John Dewey was regarded as one of the most prominent philosophers and educators of the twentieth century. It is somewhat difficult to condense Dewey’s invaluable works as he remained an active philosopher of education until his death at the age of ninety-three. This essay will, however, provide an overview of some of his works in terms of his contribution and improvements in education and explore where his ideas originated from.  It will consider our understanding, his educational practice and its continued relevance in education today and look at the challenges his philosophies on education have faced along the way. It also investigates the issues surrounding teaching and connections he made with regards to democracy and mankind.
As recorded in Flannigan (2006) Dewey the son of a general storekeeper was born in Burlington, Vermont in 1859. Burlington played a key part in his interpretation of education, both from a positive and negative perspective, as did Chipman who he met and married whilst teaching at Michigan University in 1896 Mooney (2013). His contribution was extensive in numerous fields, including education, politics, art, logic and humanism Sikander (2016), and in 1884 he was awarded a PhD at the John Hopkins University. He spent most of his life writing, lecturing and travelling until his retirement in 1930 when he became an Emeritus Professor at Columbia University Flannigan (2006).   
Sikander (2016) noted that the child was central to all of Dewey’s beliefs on education and it was thanks to his way of thinking and written works that education took a change of direction at the start of the twentieth century. Up until this point established education was traditional, formal and predominantly fixed. Irrespective of this, Dewey was not the actual founder of the child centred approach, as this had previously been addressed by Rousseau in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and been developed by Pestalozzi and Froebel O’Hear (1991). Rousseau differed from Dewey in so much that he thought education should only be available to upper-class males, who should be put into isolation to learn, away from their parents and society. Having given up his own five children for adoption, Rousseau went on to publish his theories using five stages of educational development as reflected in his book called Emile, which was based on a fictional character Bailey et al. (2013). Pestalozzi on the other hand like Dewey agreed that all children had an equal right to education and should learn together in a social environment and not in isolation. He saw the home as a safe haven for the start of a child’s contentment and well-being and the beginning of their learning and his theory and practice were associated with the reform of education in the nineteenth century. In contrast, Froebel while influenced by both Rousseau and Pestalozzi, focused his attention on the role of women teachers in early education, although this may have been founded by the loss of his own mother at just nine months old. 
What all these philosophers shared along with numerous others since, was their dominant recognition of the child centred approach to learning and the importance of observation, freedom of thought and self-discipline. The withdrawal of the rote method of teaching was primary to their way of thinking (Pound 2006). Dewey’s deliberations were an improvement on these philosophers from a social perspective, while Illich and Reimer introduced their political take on it after Dewey. However, Illich determined that schools decreased a student’s desire to learn and was an advocate for deschooling. In his opinion, giving a child the opportunity to learn in a natural environment rather than in an institution was far more counterproductive (Flannigan 2006).
Dewey saw traditional schools as submissive, controlling and static, with no interest in intellectual matters other than for reasons of status. He recognised the system as pointless as it epitomized rustic schools in existence during his early life (Flannigan 2006). He saw this established education system as unchanging in both content and context as it simply involved the repetitive mindless learning of information off by heart. All its draconian teaching methods necessitated was responsive acceptance from the students. Educators saw nothing finer, as their lessons were derived from their interpretations on specific topics, from scholastic origins, but this resulted in students having no contribution whatsoever, based on their own observations or experiences. Flannigan (2006) compared the system in relation to a biologist who thought that by examining a couple of bones he would be able to recreate a whole animal. Dewey concluded that the only type of learning suitable for this environment was listening and reading which reinforced Rousseau’s rejection of learning through books alone. They both saw this method as restrictive and depressing, as it was centered completely around the teacher and not what the children wanted to learn.
Flannigan recorded that things were not all bad though, as Dewey still recognised the importance of education, but from an individual and community perspective, based on their contribution to life in society. Dewey saw education as a way to reduce rather than strengthen the split between education and the child’s involvement in democracy as it included political, social, economic and cultural perceptions. 
Dewey identified the aims of education as a variety of things, including social efficiency, life, experience and the combination of theory and practice which were not addressed by the traditional system Shawal (2019).  He acknowledged school as a social institution where the outside world should be considered through the engagement of the individual student and their association with other pupils; education, as a fundamental for a healthy lifestyle and the link between the nature of the child and their needs within society; school he saw as the principle power, responsible for supporting the children’s innate tendencies by bestowing them with guidance on desirable behaviours, and the teacher was accountable for knowing the origins and outside pressures each child faced, assisting them with their activities and guiding them down the appropriate pathways.  Basically, schools were there to prepare and develop a child’s natural ability for a prosperous and sustainable future from an individual and social perspective. 
Dewey saw education as imperative for a child to discover themselves, promote their well-being and find their place in society. With the continuous growth in manufacturing and communication, schools needed to adapt to a constructive, mandatory approach Shawal (2019). Dewey perceived that education should be based on a child’s existing demands and interests as the future bore no resemblance to them at this stage in their lives. He saw school as a miniature society, facing similar issues to those experienced in real life, where children could engage and develop their individual skills on how to deal with the pressures of a democratic society.
Dewey saw the struggle for existence as a continuous process and classed every new experience an individual encountered as education Shawal (2019). A person who became more accomplished and socialised was better equipped to handle the responsibilities that came with adult life. Democracy provided the openings, while education a continuous change and re-establishment of personal knowledge, based on the existing demands of school and society. Dewey recognised the need for balance between practice and theory, through actions and thoughts.
In 1896, Dewey set up a Laboratory school in the University of Chicago where he remained for just seven years, before resigning due to budget constraints Mooney (2013). Regardless of its short lifespan, the Laboratory School became recognized as one of the most influential progressive schools of the times Knoll (2016).  Firstly, he saw it as a centre for research to be carried out, investigating new principles and techniques for teachers and students. Secondly, it was a platform to trial his new philosophies before applying them in practice. He considered inquisitiveness, activity and experience as fundamental to learning and recognised children as active participants, who were more able to contribute based on their experiences and views of their circumstances. He tried to eradicate the division between knowledge and experience, believing that children learned better from natural real-life interactions. He acquainted people with the concept of ‘problem’, which was central to his beliefs, and saw this as a logical solution whereby children would pause, examine the issue and come up with a course of action or solution to regain control of a situation. He believed every inquiry should start with a problem and end with a resolution to the problem. By implementing this method Dewey was convinced children would learn and retain knowledge for future reference, far better than they would by the conventional methods of simply memorising and reciting mindless pieces of information Knoll (2016). Dewey implied that philosophy could be interpreted ‘as the general theory of education’ Flannigan (2006, p.143).
At the same time, these propositions were being replicated in Europe by Piaget and Montessori, who were also convinced that children’s learning was enhanced through experience and freedom. While common in modern day education, these theories were considered as revolutionary at this point in history. Piaget focused on cognitive development and believed a child had to be at a specific stage to be able to grasp new ideas, while Montessori was committed to biological examination. She recognised the benefits of mixed age classes and a child’s natural abilities to learn by using their senses. 
Dewey recognised the association between his theory of teaching and how his educational principles were to be accomplished by his teachers. Mayhew and Edwards (2018) looked at the way theory and practice occurred simultaneously, which clarified Dewey’s perception of direction and the curriculum. However, more recent viewpoints have questioned this approach to the extent that some report that the Laboratory School may have even fallen behind other public unconventional schools at this time. Dewey did not provide his teachers with specific guidelines on how and what to teach, he simply made recommendations for them to develop a new and innovative curriculum, while he focused on transforming the school into a miniature community, not too dissimilar to some of the contemporary progressive schools, for example, the Cook County Normal School of Francis Parker.
In 1899 Dewey gave a talk to parents, where he explained there were always problems with change, but no matter how unsettling at the time, change also created new opportunities. He tried to encourage parents to think of different ways for the children to learn and become more socially accountable without living in the past. During his extensive career, he also wrote numerous works on educational practice and philosophy, including My Pedagogic Creed which was published in 1897. This celebrated analysis of education contains articles in relation to education, school, method, subject matter and how the school linked in with social development. It looks at the role of the teacher and how they should teach children to live in society. He was pragmatic in his approach to education and philosophy and believed children learned far better from experience than theory. He recognised the relationship between the student and their environment as essential for them to acquire knowledge and understanding. His philosophy was that in order to learn something you had to first be faced with the challenges of real-life situations that could be argued or agreed with in practice and reflected on according to their benefits to the individual, community and environment. To illustrate this theory, Flannigan looked at the relationship between a map and an explorer. Whilst a map would be beneficial to the explorer, it was not a replacement for the actual experiences he might incur during his travels. Dewey saw being able to recite something mindlessly as no comparison to participation, as all this proved was that someone could memorise, retain and regurgitate existing information. He saw education as a social responsibility, providing a means for the undeveloped child to obtain valuable knowledge from their seniors to ensure their societies way of life remained in existence for generations to come Meadows (2019).
Dewey maintained that the curriculum should be based around children’s interests, and circumstances and that the teacher should take these conditions into account when preparing lessons. He also determined that children who collaborated with their fellow students and teachers were further advanced in their education and knowledge. He identified education as a system to address a person’s current needs and not those of the future, and for the curriculum to be based around situations that existed in reality.
The role of the modern teacher is seen very differently to what it was in the past, which is partly attributed to Dewey’s intervention on theory and practice. Today teachers are recognised more as facilitators, who are there to support students to develop their knowledge and skilfulness in a way that will support them now and in their future roles in society. A teacher needs to be flexible and adaptable to the needs of the subject and individual pupils, which requires numerous skills and techniques. For example, in certain situations the teacher may need to be the centre of attention, where they can motivate the students using their own prior knowledge or simply be there to make recommendations on how to carry out a task. They may be required to provide a variety of resources for the students, or participate on the condition, they do not end up completing the task for them. Clear instructions and goals are essential to ensure students understand what is expected of them and what they hope to achieve, with the teacher providing encouraging feedback to improve their confidence and self-esteem, resulting in more freedom and independence. This type of facilitated learning empowers both students and teachers, whereas in traditional schools, this facilitated learning would have been recognised as inadequate and seen as a deficiency.
 Some misconceptions surrounding progressive education refer to it as chaotic and undisciplined, believing it has taken away the control of the teacher and placed the children in charge, allowing them the freedom to misbehave Miller (2019). However, those in agreement of this misconception have usually been educated in traditional or equivalent institutions and have inbuilt mindsets surrounding discipline and how children learn best. In actual fact, what needs to be maintained is not the style of education but the respect for the teacher and the establishment. Dewey recognised the social impact of schools, both from a personal perspective and in preparation for a child to become an active member of society. He saw it as the school’s responsibility to meet the child’s needs to accomplish this.
Dewey’s concept is useful for understanding all aspects of education as it can be applied to each and every stage of a child’s development. It is important for policy makers, learners and teachers to take on board these recommendations as it focuses on the child’s interests through the curriculum. In contemporary times, Dewey’s theories and practices are recognised in both Forest School and the Foundation Phase of early education, where teachers are encouraged to facilitate and encourage philosophical thinking. Even though these learning experiences have proven to be beneficial, schools still do not have it completely right. Funding is a major contribution which affects resources and education at all levels, as is the government for placing too much emphasis on results and targets and not enough surrounding the child’s well-being and happiness. Unfortunately, the new curriculum due to be implemented in Wales has already been delayed by a year, so it remains to be seen whether or not it will adhere towards Dewey’s recommendations and be able to address all other outstanding issues in education sufficiently. A pre-requisite of the new curriculum is that it must be relevant to what students are exposed to within the 21st-century.
To conclude, this essay is based on a theoretical review and consideration of the pedagogy of Dewey and includes key elements based on his pragmatic philosophies. Regardless of his genuine concerns surrounding democracy, progressive education and social beliefs there are still limitations. Dewey’s vision of education was centred completely around the child and what they found interesting as did a number of other philosophers, albeit with varying approaches. Dewey recommended children be allowed the freedom of the classroom to work in groups or as individuals to investigate, research, experiment, accomplish and conclude subject matters of interest to themselves. He saw the teacher’s role as purely for support and direction. Dewey maintained that the eradication of traditional schooling was the only way an individual could become independent and be able to reach their full potential in society. It is thanks to the influences of Dewey and other pragmatic philosophers that the role of the teacher is changing, with the child becoming more and more central to the curriculum reform.  Dewey categorically argued against traditional teaching methods and stressed the importance of observation and experience as opposed to the static, mindless regurgitation of works, with progressive education being key to his discoveries. Dewey saw any experience as worthwhile and any achievement as beneficial. True learning produces transferable skills to other humans that are extremely suitable for sharing. He recognised that the merit of something learned was determined by how far it was shared and made use of. While most recognise Dewey’s contribution as brilliant, some have found it implausible and remain unconvinced (Mooney 2013). What is clear, is that Dewey’s work has had a formidable influence on contemporary schools and education, and the establishment of his theories and practices are prevalent, especially in early education settings. Yet despite the invaluable publication of Dewey’s works and his vast contribution over the last few centuries, static schooling is still visible and school techniques are still a key topic of debate today. We can therefore characterise Dewey as a reformer, but not as a revolutionary, as shown when he is compared with other philosophical and pedagogical twentieth-century schools of thought. One thing for certain is that as this whole topic is founded on philosophy there will never be a right or wrong answer at the end of the day.
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