Dewey and Reflective Teaching

How We Think (Dewey, 1933).

According to Dewey, the process of reflection for teachers begins when they experience a difficulty, troublesome event, or experience that cannot be immediately resolved. Prompted by a sense of uncertainty or unease, teachers step back to analyze their experiences. This stepping back can occur either in the midst of action or after action is completed.

Dewey makes an important distinction between action that is routine and action that is reflective.

Routine action is guided primarily by impulse, tradition, and authority.

In every school there exists one or more taken for granted definitions of reality or a “collective code” in which problems, goals, and the means for their accomplishment become defined in particular ways (“This is the way we do things at our school.”)

As long as things proceed along without any major disruption, this reality is perceived as unproblematic and serves as a barrier to recognizing and experimenting with alternative viewpoints.

According to Dewey, teachers who are unreflective about their teaching often uncritically accept this everyday reality in their schools and concentrate their efforts on finding the most effective and efficient means to solve problems that have largely been defined for them by this collective code.

These teachers often lose sight of the fact that their everyday reality is only one of many possible alternatives, a selection from a larger universe of possibilities. 

They often lose sight of the purposes and ends toward which they are working and become merely the agents of others.

They forget that there is more than one way to frame every problem. Unreflective teachers automatically accept the view of the problem that is the commonly accepted one in a given situation.

Dewey defines reflective action as that which involves active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or practice in light of the reasons that support it and the further consequences to which it leads.

Reflection does not consist of a series of steps or procedures to be used by teachers. Rather it is a holistic way of meeting and responding to problems, a way of being a teacher.

Reflective action is also a process that involves more than logical and rational problem-solving processes. Reflection involves intuition, emotion, and passion and is not something that can be neatly packaged as a set of techniques for teachers to use.

When we reflect about students in our classrooms, we need to listen to and accept many sources of understanding. We need to utilize our heads and our hearts, our reasoning capacities and our emotional insights. In reflective action reason and emotion are engaged. 

In addition, Dewey believed three attitudes are important to reflective action:

1) Openmindedness

Openmindedness is an active desire to listen to more sides than one, to give full attention to alternative possibilities, and to recognize the possibility of error even in beliefs that are dear to us. Teachers who are openminded are continually examining the rationales that underlie what is taken as natural and right, and take pains to seek out conflicting evidence. Reflective teachers are continually asking themselves why they are doing what they are doing.


This idea is similar to Mills’ types of believers.

A) Vulgar believers have no interest in listening to opposing arguments or in analyzing their own beliefs and operate only according to slogans and stereotypes.

B) Sophisticated believers are interested in knowing opposing points of view, but only for the purpose of refuting them. Sophisticated believers are still not open to the possibility that their own belief system might be flawed.

C) Critical believers are willing to enter sympathetically into opposing points of view because they realize that all belief systems have weaknesses and can be strengthened by the confrontation with different beliefs.

Dewey’s idea of openmindedness is similar to Mills’ idea of critical believers. 

2) Responsibility

An attitude of responsibility involves careful consideration of the consequences to which an action leads. 

Responsible teachers ask themselves why they are doing what they are doing in a way that goes beyond questions of immediate utility (i.e., does it work) to consider the ways in which it is working, why it is working, and for whom is it working.

Three kinds of consequences of one’s teaching can lead to this attitude of responsibility:

A) Personal consequences – the effects of one’s teaching on pupil self-concepts.

B) Academic consequences – the effects of one’s teaching on pupils’ intellectual development.

C) Social and political consequences – the projected effects of one’s teaching on the life chances of various pupils.

Responsibility has to involve reflection about the unexpected outcomes of teaching, beyond goals and objectives, because teaching always involves unintended as well as intended outcomes.

One should ask “are the results good, for whom and in what ways,” not merely “have my objectives been met?”

3) Wholeheartedness

By wholeheartedness, Dewey meant that openmindedness and responsibility must be central components in the professional life of the reflective teacher.

Teachers who are wholehearted regularly examine their own assumptions and beliefs and the results of their actions and approach all situations with the attitude that they can learn something new.

Reflective teachers are fallible teachers.

Reflective teachers are not superwomen or supermen.

Reflective teachers are simply committed to the education of all their students and to their own education as teachers.

[Can you see these qualities in yourself or your colleagues?]

[In what ways might the structure of classrooms and schools contribute to and/or discourage teacher reflectivity?]

[Some argue that teaching is too demanding and complex to expect teachers to be very reflective about their work. What do you think?]

Dewey was not suggesting that reflective teachers reflect about everything all of the time. 

What Dewey was talking about is a balance between reflection and routine, between thought and action.

For Dewey, it is blindness to act without questioning our received truths and it is arrogance to question everything all of the time.

