The Philosophy of Education

In this essay I will be critically evaluating the work of John Dewey in his philosophical approach to education. As well as looking to see if his approach is still relevant today and how his work has inspired other researcher to use and expand his work, as well as those that disagree with him such as the Radical Revisionists group. My main focus will be Dewey’s (1916) book Democracy and Education: An introduction to the philosophy of education, where John Dewey looks at the philosophical side of education and why we teach children the way that we do. Some of his theories are experiential learning, learning through play and the child centred learning approach in which I will be discussing in detail why these theories are an advantage and a disadvantage to students. It also looks at the political side of the education system which ties into the systems philosophical values because of the way that the government believe that schools should be run and the way that they do run them. I also will be looking to see where he got his ideas from and why he thought the way that he did.  
John Dewey was an American psychologist, educational reformer and philosopher who contributed massively in the educational and phycological fields. He became famous for his philosophical ideas about education. In 1938 John Dewey came up with his idea of progressive education that he became well known for. In his life Dewey has published many books in the fields of education such as My Pedagogic creed (1897), the child and the Curriculum (1902) and Experience and Education (1938) and a close examination of his work will see that his ideas all correspond with each other because he believed in a progressive education and a child centred approach.
Dewey’s theory 
In the book Democracy and education: an introduction to philosophy of education (1916) Dewey says that philosophy in the topic of education is defined as a form of thinking because there is no formal definition (Stobie, T. 2016) Dewey brought to light an interesting link between democracy and education and what we must remember is that Dewey wrote this book back when voting rights were being extended and changed to include women and other ethnic groups. Because of this some of his views are outdated however the ideas behind his ideologies are still relevant (Hillbrand, D. 2018). With the political views of the day Dewey felt that it was up to the education system to teach learners how to think for themselves and make good choices, he believed that the system was not preparing the public to make educating decisions that have such a large impact on society and if everyone was going to be able to partake in voting a change was needed to ensure that everyone could think critically and do their own research into who they were going to vote for.
Learning is both formal and informal and is part of a larger environment the meaning behind this is that children learn both in school and out of school (Stobie, T. 2016). Dewey goes on to say that education is not confined to schools and the classroom and learning can occur anywhere. Formal education can take place inside and outside the classroom with the introduction forest schools where children can learn about the outdoor. However, forest schools are a new thing that has come around which makes Dewey’s idea of education not being confined to schools still relevant today. while the idea behind Dewey’s outside the classroom is that children can have a more hands on experience when they are out an about such as learning about money when going to the shop. Children observe their environment and learn from what they see as well as learn from doing things such as playing, for example playing in the park children are learning, going to shop children are learning and having a family day out children are still learning. Later both Vygotsky and Piaget have done work on learning through play which proved that Dewey had the right idea that children do learn through play and that through observing their surrounding they can learn a lot (Nicolopoulou, A. 1993) However Malton (2013) did not agree with the child centred approach to learning and argued that classrooms were not set up as child centred they only appeared that way with teachers setting up what tasks where available to the children. As Berlak, A. and Berlak, H. (1981) saw for themselves when they visited the UK, they were expecting to see this child centred approach to education however what they saw was traditional teaching approaches with a more creative way of expressing with the government getting drawing people in with the promise of a new way of teaching.
Children connect learning to their environment and apply what they have learnt to what is going on around them. They use their experience by reflecting, evaluating, and reconstructing their experiences where they will think back to what happened, evaluate how it made them feel and what they did and then reconstruct their experience with what they could have done better and what other situations they can use what they have learnt (Andresen, L. Boud, D. and Cohen, R. 1999). When a child has a new experience and is not sure how to react, they will watch how other people react to what is happening and then imitate the behaviour and react the same way. However, if the experience is similar to one that they have had before or about something they have learned in school they fall back on what they know for example if a child has never met a dog and school has taught that dogs are dangerous, they will treat the dog with caution until and adult or another child has shown then otherwise. Learning through play also uses this method of learning when playing games such as role-play where they learn about a situation and then act it out where they evaluate what similar experiences they have had and reconstruct them to fit the role they are playing (Andresen, L. Boud, D. and Cohen, R. 1999) Most of what we know about learning through experience is through Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory as he and other researchers built upon Dewey’s initial theory to further expand it (Smith, M.K. 2001).
Dewey believed that Interactions and experiences in school and in society help children exercise and grow their intellectual freedom (Stobie. T. 2016). This is the belief that children are always learning and their interactions and experiences with different people make up what habits they pick up for example when hanging out with people that speak a certain way for a long period of time, you start to talk the same as them because you have picked up the same language habits. The most common behaviour of this is children imitating parent’s behaviour at home and why in school’s older children set behavioural examples because children look up to them and copy their behaviour (Bonney, W. 2015). Having good experiences are important because if a child has a bad experience, they may never want to repeat what they did for example if a child has a bad experience talking to a member of shop staff, they may never want to go into a shop again or if a child has a bad experience playing football, they may never want to play the game again or go near a ball.
Another one of Dewey’s beliefs is that the Child is the centre of learning and that learning revolves around the child. Because of these children are responsible for what they learn and when they learn, and the teacher is only there if they need help or guidance. The teacher is also in charge of ensuring that the learning environment promotes learning and is safe, as well as that all children are comfortable (Moustafa, A. Ben-Zvi-Assaraf, D and Eshach, H. 2013). Tamim and Grant (2013) believe that a teacher has 4 roles within a classroom in a child centred learning environment where teachers play the following roles reinforcer, extender, initiator, and navigator. This is where teachers enforce the rules to ensure that nobody gets hurt, initiate learning for those that are disadvantaged or unsure what to do next, extend tasks so that children are able to get more learning and to increase their understanding of a particular area and navigator where children may want help with something or are unsure what they are doing this then allows a teacher to guide a child through the activity. This way of learning is good for letting children follow their interests about what they want to learn, this helps children stay motivated to do work. This also allows children to enjoy what they are leaning which helps them remember more of what they have learnt. However, Michael Gove (2013) believes that child centred learning will be more of a disadvantage to already disadvantaged children because they will not be getting the help they need in reading and writing as they will avoid doing tasks including these because they cannot do it.
Dewey used the ideas of John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau to develop his idea of how children learn eventually he decided on his idea of progressive education where children learn from hand-on and experiential learning. His idea was that teachers prepare their students for the world of work and have them developing their critical thinking skills for the future (School of education, 2020). The theory behind this is that children are more likely to become lifelong learners where what they learn outside of the classroom they remember for the rest of their lives. However, Dewey noticed that schools were only interested in creating passive and compliant pupils where they did not think for themselves and did what they were told when they were told, because of this many disagreed with his progressive teaching approach because it allowed children the ability to critically think for themselves and allow them to enjoy learning. Through experience Lisa Delpit (1995) believes that progressive approach does not support low-income children because they cannot afford the same resources that the other children can when assigned hand on homework or school equipment. However, Dewey argued that every child learns differently and that most benefit from connecting what they are learning to real world experiences because it shows that education has a moral purpose, and we are not teaching children random things for the fun of it. This method of teaching is also known as authentic learning (Ballard, J.A. 2008) were it use to be traditionally taught where children would listen to the teacher and then go and do It. However according to Newmann and Wehlege (1993) they believed that this traditional method has no value or meaning to children after leaving school, but in recent years things have changed to a more child centred learning with Pfeffer and Fong (2002) suggesting that children are more involved with what they are learning through this method of teaching. He believed that this approach to learning taught children how to adapt and be flexible to changes because in the real world you have to prepared for financial situations to change and job situations as you may get laid off or the company could go under. He also believed that progressive approach taught children to make well informed decisions because schools also nurture character where it teaches children right from wrong and what to do should they find themselves indecisive about something. 
Relevance in practice today
John Dewey’s work is still relevant today because his idea that school’s need to focus on building character, morals and knowledge is used in arguments about how to organize the curriculum (Stobie, T. 2016). His ideas about learning through play and child centred learning are also still relevant today as well as his idea about hands on learning because in the new curriculum for Wales the foundation phase is based off learning through play where children get the opportunity to play and develop their reading and writing, child centred learning is also used here as well because children are allowed to choose what they want to do in the classroom and when they want to do it (Goodway, J. et al. 2016) . Children are encouraged to do every task available however one of the disadvantages is that if a child cannot do something they will then avoid the tasks with this involved. Hands on learning is something that is used throughout the curriculum in primary and secondary schools with subjects such as DT (Design and technology), sports, science, and art this allows children the opportunity to work off their energy and be creative.
Critiques of Dewey’s theories
In 1968 a group called the Radical Revisionists started with the publication of Michael Katz's The Irony of Early School Reform (1968) which made implications that significant decisions for the education system were being made by the elite political groups, strongly disagreed with this liberal view of schooling. Clarence Karier, Walter Feinburg, Samuel bowles and Herbert Gintis traced the criticisms back to the work of John Dewey and argued that since he was associated with the progressive movement today’s problems with the education system should be linked back to him (Benender, D.H. 2014). In an attempt to discredit Dewey, they said that he did not show any respect for those that were uneducated and for democratic procedure. They also mentioned that he was afraid of the immigrant population which was rapidly growing, and schools were the primary way preventing revolutionary unrest by socializing the lower class.
The progressive approach was giving way to an education reform of which the radical revisionists were against because with the reform they were looking to end education poverty, and change the way that schools create learners that do everything they say and do not fight back. However, the radical revisionists argued that a reform was not going to end education poverty and that it was only going to switch the roles in society and cause an imbalance. They were very against the idea of public schooling and that the government had control over what was taught and that expanding public schools were not to let more of the population have access to education to be able to end poverty but a way to spread their control and ideas throughout more of the population (Ravitch, D. 1977). They were also against the idea that the reform would open more places for different cultural groups and immigrants which would affect population being white ethnic dominated. The progressive approach that Dewey was promoting would have a massive lasting impact on how our society works with many against the change in social structure that the education reform was expected to bring.
Conclusion
In this essay I have successfully evaluated the work of John Dewey in his philosophical approach to education. As well as looked to see if his work is still relevant today and how his ideas have been used in today’s education curriculum reform in Wales. This is where Dewey’s ideas of child centred learning and learning through play have been used (Goodway, J. et al. 2016). I have also looked at the Radical Revisionists group which disagreed with everything that Dewey had to say and went through some extreme actions in an attempt to discredit him. I have looked in detail at his (1916) book Democracy and Education: An introduction to the philosophy of education, and why he believes that there is a link between democracy and education which is an interesting topic that has not had much research into because of the governments want for control.  However, I have also touched on Dewey’s brief idea of experiential learning that other researchers such as Kolb (1984) has expanded on and why he believes we teach children the way that we teach them. I have looked into Dewey’s progressive approach to teaching and why he believes child centred learning is a good way of teaching while the teacher is only there to guide and enforce the classroom rules along with his idea of learning by playing because this method of teaching allows children to enjoy learning with knowing they are learning.
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