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To Isaac, Eleanor, Dominic, Isobel, Lucy, Mary and Elisabette

Now the change which is coming into our education is the shifting of the centre of gravity . . . In this case the child becomes the sun about which the appliances of education revolve; he is the centre about which they are organized.

(Dewey, J., The School and Society, p. 103)
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Series Editor’s Preface

Education is sometimes presented as an essentially practical activity. It is, it seems, about teaching and learning, curriculum and what goes on in schools. It is about achieving certain ends, using certain methods, and these ends and methods are often prescribed for teachers, whose duty it is to deliver them with vigor and fidelity. With such a clear purpose, what is the value of theory?

Recent years have seen politicians and policy-makers in different countries explicitly denying any value or need for educational theory. A clue to why this might be is offered by a remarkable comment by a British Secretary of State for Education in the 1990s: ‘having any ideas about how children learn, or develop, or feel, should be seen as subversive activity’. This pithy phrase captures the problem with theory: it subverts, challenges and undermines the very assumptions on which the practice of education is based.

Educational theorists, then, are trouble-makers in the realm of ideas. They pose a threat to the status quo and lead us to question the commonsense presumptions of educational practices. But this is precisely what they should do, because the seemingly simple language of schools and schooling hides numerous contestable concepts that in their different usages reflect fundamental disagreements about the aims, values and activities of education.

Implicit within the Bloomsbury Library of Educational Thought is an assertion that theories and theorizing are vitally important for education. By gathering together the ideas of some of the most influential, important and interesting educational thinkers, from the ancient Greeks to contemporary scholars, the series has the ambitious task of providing an accessible yet authoritative resource for a generation of students and practitioners. Volumes within the series are written by acknowledged leaders in the field, who were selected both for their scholarship and their ability to make often complex ideas accessible to a diverse audience.

It will always be possible to question the list of key thinkers who are represented in this series. Some may question the inclusion of certain thinkers; some may disagree with the exclusion of others. That is inevitably going to be the case. There is no suggestion that the list of thinkers represented within the Bloomsbury Library of Educational Thought is in any way definitive. What is incontestable is that these thinkers have fascinating ideas about education, and that, taken together, the Library can act as a powerful source of information and inspiration for those committed to the study of education.

Richard Bailey

Roehampton University, London


Foreword

John Dewey is probably the best-known, most widely acknowledged and also the most (unfairly) maligned philosopher of education of the twentieth century. He is best known through his association with what came to be known as ‘child-centered education’. His philosophical and educational writing on the aims of education (and the attention which he paid to children’s interests), on the centrality of experience to education, on inquiry as the primary source of knowledge and understanding and on the importance of community to individual growth did indeed underpin many of the practices that became associated with the ‘progressive education’ movement of the prewar years (reflected, for example, in the work of the New Education Fellowship and its journal New Era, to which Dewey was a contributor). This movement itself informed the thinking that in the 1960s became enshrined in the Plowden Report on primary education and its aftermath in the UK. By the 1970s, English teachers and headteachers were being brought over to the USA to advise US teachers on the implementation of practices that had their source in the American philosopher’s own educational writing.

Of course, as Richard Pring explains in this lucid and fascinating study, few of those who became enthused with what they thought Dewey had said had actually read his carefully crafted, cautious and sometimes quite difficult philosophical work. Before long, Dewey himself was having to correct and disassociate himself from the excesses into which some of his ‘disciples’ had fallen. His later demonization in the UK and USA by right-wing politicians (Democracy and Education was once listed only after Mein Kampf and Das Kapital among the most dangerous books of the twentieth century!) was the product of two layers of ignorance: ignorance of what Dewey had actually said and ignorance of the changes that had actually taken place – or, more correctly, the changes that had never really taken place on any scale – in our nations’ schools. Those who read this book, with its insightful account of Dewey’s philosophy and philosophy of education, will be better placed to assess both the importance that Dewey’s admirers attach to his work and the level of responsibility he may or may not bear for the failings of our educational systems.

The curious thing, however, is that even as his supposed teaching was being driven out of more narrowly defined educational circles in the last quarter of the twentieth century, the same teaching was surfacing in other ways. ‘Child-centered education’ may have been pushed out of the school system, but ‘student-centered learning’ and ‘learner-centered learning’ was in, and has remained so to this day, in adult and continuing education. Project-based learning might have lost its place in the primary school, but project- and problem-based learning – preferably constructed around real-life problems – was becoming de rigueur in vocational and professional training. Dewey’s pragmatism might be out of fashion, but Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, which was only a simplified and schematized version of this pragmatism, was referenced in almost every ‘training the trainers’ manual. Action research, enthusiastically espoused by the teaching profession in many parts of the world, and benignly endorsed by many ministries of education, was essentially constructed on a pragmatic view of knowledge and its development. In learning theory, in curriculum discourse and in the rapidly expanding arena of qualitative research in education, a combination of Dewey’s pragmatism and the social psychological work of his long-standing colleague, George Herbert Mead, provided and continues to provide perhaps the most frequently employed conceptual framing. Today, in both the USA and the UK, government funders apply the apparently pragmatic demand to educational research that it should tell them ‘what works’ – though if Dewey were alive today, he would probably be writing furiously to disassociate himself from this particular corruption of his epistemology.

There can be no doubt, I think, that even as we approach the centenary of the publication of Democracy and Education, the continuing relevance of Dewey’s writing is everywhere to be seen. But the history of the treatment or mistreatment of his philosophical and educational work indicates that if we are to benefit from his real insights, then we need to take some trouble to understand their philosophical ground. Richard Pring, a distinguished philosopher and educator who has had a long-standing interest in Dewey’s work, is admirably equipped to lead us into both his philosophical writing and his educational thought. This is an excellent introduction, which demonstrates very clearly that John Dewey is indeed ‘a philosopher for our time’.

Professor David Bridges

Von Hügel Institute, St Edmund’s College, Cambridge and University of East Anglia
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