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John Dewey method and the Montessori approach. 

This essay will be about John Dewey and his approach to education. It will critically evaluate his theory and how it has impacted and still affecting education today. This essay will then go on to evaluate Maria Montessori’s methods and ideas on education as well as how she continually influences the education system we know today. These two practitioners have similar theories but do sometimes contrast in their definitions of education and how education shapes the learner. For example, Keirstead (1980) details that for Montessori, education is the natural process that develops subconsciously, and traditional education simply assists this process allowing the learner to develop further. Whereas for Dewey, education is growth. He believes that the child needs to experience the world and their surroundings to be able to learn and develop. Education for him is for the child to experience the world first hand and learn about what is around him. Montessori’s method is hands on and child led, she always thought education was to develop the child as a whole rather than to test their memory or train them for life after school. Dewey’s theory was similar in the way he thought that education should be hands on and interactive. These theories are still relevant today with specific Montessori schools still around the UK as well as her theory playing a role in state education policies. Dewey’s theory also plays a role in the way the foundation phase has been developed to suit the children’s needs better. The essay will go into this further and evaluate how far the theory’s and methods of John Dewey and Maria Montessori are really used today and if they have made a significant impact on the education system as we understand it. Have they had an impact on today’s education? Do we still refer to educational philosophers to help todays education system and how we understand it today. 

William (2017) states that John Dewey was very much a part of the pragmatic school of thought. He had a goal and he had a very pragmatic approach to reach his goal with his theories. He believed that people needed to chance the world through education and social reform as Gutek (2014) explained. Deweys view rejected the idea of the traditional classrooms he felt that children did not learn by sitting in isolated rows. They needed to be in an interactive environment and be able to discuss and learn to develop further. Field (2019) writes that Dewey rejected the dualistic epistemology and metaphysics of what we call modern philosophy. Field (2019) indicates how Dewey favoured the more naturalist approach where the learner can gather information and develop their knowledge from an active, interactive and social environment like mentioned above. Dewey favoured a social classroom, children sitting in groups and being able to discuss and debate their ideas to expand on their experience of the subject. 

Dewey was seen as one of the leading social commentators of his time and is widely regarded today with his theories still being influential. Field (2019) details that he rejected the term epistemology which translates into the ‘theory of knowledge’ as he preferred the term experimental logic or theory of inquiry. This shows his clear idea and theory of the social interaction and experience needed for the learner to be able to gather and gain extra knowledge which he classes as education. Dewey saw that social interaction had the ability to equip the child or learner with the life skills needed to be part of a community. Sikandar (2015) states that unless the link is made between social skills and school curriculum then education is ‘useless’. To Dewey a curriculum was to traditional to him, he would rather allow children to explore and allow each individual to have difference experiences to allow them to grow and develop further. This links to the foundation phase we see today implemented across Wales. The Curriculum Framework states that in the foundation phase children will learn through ‘first hand experiential activities’ the same way Dewey’s theory stated was the best way for children to learn. The curriculum states that these first. Hand experiences will allow children to learn from the world around them in which they will live and grow in. As mentioned above this was part of Dewey’s main feelings towards curriculums. 

Dewey’s idea of interactive education meant that he went against the traditional view of education. This idea of education is taken into account in today’s education showing the importance of his theories which have allowed us to develop our education systems and better understand the way children learn best. As Williams (2017) writes his varies roles impacted education tremendously, both then and now. His social theory about schools is still evident in today’s educational programmes such as the philosophy for children (P4C). The Sapere philosophy for children, colleges and communities (2019) writes how allows children to enhance their thinking and communication skills which was a big part of Deweys understanding of education. He saw that without their social skills children would not be appropriately educated. It also states how as the questions discussed become more complex and philosophical children learn to expand on their reasoning and listening skills. This programme especially shows how Dewey’s theories are still influential. 

Flannagan (2006) writes about Dewey’s ‘pedagogy creed’ which sets out his views of the teacher. Dewey was opposed to the traditional view of the teacher much like the traditional classroom. He saw they only had two functions. Firstly, to guide the children through their experiences and secondly, to empower the children and help them learn to adapt to life. Dewey opposed the assignment-based education and strongly disagreed with the isolation nature of the curriculum. Therefore, he set up what we know as ‘laboratory schools.’ Flannagan (2006) writes how he used these schools as a way to find what he saw to be the best kind of teaching and learning. He aimed to break down the barriers between schools and the communities. Knoll (2016) states that although Dewey was a good philosopher, he was an inexperienced practitioner and therefore he did not give his teachers in the laboratory schools the correct guidance they needed to assist the children’s development. Therefore, he was critiqued by many for his lack of guidance which made the educators in the school struggle to assist the children in their educational growth.

Williams (2017) also writes how the use of technology today can also link to Dewey’s theory or socialisation. As the way technology such as iPads and laptops are used in education today creates a way for social communication away from the traditional classroom environment, therefore allowing education to occur outside the classroom setting. The use of technology in class also allows a fun and interactive way to promote student engagement with the use of websites such as Kahoot which allow children to engage with the subject but from their own technology. However, Allan et al. (2014) states that this use of technology can also cause isolation and alienation as the interaction is done through the use of an electronic device. Therefore, it is vital that we still maintain Dewey’s social theory in a more face to face approach to avoid isolating a learner. 

Furthermore, as mentioned above Dewey is still influential in today’s education, specifically seen in the P4C programmes. The programme is designed to engage students critically and allow them to question ideas and stories put to them.  Williams (2017) states that P4C addresses the more sensitive global issues concerning topics such as poverty, war and more recently Brexit. This allows the student to engage in the wider issues in the world. Not just the school-based curriculum set out by the government. The programme is designed to be led by the student's questions and curiosity, much like John Dewey’s theory of school curriculum it is designed to allow students to develop their current knowledge further by being led by their own initiative. The programme allows students to think for themselves and it also described as being ‘invaluable’ by Williams (2017) as it raises awareness within schools of moral issues when introduced at the correct level of the student's development. 

However, there are many criticisms to Dewey’s work. For example, Sikandar (2015) writes about a gap in his operational plan of learning. Throughout his work there is no experience-based criteria for educators to use to evaluate the extent the child has grown. This also means there is no way to assist the child’s growth if there is no baseline to follow. How do parents and teachers measure their student’s development if there is no standard to compare and follow. Sikandar (2015) questions what the role of the parents, community or the society would be in Dewey’s theory as there is no mention of them within his work. This creates a problem for parents to follow as they would not know where they stand in educating their child. 

Moving on to Maria Montessori and her method to education. Montessori was one of the first women to graduate the University of Rome with a doctorate in medicine. Her theory was a lot like Dewey in the way it features a hands on approach and mainly centred around the child. Flannagan (2015) details how her work with what she called the mentally handicapped but what we today would call additional learning needs, at her university clinic led to her success as a practitioner. David (2016) states how Montessori emphasised the child's individuality and independency. She felt the child needed to learn from their surroundings and physically engage within their educational experiences. He explains how Montessori viewed education as a process that needed to assist their personal education and flow in harmony with this process. There were many key components that David (2016) states Montessori saw as crucial in her theory to education. These include, respect for the child, acknowledgement of their absorbent minds, sensitivity periods to ensure that topics were introduced at the right time for development, a prepared environment filled with readily available resources and finally auto education to allow children to self-education and help to educate each other. Her method was very much a holistic approach as opposed to the traditional education system. 

Montessori focused on four planes of development. David (2016) details these as ever-changing dependant on which plane the currently child is on. The first plane is infancy (birth to six years old) and he writes how this plane focuses on absorbent minds and the sensitive periods to keep the children engaged and hungry for education and learning. During the first three years of life Montessori makes education intense and then in the final three years of this plane child learn from more hands on experiences, much like Dewey’s Laboratory Schools. The childhood stage of six to twelve years old details children learning through their imagination and creating a reasonable understanding of their environment. The third stage being the plane of adolescence being twelve to eighteen years old is said to be when the learner declines in the want for education and reacts negatively to a bombardment of information, instead Montessori wanted education in this plane to be more connected to life skills. She wanted to make learners ready for the adaption to the adult world to ensure they would be self-sufficient and be able to work and live respectively within a community. Additionally, David (2016) writes about the transition to adulthood in the years eighteen to twenty-four. Where this plane is more career driven it is based off experiences had in the three previous planes and what has been gained from them. Below is a diagram from Tosch (2018) showing the four planes of Montessori’s development. By allowing children to move through these planes allows them to develop at their own pace without the pressures of exam based curriculum. 
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Today there are 22,000 Montessori based schools worldwide. This showing how her influence on education is still very relevant today. With the majority of Montessori schools being privately funded schools in Holland and Norway are government funded allowing them to be accessible to the majority of children. Isaacs (2016) details how parents in the United States have asked for secondary schools to be set up for their children so they can continue their Montessori education right through their academic careers. Isaacs (2016) details how Montessori’s legacy lies within her pedagogy which she based on the child, environment and the teacher. She details how the environment needs to suit the needs of the child and to do this all equipment must be easily accessible for the learner. For example, she wrote about how classrooms needed to be child size which would make the children more likely to be able to engage in education. This new form of education was a big step away from the traditional education of Montessori’s time. Montessori set up what we know to be called the “Childrens House” which she used to observe deeply the development of children during their early childhood. Isaacs (2016) writes how the Montessori method evolved from these observations. According to Lillard (2013) the Montessori method encourages playful learning which is seen to be the best suit alternative to the traditional system of education. It was seen to be more intrinsically motivating for the children and encourages them to keep that constant engagement in learning. 

Furthermore, Lillard (2013) details that Montessori Schools do not use extrinsic rewards and bribes in the classrooms. As the education was more play based it allowed the children to have a want to succeed to enjoy themselves rather than to gain the rewards. This was very much like the Dewey theory of education and can be seen in the 21st Century education to in places such as the foundation phase as mentioned above. Montessori allowed us to see that children can thrive in active environments that are specifically designed for their needs. She also allowed us to see from her planes of development that the most critical time for a child’s education is between the ages of three and six. This links to the foundation phase as the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) explains that the ages of this part of learning are ages three to seven. It writes that it is important to have indoor and outdoor areas that are exciting and engaging and provide a stimulus of education to encourage natural curiosity to be able to explore first hand and develop from the experiences. It aims to promote discovery, much the same as Montessori’s theory of the hands on, child led approach to education. Gueterbock (Unknown) indicates there is a strong similarity between the early years foundation phase (Wales) / stage (England) policies and guidelines and those key concepts describes in Montessori’s theory of education. Therefore, showing her theories and ideas are still very relevant today. 

This is clearly showing her strong influence on education today and how her theories have allowed us to better understand education today and how best we can educate our children through their autonomy and freedom rather than classroom rows and copying from the teacher. Wlock (2019) writes how even though it has been more than 100 years since Montessori’s work began her life work has ‘transformed our understanding of children’. Cohen (1974) writes how Montessori approach came to the UK first in 1911. The journal details how classes and schools based upon the Montessori method rapidly increased throughout England. Thus, demonstrating the need parents felt to allow their children the more active child designed education. It reads how it promised self-development and a solution to the adult based classrooms which the more child suitable and sized classrooms the method offered. 

Although the Montessori method is so liked by many there are some that are critical of her theory. For example, Meinke (2019) states that it is not suitable for everyone. This can be for many reasons she writes; the education is mainly offered within the private sector and can therefore be expensive and limited on the number of students. She also writes how the loose curriculum may not help the learner in the long run as employment is not like that in today’s society and it would essentially be setting them up to fail in their search for work after their academic career. She states how the work environments of today are more focused on team building environments as opposed to independent learning that the Montessori method teaches. Thayor-Bacon (2012) details how Williams Kilpatrick published a book called the ‘Montessori System Examined’ which was critical of her theory. She writes how Kilpatrick thought Montessori was fifty years behind the times. However, as we can see today, she is very much still influential in the education system.

To conclude, John Dewey and Maria Montessori have very similar theories. They both feature a hands on, child centred approach to education. Their main focuses of their methods and theories were based around the development of the child and not the traditional view of exam based curriculums. As Williams (2017) wrote his work promoting discussion and enhancing children's critical thinking is still evident today in the Philosophy for Children programmes that take place around the United Kingdom. This is the same for Montessori's work as she wanted to enhance children’s individuality and encourage them to be curious of the world around them. Williams (2017) writes how the P4C programmes allows educators to address more global issues and sway away from the national curriculum. As mentioned previously, both Dewey and Montessori have had an influence on the foundation phase/ stage with this key stage of education now being more focused on play based learning as opposed to written work or lecture style lessons. Although both philosophers have been the centre of criticism by others in their field, their research and work has had a clear impact on the way the education system is focused now, especially at the early years and the design of schooling facilities now. 
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