoof: Lessons for Today,

Laurel Tanner points out that a century ago Dewey asked
the questions we still seek answers to in the twenty-first
century: How do we best introduce chiidren to subject
matter? Should we have multiage classrooms? How can
we best plan curriculum? How can supervisors support
classroom teachers? How should thinking skills be taught?
Significant answers to these and similar questions about
teaching can be found in Dewey’s many volumes. Dewey’s
work is echoed in the writing of many contemporary edu-
cational theorists. As we speak today of dispositions for
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learning, purposeful curricula, shaping experiences
through well-planned environments, and many other
theoretical and practical conditions of teaching, we are
discussing the issues that intere sted Dewey and that he
wrote and talked about.

Dewey is most associated with the progressive edu-
cation movement in America. He played a central role in
its development in the United States. In Europe, Maria
Montessori and Jean Piaget were spreading the same
message. These eaily theorists all agreed that children
learn from doing and that education shouild involve real-
life material and experiences and should encourage
experimentation and independent thinking. These ideas,
now quite common, were considered revolutionary in
Dewey's day.

Dewey's Theories
john Dewey wrote so many volumes on the philosophy
and practice of education that an introductory text can-
not begin to cover his contribution to our field. As a pro-
gressive educator he shared with Vygotsky, Montessori,
and Piaget the central ideas of that movement: education
should be child centered, education must be both active
and interactive; and education must involve the social
world of the child and the community. In 1897 Dewey
published his philosophy of education in a document
called My Pedagogic Creed {(Washington, DC: The
Progressive Education Association, 1897). Here's what
he said about education:

@ “[Tjrue education comes through the stimulation of the

child’s powers by the demands of the social situations in
which he finds himself.”
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Dewey believed that children learn best when they
interact with other people, working both alone and
cooperatively with peers and adults,

“The child’s own instinct and powers furnish the material
and give the starting point for all education.”

According to Dewey, children’s interests form the basis for
curriculum planning. He believed that the interests and
background of each child and group must be considered
when teachers plan learning experiences.

“I believe that education, therefore, is a process of living
and not preparation for future living.”

Dewey believed that education is part of life. He believed
that as long as people are alive, they are learning, and that
education should address what the person needs to know
at the time, not prepare them for the future. Dewey
thought that curriculum should grow out of real home,
wotk, and other life situations.

“[T]he school life should grow gradually out of the home
life ... it is the business of the school to deepen and extend
the child’s sense of values bound up in his home life.”

Dewey thought teachers must be sensitive to the values
and needs of families. The values and culture of families
and communities should be reflected in and deepened by
what happens at school.

"I believe, finally, that the teacher is engaged, not simply
in the training of individuals, but in the formation of a
proper social life.”

Dewey believed that teachers do not teach just subject
matter, but also how to live in society. In addition, he
thought that teachers do not just teach individual children,
but also shape the society.

the last piece of Dewey's pedagogic creed that is the
ngboard for some of his most provocative ideas. He
aved that teachers needed to have confidence in

r alxille and ahilitine He halioved taarhoate iond +0
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trust their knowledge and experience and, using both,
provide appropriate activities to nurture inquiry and dis-
positions for learning in the children they work with.

The Teacher’s Role

In Experience and Education (1938), Dewey said that

| teachers should have more confidence when planning

children’s learning experiences. He said teachers were

\ too afraid that instruction would infringe upon the free-
dom and creativity of their students. Dewey thought

\ that children need assistance from

teachers in making sense of their

world.

What should this assistance look
like? Dewey thought it was important
for teachers to observe children and to
determine from these observations
what kinds of experiences the children
are interested in and ready for, He
thought that the educator has a serious
responsibility to invest in planning and organizing for
children’s learning activities. In other words, he believed
that it is the teacher’s job to determine the curriculum
based on knowledge of the children and their abilities.
He felt that suggestions and guidance coming from
thoughtful teachers, who after all have more life experi-
ence and more general knowledge than children, could
not possibly be less useful to children than the ideas
they arrive at by accident.

When progressive oducation was criticized for allow-
ing children too much freedom without appropriate
guidance, Dewey agreed. "It is a ground for legitimate
criticism when the ongoing movement of progressive

Dewey thought it was
important for teachers to
observe children and to
determine from these obser-
vations what kinds of expe-
riences the children are
interested in and ready for.
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education fails to recognize that the problem of selection
and organization of subject matter for study and learning
is fundamental,” he responded (Dewey, 1938, 78). Dewey
was saying that children need teachers to decide what is
safe and also developmentally and individually appro-
priate for them. .

Dewey was concerned that many teachers of his
time were claiming to be part of progressive education
merely because they departed from more traditional
approaches. He recognized the danger in moving away
from one direction without clearly understanding the
new direction one wanted to follow. He also thought this
was a very common pattern among educators. He
believed there were teachers who were drawn to pro-
gressive education because they thought it would be
easier. He knew that some teachers used the new ideas
as justification for improvising ot allowing children to
choose their experiences, uninhibited by teacher plan-
ning or direction.

Dewey believed that the path to quality education is
to know the children well, to build their experiences on
past learning, to be organized, and to plan well. He also
believed that the demands of this new method make
observing, documenting, and keeping records of class-
room events much more important than when tradition-
al methods are used.

Dewey believed that in order to provide educational
experiences for children, teachers must

& have a strong base of general knowledge as well as
knowledge of specific children

B be willing to make sense of the world for children on the
basis of their greater knowledge and experience

® invest in observation, planning, organization, and docu-
mentation
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- How can Dewey's theory about the teacher’s role in
education guide teachers in early childhood programs?

m  Observe children closely and plan curricatum from their
interests and experience.

@ Don't be afraid to 1ise your knowledge of the children and
the world to make sense of the world for children.

Plan Purposeful Curriculum

When visiting a group of four year olds recently, 1
noticed a child who spent most of her free time crawling
about the room. She would say “meow” to anyone she
passed. She did not play with other children. She did
not seek interaction from her teacher. She simply
roamed around, meowing.

I asked the teacher about this child. “She likes to
think shes a cat,” the teacher said.

Why is that?” 1 asked.

“Tm not sure,” the teacher said.

"Does she have a cat at home?” 1 asked.

“I'm not sure,” the teacher said again.

“Do you ever wonder what makes her doit?" I
pushed.

uQhe really enjoys it .. and that's enough for me,” the
teacher said, smiling confidently, and added, “Learning
should be fun!”

This is not what Dewey meant by “teacher confi-
dence”! He said that confidence should spring from the
base of knowledge that the teacher applies to classroom
situations. That knowledge includes knowing the child
(Does she have a cat?); individualizing curricula (Does she
need to work through the death of a pet?} understanding
the social nature of learning (How can the teacher or
peers help or join her?); and preparation for life (What is




John Dewey

the point of this behavior? How and what is she learning
from it that she can use as she goes through life?).

Dewey certainly believed that when children were
engaged, learning was fun and exciting in and of itself,
However, in this example, the teacher was content to
accept “fun” as a justification for aimless activity, without
trying to understand the meaning of the experience for
the child. She did not build on the child’s preoccupation
with heing a cat to extend the girl’s knowledge of the
world, to advance her skills, or to support her develop-
ment. She did not connect the child’s interest to her own
broad knowledge of the world, or to learning that had
gone before. Using Dewey's criteria, this would be
termed a mis-educative experience.

Here's a very different example. In a classroom
where five year olds were at work, I observed some
children playing with glue. At first glance this activity
seemed aimless as well as wasteful. The children had
taken empty thread spools from the art area. Placing a
finger under the bottom hole, they filled the spool with
glue. Quickly turning it sideways, the children blew the
glue out of the hole. “Wow, you did it, just like yester-
day!” one child shouted exuberantly as the glue spread
across the art table.

Fascinated, I was wondering what kind of curriculum
the school followed when the teacher quickly inter-
vened. “You must be showing our visitor what you did
with eggs yesterday,” she said. She explained that the
children had been looking at decorated eggs from
around the world. The teacher had shown them how the
artists prepare the eggshells by blowing out the raw egg
inside. Now the children’s behavior made sense to me.
Then the teacher said, “You really understood that
process with the eggs. You have done the same thing
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with the spools and glue. We can't use up all of our glue,
though, so I want you to put that away DOW. Then we
can go check on our €ggs from yesterday and see if they
are ready to decorate.”

This teacher knew her students well. She knew
exactly what they were doing and why. She affirmed the
connection between the eggs and the glue and then redi-
rected the children to the original project. She wasn't
afraid to say, 1 see what you are doing. It makes sense,
but let’s not do it with glue. Let's get back to our eggs.”
Her guidance assured that the experimenting was turned
from mere experience 10 leqrning experience. This is the
confidence Dewey speaks of. It is based on knowledge of
both specific children and the learning process.

Malce Sense of the World for Children
Dewey also said that beyond their knowledge of chil-
dren, teachers must be willing to tap their general
knowledge of the world to help children make sense of
their surroundings and experiences. This is a challenge
for many early childhood teachers, who have often been
discouraged from sharing their knowledge with children.
For example, | was recently at a statewide gathering
of Head Start teachers who were working toward their
Child Development Associate credential. As part of the
seminar, teachers were reflecting on the project work
they were doing with children, One teacher, Kathy,
talkked about her classs investigation of winter birds. The
children had observed and commented on the V forma-
tion of birds flying above the play area. Their teachers-
explained that the birds were going south for the winter.
The children knew that not all birds left New England
because there were birds coming daily to their bird

10
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feeder, and this launched the class into a project study-
ing the birds that remained in the area during the winter.

Kathy showed the group some cardinals that the
children had made. They were so realistic that at first no

one guessed they were made from paper plates, painted
and feathered. Several teachers also commented that
they looked as if they had been made by older children.

Some of the teachers were disturbed by Kathy's pres-
entation. “Did you use a model?” one asked.

“No,” Kathy responded. “We had the children carefully
observe the cardinals in the yard. We brought in lots of
books with pictures and photographs, and when we set
up the activity, we only set out materials and paint
appropriate to making cardinals.”

The discussion got more heated. “You actually did
this with five year olds? I can't believe you would only
set out red and brown paint! What if someone wanted
theirs to be purple or green? Isn't this whole thing
infringing on the children’s creativity?” There was an
explosion of questions and comments.

Kathy was tentative. Her head teacher had warned her
that some of her peers might not understand or approve
of the work they were doing with the class. Quietly she
shared their approach. “We didn't put green paint out
because there aren't green cardinals. There has been a lot
of painting and drawing in other areas of the classroom,
but we think of this project as scientific investigation, not
creative arts. We are studying birds, what they look like,
what they eat, where they live. We want the children to
know more about some of the birds that live in their
backyards and we thought it was important to share accu-
rate information. Restricting the colors they painted with
for this project has actually made their study more inter-
esting. Last week I overheard a child tell her classmate, as

11
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they stared out the window, ‘That must be a blue jay. It
can't be a cardinal because they are all red!”

This was followed by another burst of comments:

“Isn't it inappropriate to tell children what color they
should use on a project?’

“If children are painting, shouldn't they use whatever
color they want?”

~Well, but bird watching is different from easel
painting.”

o we really want children pointing to a pigeon and
saying, "There's a cardinal’?”

“f a child brought you a picture of an octopus and it
only had six tentacles, would you correct her? Would
you say, That’s wrong go back and
add two more tentacles’?”

Kathy responded slowly and

our responsibility includes making thoughtfully. "We would Wt say ‘Its

sense of the world to children even
if it means having them take
another look at the color of birds
or their two-legged horses.

wrong, go back and fix it!" but we
might say some other thought-pro-
voking things. We wotld have
many books about sea life with
drawings and photographs. We
might say something like, ‘Let's look at your drawing of
the octopus and the pictures in National Geographic.
We might call attention to the fact that these creatures
sure have more legs than we do! Many children would
then begin counting and would realize that a ‘real’ octo-
pus has eight tentacles. This is the kind of discovery that
learning is all about!”

The other teachers were not all convinced. There
was a long discussion, with comments such as these:

“Process is what is important to young children.”

“Rach child’s work should look the way she
wants it to.”

12
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"his whole approach seems manipulative.”

Ve NEVER tell children how to draw.”

his doesn't seem very developmentally appropriatel”
athy explained to the group that the teachers at her
r had visited the Hundred Languages of Children

it. They had been amazed at some of the work

by preschoolers in Reggio Emilia, Italy. After

ling project seminars, the staff had reflected on
current work with the children, Their new learning
nced them that they had been underestimating

the children were capable of. “We decided that, as
ars, our responsibility includes making sense of the
to children even if it means having them take

er look at the color of birds or their two-legged

sl” she concluded.

ithy’s story is a good example of what Dewey

t by teachers using their greater knowledge to help
lildren make sense of their world. Children in her
oom have ample opportunity for unfettered cre-
axpression, but in the study she described, chil-
vere using art as a tool for scientific investigation.
Iping the children look closely at the birds they
studying and giving them the tools to make accu-
spresentations of them, these teachers built on the
en’s knowledge. They helped them learn more

the birds. They also gave them skilis they could

r future investigations. This, according to Dewey, is
2achers should use their knowledge of the world to
d children’s knowledge.

tion versus Mis-Education
r avoided the either/or discussions so common to
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not a matter of new versus old approaches to education,
but rather what conditions make any experience worthy
of being called »aducational.” Dewey insisted that educa-
tion and experience are related but not equal, and that
some experiences are not educational at all. He called
these mis-educative experiences. Dewey believed that an
activity is not a learning activity if it lacks purpose and
organization. He criticized the more traditional formal
teaching environments of the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries in which children learned infoxrmation by
rote and spent days reciting facts out of context. He also
criticized situations in which teachers set up the learning
environment and then turn children loose to explore
without offering any guidance or suggestions, or ran-
domly set up experiences without providing any unify-
ing theme, continuity, or purpose. Dewey thought that
rather than saying, “The children will enjoy this,” teach-
ers need to ask the following questions when they plan
activities for children:

Tiow does this expand on what these children already know?
How will this activity help this child grow?

What skills are being developed?

How will this activity help these children know more
about their world?

i How does this activity prepare these children to live moie
fully?

From Dewey's perspective, an experience can only
be called “educational” if it meets these criteria:

It is based on the children’s interests and grows out of
their existing knowledge and experience.

g It supports the children’s development.

@ It helps the children develop new skills.

@ It adds to the childrens understanding of their world.
@ [t prepares the children to live more fully.

14
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yw can early childhood teachers be guided by

7's criteria for educational experiences?

Do not accept “it's fun” as a justification for curticubum, but
ask how an activity will support children’s development
and learning.

[nvest in organization and documentation of the
children’s work.

m" Is Not Enough

7 believed that when people are engaged in learn-

mething that interested them and is related to

xperience, the process of learning is enjoyable,

ver, he also said that enjoyment on its own is not

h to make an experience educational. Teachers

se Dewey’s criteria to make sure the experiences

ilan for children are not just “fun” but also build

en’s learning,

r example, last year I visited a classroom where

en were having a make-your-own sundae celebra-

‘here was much excitement in the room. Children

1e they could choose frozen yogurt or ice cream,

Jes or M&Ms, chocolate syrup, or strawberries.

racher did a survey at the end of the day asking

en which flavor was their favorite. She had careful-

pared a poster. It said “Our Favorite Ice Cream!”

ad cut out ice cream cones in brown, white, and |
The children chose cones and put their names on |
When the teacher called their names, they placed

:ones next to the word chocolate, vanilla, or straw-

As Zachary taped his brown cone to the chart, he

1 and said, “My favorite is Cherry Garcia.” _ :
ter I asked the teacher how she thought the activi- 1

| w1ty T3l am 4 Foanmrhiasre T oivaals orith ol
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asked why she had planned this particular activity, she
smiled and said, ‘1 knew they would love it!”

Dewey would say this teacher had not done enough
planning for this activity. It's unclear whether the chil-
dren had expressed an jnterest in ice cream, or how the
activity built on any prior information they had., What
did they already know about ice cream? What were they
curious about? It's also hard to see how the activity sup-
ported children’s development or helped them learn new
skills. The documentation of the activity was limited to
the chart, which was inaccurate—the only choices were
chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry, which didn’t reflect
Zachary's favorite, Cherry Garcia, and his choice of a
brown cone required no association of colors with fla-
vors. In addition, by concluding an activity with a "My
favorite ..." chart, the teacher has not left the children
wondering ot searching for more.

Invest in Organization and Documentation

A different teacher turned the same subject, ice cream,
into a lesson Dewey would probably have identified as a
learning experience. A kindergarten teacher had invited
a parent to come in and share an old family recipe for
peach ice crearn. In preparing the children for this visit,
she discovered that none of the children had ever tasted
peach ice cream pefore. The teacher asked the children
why they thought no one had ever tasted it, and she doc-
umented their answers. Here are some of them:

Tt's not at the store.

It's a fruit, not an ice cream.

F'm allergic!

Chocolate is best.

16
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he teacher asked the chiidren to talk to their fami-
ibout ice cream. “Do you eat much ice cream? Does
brother or sister have a favorite flavor? Have you
made ice cream at home?" she asked. The next day
st of information was much longer: Tom’s dad liked

7 road; Heather had gone to the Ben & Jerry's facto-
watch them make ice cream; Nina's grandmother
orange sherbet, which is sort of like ice cream but
xactly!

Then the parent came in to help the children make

h ice cream, she used an old-fashioned ice cream

:t. It had been her grandmother’s. Children took
mixing the ingredients and turning the crank. The

ier asked the children if they thought this was how

’e cream they got at the store was made, and she

mented their responses. Here are some of the

s they said;

—it's too slow:

not big enough to make all those ice creams.

2y have to use gigantic howls.

2y don't turn the handle like this; they use a huge mixer
like when my momn makes cake.

he teacher observed from these responses that the
ren did not know how ice cream could be made in
quantities. She saw that they were unable to make
actions between the ice cream they were making at
)] and the idea of an ice cream factory. She asked
hildren how they might find out how huge quanti-
fice cream are made, and she wrote down what
said. Among their answers were:

tch somebody do it.

1 the supermarket and ask them!
r the coole
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The teacher tried to follow up on the children’s sug-
gestions. They yisited an ice cream and yogurt factory.
They talked to other people and each other about ice
cream. The body of information kept growing. Grand-
parents shared stories of eating ice creatil all day when
they got their tonsils out as children. The children wrote
stories, drew pictures, collected recipes, took field trips,
and took photographs 10 document all this learning.

This class also had a “make your own sundae” party.
Families were invited. The children served the peach
ice cream. The room was decorated with their charts,
graphs, stories, and pictures. This party was a celebra-
tion of weeks of learning about something familiar to
everyone.

Meanwhile, the children were already talking about
their next project for study: refrigeration! During the ice
cream study, Emily’s grandfather had told her about cut-
ting ice from nearby New Hampshire lakes in winter to
store and use for iceboxes in summer. Many of the chil-
dren had never heard of pre-electricity refrigeration.
They all swam in the lake where Emily’s grandfather
had cut ice in the “old days.” They were fascinated by
this story and curious about how food was kept fresh
pefore electricity. Their learning was spiraling in new
directions.

This story is an example of what Dewey would call
an “educational” experience. The teacher observed and
asked questions to find out what the children already
knew. She set up experiences for them to discover things
they didn't already know. She used her knowledge of
development to plan curriculum that was age appropri-
ate, and she documented the children’s learning to sup-
port her understanding of their thinking. The success of

18
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the project is measured by the fact that it led into the
next area of study. The children were left curious, want-
ing more, and confident in their ability to dive in and
satisfy their curiosity.

Discussion Questions
1. Progressive education has been called many different :
things. What are some of the misconceptions about it? Give a |
. brief explanation that summarizes Dewey's ideas about pro-
gressive education,

2. There is a great deal of discussion today about emergent
currictfum, or planning curriculum that emerges from the
children’s interests and experience. Is this consistent or incon-
sistent with Dewey's idea about education? Why?

3. Many parents want an overtly structured environment for
their children and feel anxious if they think that the children
play too much. Using Dewey’s ideas, prepare a response for
parents that illusirates the learning structure behind your
program,
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