Comparisons and contrasts of John Dewey, Piaget and Rudolph Steiner
This essay will explore the similarities and differences in the pedagogies of Dewey, Vygotsky and Steiner. It will also evaluate the theories developed by them and how they relate to practice and policy in current educational settings. Their phenomenology will also be explored to see if and how it may have affected the development of their theories. To be able to compare and contrast these theorists, we must first define the type of theories they developed. Some academics consider Dewey and Steiner to be amongst the “founding fathers” of education philosophy (Gray & MacBlain, 2015, pp.37,41). Dewey’s theories were attributed to constructivism. Constructivists believe that we learn by constructing meaning from experiences. Piaget was also a constructivist and his work is still prevalent in modern education practice. Steiner was considered part of romanticism or spiritualist theorists. Romanticism has epistemological roots and Steiner developed anthroposophy which is when human experience interlinks with the spiritual world. 
To understand the phenomenology of these theorists we can look at them in chronological order. John Dewey was born in 1859 in Vermont, USA (Pound, 2005, p.21). During his lifetime he moved from a rural setting to study in New York City. The landscape of America was changing with the sudden increase of sprawling cities. The advances and accessibility to sciences was also a major impact on his studies. He was living in a time of democracy and this further fueled his passion for psychology and social science to be combined in order to explain how we acquire knowledge and from this he formed his pedagogical principles (Cahan, 1992, p.205.).Rudolph Steiner was born in Austria in 1861. The country was in the grips of political and social change due to the influence of Marxism. It could be argued that this could have inspired him to consider a more socially moral way of living. Spirituality and inner freedom were important to Steiner and from this he developed the spiritual science of anthroposophy. In 1919 he visited the Waldorf Astoria Factory in Stuttgart. Germany had just lost a war and the country was on the brink of social, political and economic downfall.  Steiner was asked by the owner of the factory to make a school for the children of the workers (Pound, 2005, p.26). This was the start of Steiner-Waldorf schools which are still around today in Europe, USA and the UK. It has been stated by Avison & Rawson, 2016, that Steiner “recognised that war and the aftermath represented a time to rethink societal issues and problems and both wanted to move away from the traditional view of education and proceed towards a new education”. Jean Piaget was born in Switzerland in 1896. He was very interested in natural sciences and started writing academically from the age of 10. He lived at a time where psychology was emerging as a new science, previously he was occupied with philosophy and the progression to child psychology held his interest until he died in 1980. Piaget had 3 children, which he studied and observed, many of his theories were based on these observations. It could be argued that all three theorists were forward thinking for their time. Parts of their theories are at the forefront of education today. All their approaches are holistic and hold experiential learning as the ultimate tool for learning to happen. The Education Act 2002, states that school’s curriculum should “promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils at the school and of society”. Again, these ideas are woven into Piaget, Steiner and Dewey’s theories. The importance of experiential learning is echoed in Graham Donaldson’s Successful Futures report 2015, from which a new curriculum is being implemented in Wales. The report also highlights the importance of social learning and encourages a child-centred approach which fits with constructivism. Donaldson (2015) states “The essence of personalised learning lies in interactions between teachers and children and young people and among the children and young people themselves.”.

Steiner, Dewey and Piaget all saw the teacher as being a facilitator and the importance of building good relationships in schools was paramount. These relationships allow learning to happen. Boyd (2018, p.227) says of Steiner’s approach “education becomes an interactive relationship between the teacher and the student that leads to wholeness.” Similarly, in an article written by Mathews (2003) about Dewey, Mathews states the teacher’s role is to “is facilitate the naturally developing tendencies and potential of the child”. There was a shift in schools from a behaviourist, copy, repeat and memorise way of learning because of these theorists. Piaget was pivotal in this shift and Gray and MacBlain (2015) wrote “Children were no longer taught by rote and drill but allowed to discover facts for themselves with the help of a teacher who facilitated the learning.” All three theorists saw that experience is directly related to knowledge. By removing the typical authoritarian teacher role and replacing with a teacher who facilitates free will, exploration and questioning, children learn better. It could be argued that theses theorists place too little an emphasis on the teacher’s role, that they should merely just be providing an enriching learning environment but other theorists such as Vyogtsky (1978) and Bruner (1986) held a higher regard for teachers and thought they were instrumental in the development of children’s learning and thinking (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).
Steiner set out 3 stages or cycles of development. The first cycle is from 0 to 7 where children are not formally taught to read and are encouraged to play, draw and make links between nature and science. Steiner called for the environment to be warm and homely with no written word being presented to the child until the next stage. Steiner also emphasised the importance of a rhythm in the classroom, where the children feel safe and reassured. This rhythm is set by having a clear timetable of activities which the children come to learn and then anticipate creating a continuity in the classroom. This is especially prevalent in modern day ALN settings. Children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and other learning difficulties rely on continuity. In a study by Nye et al ,2016, interviewees expressed the importance of visual timetables in helping their ALN pupils to feel secure, this in turn had a positive impact on their behaviour. In this stage Steiner prescribed that play was important and math's would be learnt by doing things like cookery which is useful and practical. Piaget similarly set out stages of development and learning but had very differing intentions. Piaget expressed the age of 2 – 7 as the preoperational stage. In this stage children can use objects to symbolise different things. During this stage Egocentrism is present. Piaget came to this conclusion through a variety of experiments he conducted. He explained Egocentrism as the child can only see situations from their own point of view. Piaget, 1951 “argues that language does not facilitate cognitive development, but merely reflects what the child already knows and contributes little to new knowledge. He believed cognitive development promotes language development, not vice versa” Mcleod (2018). It is visible in early years settings that Piaget’s theories are relevant. Exploring the world through play and using objects as symbols helps set the stage for constructivist learning. Due to the current environmental issues, the question of sustainability of our natural resources and looking after the earth it would be positive to see Steiner’s theories more in schools. We need to prepare children for a sustainable future and Steiner was an advocate for showing gratitude to the earth.  Boyd, 2018, states:
“Reciprocity and relationship are important elements of gratitude and Steiner advocated they must be developed not just to each other, but towards the environment too. For example, the practical experience of baking bread and the responsibilities of growing vegetables take time and effort, emphasising the deep connection to the earth. This develops an ecological human mind-set with sustainable values deeply embedded.”
In conclusion, Piaget, Dewey and Steiner all have their places in modern day education. We are living in a time where health and well-being are of utmost importance and Steiner’s spiritual approach allows for freedom and calmness in a hectic world. We can see pockets of his theory in Forest Schools, where children learn about nature and can enjoy the outdoors while acquiring essential literacy and numeracy skills. Also, the introduction of well-being programs in schools such as the Thrive Approach (2015) use neuroscience research to explain the importance in just being. The thrive approach uses arts and crafts music dance and creativity to allow children to communicate their feelings and construct meaning using the arts. Piaget, Dewey and Steiner all call for children to be independent learners and to be given opportunities to problem solve is when they will learn best and develop (Halpenny and Petterson 2014). In this everchanging world due to political and technological change and advances it is an important skill to be able to transfer knowledge to a new problem. The need to remember specific dates or facts is now redundant, in modern day culture that is now considered ‘Googles’ role.  Even the new curriculum for Wales calls for transferable skills for life and this should be the main focus for all educators in schools. 
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