John Dewey: Contribution to understanding and practice of education in the 21st century
This essay will evaluate the educational philosophy of John Dewey and discuss its relevance in education practice in the modern day. Dewey was an American philosopher active at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries and his educational philosophy was inspired by what he saw as a change in the requirements of education as a response to the changing conditions of society. His pamphlet, “The school and society”, illustrated his view that rote learning in regimented classrooms was archaic and promoted fear and subordinance over intrigue, problem solving and cooperation (Gibbon, 2019).
To some extent, Dewey’s philosophy can be discussed in the same context of romanticism in which we view that of Rousseau’s. When we consider the establishment of state education in western societies, we may turn to the example of the United Kingdom which established its system as a response to the countries rapid industrialisation and the new educational requirements of its citizens in order to maintain the growth of that industrialisation, namely, literacy and numeracy (Bartlett and Burton, 2016). On the surface, this appears as a response to the same line of argument put forward by Dewey, that changing conditions in society call for changes in the method of education (Gibbon, 2019). However, it is the system that was established which Dewey challenged. In line with the romanticism that permeates Rousseau’s thinking, Dewey harboured nostalgic thoughts of the pre industrialised countryside in which children had an innate goodness and sense of inquiry (Gibbon, 2019) drawing a parallel with Rousseau’s notion that children are born free in the state of nature. Dewy argued that this preindustrial environment allowed for children to learn through experiences or manual training in areas that were relevant to their lives such as tending to farm animals (Gibbon, 2019), a style of learning that had been lost in the attempts to roll out state education which manifested as children sitting behind desks attempting to learn with no environmental or experiential context. We find further support for both the arguments that children have a natural capacity to learn through enquiry and experience and that the systems of education in the developed world are unfit for purpose from Ken Robinson (2010) who takes the argument further and makes the case that throughout the 20th century, despite the analysis of Dewey, the system of education remained antiquated and failed to address the shortcomings of the industrial era education system. However, Robinson (2010) highlights the fact that, in the 21st century, governments across the world are revolutionising their education systems and what we see as a result is an emergence of policy within the education sector which very much adheres to Dewey’s philosophy that children should be supported to learn through their natural sense of enquiry in an experiential manner in order for them to develop and attain the skills required to equip them for life in a rapidly developing world.
This philosophy of education is especially prevalent within the school curriculum in Wales. One particular aspect of the Welsh curriculum in which we see the influence of Dewey is its requirement for outdoor learning. This has been an integral part of the curriculum in Wales since the establishment of the Foundation phase framework in 2010 which sets out the curriculum requirements for all three to seven year olds in Wales with a focus on promoting creativity and imagination in children whilst making the learning more enjoyable and ultimately, more effective (WAG, 2015 a). The wording of this alone captures the essence of what Dewey believed in that it is evocative of the child centred approach which he felt gave relative context to learning and as a result made each individual’s own learning more beneficial to them. Mann et al (2021) offer us further insight into how this form of learning gives witness to the influence of Dewey in modern day education through the argument that outdoor learning provides opportunities for children to develop skills which the industrial education system could not. They argue that by learning outdoors, children can develop in areas such as collaboration and conflict resolution, self regulation and reasoning. This is important as it demonstrates the intention of the Welsh curriculum to prepare its learners for a workplace of the future in which Craft (2011) argues an entirely different set of skills will be required to those that have been historically taught in schools and in which a more ubiquitous sense of creativity will be essential. Therefore, we see how the Welsh government’s educational policy in the 21st century regarding outdoor learning draws on the influence of Dewey by providing a learning environment in which children are not only taught by a means which actively engages them in their learning through experience, but also how it makes efforts to make their education relevant and useful to them by reframing their education around skills development which is fit for the purpose of readying them for a future workplace.
We further witness the influence of Dewey on the curriculum in Wales through the Donaldson report. Again, we see in the language used in this report that the Welsh government commits to developing the curriculum to incorporate experiential learning, further displaying the influence of Dewey on its educational policies. The “six areas of learning and experience” are designed to be delivered in a cross curricular nature that focus on three core skill sets, namely, literacy, numeracy and digital competency (WAG, 2015 b). This cross-curricular nature is also evocative of Dewey’s philosophy in that it is complimentary to experiential learning. Gibbons (2019) cites Dewey as claiming that simply by studying the evolution of various fibres in clothing, teachers can incorporate endless aspects of the curriculum including the historical development of textiles, the physics of a water wheel powering a mill or artistically designing their own model textile machines. As a wider evidence of this cross curricular approach which focuses on experiential learning, we can turn to emerging teaching practices that are not specific to (although not exclusive from) the Welsh curriculum such as the Leonardo effect. This teaching method encourages children to actively pursue their own lines of enquiry and places the teacher as a facilitator to that enquiry. The method aims to utilise children’s natural enquiry to explore a multitude of aspects of any given curriculum and ensure that such learning is undertaken in a child led and experiential manner (The Leonardo effect, n.d)
With regards to the Donaldson report, it is in particular the emphasis on the development of digital competency that draws on the philosophy of Dewey in this example. As we have previously discussed, the industrial era education system also placed an emphasis on the need for students to develop competency in literacy and numeracy (Bartlett and Burton, 2016) as this is what was regarded as necessary for education to be effective at the time. However, as Dewy places stress on the notion that education should be relevant to children in their future lives, we can see how his influence permeates the Donaldson report in that it acknowledges the need for digital competency stating that such skills are already in critically high demand within the modern workplace (WAG, 2015 b) and foreseeing that this demand will only become more ubiquitous as society moves toward an automated future. What is more, the Donaldson report goes on to state four wider skills competencies which assimilate those which Mann et al (2021) suggest are promoted by the utilisation of outdoor learning. Donaldson lists them as being organisation and planning, personal effectiveness, critical thinking and creativity/innovation (WAG, 2015 b).
When we consider this notion of the future workplace and the different set of skills that it will require as suggested by Craft (2011), we can look to the emerging gig economy to find support for it. Primarily, this developing economy exists more as a network structure than the traditional hierarchical model that traditional industrial era workplaces have functioned on. Everett (2016) offers us the perspective that such an economy is heavily focused of the use of technology which justifies the Donaldson reports drive for technological skills development (Wag 2015 b) and illustrates the influence of Dewey’s philosophy that education should be relevant to the future work prospects of students within the Welsh curriculum. Everett (2016) also suggests that such an economy is fast becoming an increasingly attractive work prospect for millennial workers who favour the style of work it offers for the freedom it gives them over their own career choices. It is in light of this that we can see reason in the idea of rejecting the formal classroom setting in which the teacher is placed as an authoritative, all knowing and unquestionable entity who delivers learning through dictation and rather embracing the idea of the teacher as a facilitator to learning which is led by the children as advocated by modern day teaching practices such as the Leonardo effect (The Leonardo effect, n.d). By introducing this cooperative element to the classroom, we can see how children will be able to develop the skills needed to work effectively within a more network based economy such as the gig economy which will rely more heavily on cooperation within and across networks than traditional hierarchical type employment structures which operate on top down instruction. In addition to this, we can look to the previously discussed claims of Mann et al (2021) and see that the skills they suggest that can be developed from outdoor learning will also benefit learners when they begin working in this emerging economy namely, collaboration and conflict resolution, self regulation and reasoning.
A further aspect of Dewey’s educational philosophy which we can seek to find the influence of in modern day education is that of its intention in the promotion of the ideals of democratic society. In a sense, we have already witnessed and discussed this through the promotion of child centred learning approaches which place children at the helm of their own learning through experiential approaches such as outdoor learning and the Leonardo effect. When we consider democracy in a broad sense, we can see how individuals taking charge of their own learning is complimentary to the democratic ideals of freedom and choice. When we consider the work of Freire, particularly the notion of banking education, we can see how the industrial era education system failed to deliver this same democratic element. Freire claimed that education in a banking style serves to foster apathetic citizens with no independence or critical skills and ultimately perpetuates an unjust social system (Dufour and Curtis, 2011). This view is complimentary to Marxist theory in that it suggests that state education has historically served to reinforce the dominance of a ruling class over the masses in society and offered no means for social mobility. Althusser (1984) defined the term ideological state apparatuses as a means for maintaining the societal status quo and perpetuating the rule of those in power. In Marxist terms, we can view industrial era state schooling within this definition. However, despite the Marxist critique of the education system, we can look to find examples of a much wider democratisation of the education system that embeds a more complete democratic nature into it than the simplistic notion that children decide on the path of their education through child centred learning. To begin with, this notion is supported by the existence of pupil led school councils who meet with a view to discussing various issues regarding the wider learning environment that schools are able to provide. Essentially, the effect of school councils is that students are able to voice their opinion on matters and ultimately have a say in formation of school policy. As school councils are elected by students, it is evidence of the democratisation of the school environment and is also a great means of allowing children to partake in processes which they will be confronted with as they grow older and eventually take part in wider democratic social and political life (Pupil voice Wales, 2018). This does not only adhere to Dewey’s notion that school should be a democratic institution but also his notion that school should be relevant to children in terms of preparation for their future lives. The democratisation of education in terms of pupil participation in policy formation goes even further evidenced by the membership of students in school governing bodies. This example indicates a commitment of schools to grant democratic power to students in a far greater capacity than that of pupil led school councils as membership in the governing bodies grants power to actually form policy rather than simply provide a voice in order to inform said policy creation. The Equality challenge unit (2015) gives evidence of the commitment of higher education establishments in Scotland to have democratically elected student representatives on all higher education governing bodies. However, this example calls into question the extent to which such democratisation can take place. Whilst it may be possible to have democratically elected student representatives on governing bodies when the students themselves are older and more able to participate in policy formation, a challenge arises in applying this same level of democratisation to younger children who do not have the ability to understand more complex issues such as those regarding funding and legality. Therefor, as it is with participation within democratic society as a whole, in reference to there being a minimum voting age, this level of democratisation can only be implemented within certain parameters of the education sector as a whole and it can largely be viewed as negligible when extremely young students are given such a voice.
It is also worth considering, when discussing the democratisation of education, how this is not necessarily universal. Democracy is deeply embedded in western culture and thus it is natural that people who are shaped by such a culture, including Dewey, consider that it is an important element to be woven into education. In the more authoritarian corners of the world like China, the influence of the democratic process is far less likely to show up in education policy. In a country which does not allow for the democratic participation in wider society, it is understandable that learners are also not granted the same freedom with regards to their education. This different societal outlook on democracy has far reaching effects that may emerge deeper within the psyche of learners and teachers alike and ultimately manifest as an education system which is more inline with that which is criticized by Freire in that it produces apathetic, unengaged learners and perpetuates the overarching social structure. Benjamin Zander (tzapinar, 2012) shares an anecdote which suggests how such an environment may affect people’s engagement with their education. In it, Zander refers to oversees students that he teaches from locations such as China and makes reference to their reluctance to participate in discussion. He claims that such students come from an education culture in which it is best not to challenge the teacher for fear of being wrong which is the ultimate failure. This is extremely illustrative of Freire’s banking education system in which the teacher is an all knowing entity who’s authority in the classroom is unquestionable. It also implies that such an education system is more focused on a rote style of learning than the child centred, explorative and experiential approaches that we see emerging in the west. Therefor, we can determine that whilst the educational philosophy of Dewey may well be a prominent influence in education policy of countries that share the same set of democratic values as those that are dominant in western society, they may not be so influential across the diversity of cultures around the globe. Furthermore, that China ranks as the best country in terms of its educational attainment overall (World population review, 2021) suggests that the efficacy of Dewey’s educational philosophy may be lesser than that of other historically practiced philosophies.
As such, we can conclude from the content of this essay that the influence of Dewey’s educational philosophy is extremely prevalent within the practice and policy formation of education systems in the modern day. His advocation of experiential and relevant learning is a fundament of 21st century education policy in Wales which seeks not only to diversify teaching from just the classroom environment in order to maximise experiential learning potential, but also to ensure that such learning is effective in its preparation of children for the future. We further see the influence of Dewey’s philosophy in the democratisation of education in the UK through efforts to include learners in the formation of localised policy in educational institutions as we see from the establishment of school councils and the inclusion of students in school governing bodies. It is, however, the case that Dewey’s influence is not ubiquitous as we see that his philosophy has less impact in cultures that do not share the same societal fabric as the west. We also see that in cases where Dewey’s philosophy is less influential, it is not necessarily the case that the learning process is less effective. Ultimately, we can argue that, yes, Dewey’s philosophy has a great influence on our understanding and practice of education in the west however, it is questionable as to whether or not its influence contributes to the most effective education systems available.
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