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DEWEY ON CIVIL RIGHTS , TESTING, INTEREST,

AND DISCIPLINE: DEMOCRACY AND EDUCATION

IN PERSPECTIVE

In this essay we consider how the principles evident in Dewey’s Democracy and Education would
have been evident in response to the civil rights movement that took shape shortly after his death,
and to the major educational reform movements of today. While acknowledging that Dewey’s
views on race and human development were inevitably influenced by his social and intellectual
context, we maintain that he was fundamentally opposed to racist ideology and related popular
beliefs, and that his deep commitment to democracy as a social process would have made him a
staunch supporter of the civil rights movement and associated demands for racial equality. We like-
wise argue that Dewey would have had deep misgivings about the standards-driven assessment
regimes that underlie current national reform efforts. In the end we suggest that Democracy and
Education still has much to offer students of education today, and can serve as a helpful guide
to those who would seek to change educational practice for the better.

John Dewey was an intellectual giant and Democracy and Education (D&E) remains
among the most important books written about education in the twentieth century.1 On
the centennial of its publication, however, it rarely receives much attention outside aca-
demic discussions in philosophy and education. Even then it is often read with an eye
toward answering a particular philosophical question or learning something more
about Dewey himself. For today’s readers outside academia (and many within), D&E
can seem dated and obscure. In its pages Dewey addresses problems of the past, and
he does so in a language that many find formal and awkward.2 How could such a
book possibly be considered relevant to the educational problems of today, or even
the more recent past? Does Dewey’s conception of educational reform and social
change have a place in contemporary debates about the future of schools and their
larger social context? Why should we still read this work?
Dewey also has been subject to criticism lately. He has been accused of willful blind-

ness with respect to racial inequity, imperialism, and a number of other contemporaneous
social problems. Like other educators in his time, Dewey sometimes displayed an affinity
for the idea that children’s social development and learning could parallel or reflect the
evolution of human society. Early in his career, he advocated a curriculum that featured
lessons based on customs, concepts, and technology from earlier epochs of human
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history. In line with this, he wrote about “primitive” or “savage” cultures and societies,
past and present, that had not yet achieved the level of development evident in “modern”
civilizations, suggesting a potential gradient of societal organization. Such references
appear in D&E, although less frequently in Dewey’s later works. In these regards, it is
suggested, he was very much a man of his time, exhibiting many of the partialities of
understanding and idiosyncrasies of the day.3

Some of these criticisms seem well founded to us, and others less so. While it is true
that Dewey was often insightful and unflinching in his social criticism, he clearly under-
estimated the extent and depth of racism as an ideological element of American life. Yet
in other respects he was quite forward looking, as we hope the discussion here will illus-
trate. As Thomas Fallace has suggested, Dewey’s thinking on history and sociocultural
change may have evolved, and he was considerably less influenced by prevailing ideas
on race and inequality than most of his contemporaries.4 Like other mortals, Dewey was a
product of his circumstances, despite his remarkable powers of observation and analysis,
and thus should not be criticized too severely for failing to anticipate views that have
emerged and gained acceptance since his death.
In acknowledging this, however, we are less troubled by his views on historical

change than Fallace and other commentators.5 While Dewey may have believed
that some societies were relatively more advanced in their institutions and technolog-
ical capabilities, especially as they became more democratic, it is not altogether clear
that he considered such attributes a predictable or necessary outcome of history. There
is little evidence that Dewey believed that all societies passed through preordained
stages of development or evolved in the same manner. Indeed, contingency played
an important role in his comprehension of all human activity. Dewey recognized
more than most that social development, whatever particular form it might take, inev-
itably carried new problems in its wake.6 Unlike Hegel or Marx, he did not believe that
history has a foreseeable endpoint.
The principal point of this essay, however, is not to defend Dewey’s language or his

larger perspective, but to consider how his ideas—particularly those conveyed inD&E—
can help us think about more recent developments in the history of American education.
In this light, we may ask how Dewey’s vision of education in a democratic society has
fared in the century since this book was published. We might also wonder how
Dewey himself would view developments in American education and the nation’s
practice of democracy in the years since his death in 1952.
These, of course, are big questions, so restricting them to certain issues that have

roiled the nation and its schools during these years is one way to focus the discussion.
Arguably, the civil rights movement that emerged in the years following Dewey’s
death was among the most significant challenges to American conceptions of democ-
racy and the role that schools should play in it. What insights, if any, doesD&E have to
offer regarding this historical development? Related to this, but historically and
conceptually quite distinct, is the national educational reform movement that took
shape in the 1980s and beyond, eventually culminating in the No Child Left Behind
legislation that proved so controversial among educators and the public. What could
D&E possibly have to say about that? In the remainder of this brief essay we offer
answers to these questions.
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DEWEY AND THE C IV IL R IGHTS MOVEMENT

Dewey did not live to see the full flowering of the civil rights movement that affected
American life so dramatically in the postwar era, particularly in the 1960s and beyond.
Given his liberal proclivities, there can be little doubt, however, that he would have
been a ready supporter of the Brown decision, which arrived just two years after his
death. He likewise would surely have favored expanded guarantees of protection for
black voting rights and other measures intended to end racial discrimination and segre-
gation that still existed across the South and elsewhere in the United States.7 But is there
any indication that his interest in these questions would have gone further?
We believe there is ample evidence in D&E to support the proposition that Dewey

would have been an enthusiastic supporter of the civil rights movement in general,
and perhaps even a participant in some of its key moments (given the ability to do so,
of course). In many respects, after all, this political and social struggle embodied
several of the key ideas that Dewey expressed in 1916, on a wider scale than perhaps
any other in the nation’s history.
To begin, Dewey unequivocally rejected the idea that fixed, innate, or genetically

based differences in mental ability—or “intelligence”—distinguished “civilized” from
“savage” people. The latter term, in the minds of many early twentieth-century Ameri-
cans, included most African Americans, who were still widely depicted as ignorant,
immoral, and incapable of refinement. Dewey’s earlier writing and speeches provide
ample evidence that he rejected this view, a stance made clear inD&E as well. The intel-
ligence testing movement was just getting underway, but earlier “studies” that purported
to show racial differences in skull size, brain weight, and other presumed determinants
of intellectual ability still exerted considerable influence. Consequently, if African
Americans were poor, crowding the jails and prisons, and leaving the schools, many
believed that it must have been due to inherent deficiencies in mental capacity. Such
ideas had been circulating since before the nineteenth century, and despite a time of
enlightened thinking about race just before, during, and immediately following the
Civil War, they remained popular following 1900.8

Dewey, by contrast, was unmistakably an environmentalist in his thinking about mental
capacity and development, and the idea of “intelligence” in particular. In D&E he made it
quite clear that he did not see differences between “savage” and “civilized” people as result-
ing from inborn “intelligence,” contrary to what many believed. Indeed, he noted that
“careful study” had shown that most people were largely the same with respect to native
mental capacities. Instead of innate abilities, it was the activities and the demands of the
environment, or the proximate social and physical setting, that accounted for most differ-
ences. Regarding the advantages of modern life, he argued that “We start not so much
with superior capacities as with superior stimuli for evocation and direction of our capaci-
ties.” For Dewey, the mind developed in concert with its immediate milieu, and this was the
principal advantage of “civilized” over “primitive” peoples.9

In this respect it is not difficult to imagine that Dewey had been influenced by his
more liberally minded Columbia University colleagues, particularly Franz Boas, who
was revolutionizing the field of anthropology with a strongly environmental comprehension
of cultural distinctions and the development of behavioral differences across groups of
people. Dewey likely considered Boas’s work, and that of his many students, as examples
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of “careful study” mentioned above. Boas criticized the premise of innate mental distinc-
tions between different racial and ethnic groups, and had been doing so for more than a
decade by 1916. But his ideas were decidedly out of fashion then. At a time when the
eugenics movement was gaining steam, and authors such as Madison Grant were worrying
about the dilution of the nation’s genetic stock of supposedly superior Nordic qualities, the
views of Dewey and Boas were all the more distinctive. Eventually ideas of figures such as
Boas and Dewey would enter the mainstream, and by the middle of the century would
become a new conventional wisdom. But in 1916 they represented a minority view.10

Dewey’s views on this matter are important because one of the fundamental objectives
of the civil rights movement was the affirmation of human dignity and social equality of
African Americans as a group. Martin Luther King Jr. vividly recalled being forced to
stand in the back of a bus on a long trip home from a school debate competition
because whites had first legal right to the seats. The indignity of Jim Crow was a constant
reminder of the inferior status of African Americans.11 The question of intellectual and
moral inferiority lay at the core of the battle against Jim Crow segregation, whether in
schools, other public institutions, or in private enterprise. As the Supreme Court
famously noted in the Brown decision, segregation is inherently unequal. Despite the
long-standing doctrine of Plessy, which held that separate could be equal, at bottom
the principal arguments in favor of such a doctrine presupposed the mental and moral
inferiority of African Americans.12 Such beliefs presumably legitimized whites’ prefer-
ence to keep apart from African Americans, suggesting that they represented a lower
form of humankind. For his part, Dewey was opposed to this sort of segregation, what-
ever the justification. As he noted in Democracy and Education, “the division of society
into more or less rigidly marked-off classes and groups” contributed to “obstruction of
full and flexible social interaction and intercourse.” In rejecting social practices of this
sort, Dewey implicitly acknowledged the dignity and fundamental humanity of all
people.13 This was an essential foundation for a truly democratic social order, one that
the United States had yet to establish in the opening decades of the twentieth century.
While Dewey’s views on race are certainly key in considering his likely response to the

civil rights movement, the segment of D&E with greatest relevance to it is probably
chapter 7: “The Democratic Conception of Education.” For Dewey, democracy was
more than a matter of the popular election of leaders and maintaining a representative
form of government. He argued instead that democracy “is primarily a mode of associ-
ated living, of conjoint communicated experience.” Such a conception, he believed,
required overcoming divisions that had held people and groups apart in the past, “so
that each has to refer his own action to that of others, and to consider the action of
others to give point and direction to his own.” The only way to accomplish this,
Dewey said, was through “the breaking down of those barriers of class, race and national
territory which kept men from perceiving the full import of their activity.”He saw this as
partly a natural outgrowth of “the development of nodes of manufacture and commerce,
travel, migration and intercommunication which flowed from the command of science
over natural energy.”14 In short, it reflected the rise of modern urban society, which
had brought people together as never before in history, and in this respect may have
represented the possibility of an advance over other forms of social organization.
But Dewey also stipulated that there had to be “a deliberate effort to sustain and

extend” these tendencies toward greater interaction by means of education. In other
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words, democratic forms of associated living probably would not spontaneously arise
from a given set of historical conditions. To overcome the propensity for class lines to
harden, a democratic society “must see to it that intellectual opportunities are accessible
to all on equable and easy terms.”15 The content of educational opportunities was impor-
tant to Dewey, who noted that, “a society which is mobile, which is full of channels for
the distribution of a change occurring anywhere, must see to it that its members are edu-
cated to personal initiative and adaptability.”16 It was considerations such as these
that put education at the very heart of Dewey’s conception of a democratic social
order. And this, of course, placed a great deal of responsibility on the school, the principal
institution for ensuring that tasks such as these were performed intelligently and
effectively.17

School desegregation and equity in educational funding were among the most critical
policy goals arising during the civil rights era, and they continue to be important goals
today. While Dewey did not directly address these matters inDemocracy and Education,
he did decry the tendency of public schools to align with narrowly defined nationalistic
purposes and to reproduce existing class divisions. As he noted in criticizing Plato’s edu-
cational ideas, which also sustained class distinctions, “only diversity makes change and
progress.” Regarding school resources, he argued that “facilities must be secured of such
amplitude and efficiency as will in fact and not simply in name discount the effects of
economic inequalities, and to secure to all wards of the nation equality of equipment
for their future careers.”18 In other words, all schools should be adequately resourced
to offset differences in family and community wealth, providing all children with a
more or less equal opportunity to experience success in whatever line of development
they may choose to undertake.
To elaborate, Dewey maintained that a truly democratic education “demands not only

adequate administrative provision of school facilities, and such supplementation of
family resources as will enable youth to take advantage of them, but also such modifica-
tion of traditional ideals of culture, traditional subjects of study and traditional methods of
teaching and discipline as will retain all the youth under educational influences until they
are equipped to be masters of their own economic and social careers.”19 He thus urged
policy makers to consider curricular and instructional reform, along with a redistribution
of resources to supplement families that lacked the means to take full advantage of what-
ever improved and equalized school facilities that may have existed. Only then would
education, as offered in such institutions, begin to approximate the democratic ideal
that he was advocating.
Such an approach to education, of course, would have represented a radical break from

the reality of public schooling for most African Americans. This was certainly true in
1916, when nine of ten black students lived in the South and were provided only the
barest modicum of resources for their segregated schools, far fewer than those allocated
to white institutions. It was also true thirty years later, when the NAACP and its allies
were undertaking a national campaign to achieve one of the goals that Dewey had iden-
tified: schooling that “in fact and not just in name” provided students with equivalent
opportunities to realize their potential.20 Given the grotesque inequalities that these cam-
paigns exposed, and the protracted struggle to realize change in the South and elsewhere,
it is hard to imagine that Dewey’s sympathies would not lay with the larger movement at
the time. His brief and somewhat abstractly stated principles, although not directed at any
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specific problem in educational policy or practice, aligned with those of the civil rights
struggle as it emerged during the postwar era.
Of course, problems of educational inequality abound today as well. African American

students are eight times more likely to attend high poverty schools than whites, and while
funding discrepancies are not as bad as they were during Dewey’s time, they are still
associated with significant differences in learning outcomes.21 His admonitions regard-
ing the necessity of equalizing resources remain pertinent, and educational inequity still
represents a threat to American democracy. Recent political developments at the national
level offer little hope that these questions will be addressed in the foreseeable future.22

According to Dewey, “a society which makes provision for participation in its good of
all its members on equal terms and which secures flexible readjustment of its institutions
through interaction of the different forms of associated life is in so far democratic.”23 By
this criterion, the United States certainly has come a long way, thanks largely to struggles
like those of the civil rights movement. But Dewey likely would argue that a long journey
still lay ahead if such a vision is to be ever realized.

DEWEY AND NCLB : INTEREST , D I SC I PL INE , AND DEMOCRACY

Following the civil rights era, the focal point of education policy in the United States shifted
from equity to excellence, fueled by rising anxieties about the performance of American stu-
dents on standardized international examinations and a conservative turn in national politics.
This famously found expression in A Nation at Risk, the 1983 report of the National
Commission on Excellence in Education, appointed by Ronald Reagan’s Secretary of Edu-
cation, Terrel H. Bell. Claiming that the nation’s schools were threatened by a “rising tide of
mediocrity,” the report inspired a wave of school reforms intended to raise standards in
public education, assessed by standardized achievement tests.24Most of these developments
occurred at the state and local levels, although a series of national commissions during the
1990s kept the issue in the public eye. The apogee of the standards movement was reached
in 2001with passage of the NoChild Left Behind (NCLB)Act, signed into law by President
George W. Bush.25

Passed with bipartisan support, NCLB was arguably the most ambitious educational
reform program in American history. It stipulated that public schools be held accountable
for student learning as measured by standardized tests of achievement, as reflected in
mastery of particular subjects. Individual schools would be expected to raise the achieve-
ment of all children to proficiency, even those from groups that had lagged in the past.
This soon placed enormous pressure on teachers and administrators in lower performing
schools, especially those serving children in unusually poor communities, who often
were threatened with displacement and school closure. It was a school reform program
focused directly on the classroom, and standardized achievement tests became the prin-
cipal means for evaluating teachers. Unfortunately, NCLB did not produce a dramatic
improvement in student achievement nationally, although there was a slight reduction
in long-standing achievement gaps between different groups of students.26

Given the prominent roles played by testing in the reforms following A Nation at Risk,
and especially NCLB, it is not difficult to imagine how John Dewey would respond to
these developments. In his own career Dewey was notably critical of standardized
testing, which was just being developed at the time that D&E was published, although
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most of his skepticism was aimed at IQ tests rather than standards-based assessments of
the sort widely used today. One of the most widely discussed concerns at present is that
this practice unduly drives the content of instruction. Teachers are encouraged, implicitly
or explicitly, to devote additional time and energy to the subjects represented on the tests
(and to basic skills within those subjects) and in extreme cases to focus instruction on
actual test items. A central criticism is that, as a result of such practices, worthwhile
content that would otherwise be integrated into the curriculum is given short shrift or
is excluded altogether. As a consequence, students miss out on the opportunity to
learn valuable lessons from considering such questions.27

D&E points to a particular aspect of this problem that education reformers largely
overlooked, namely, that teaching to the test leaves little room for teachers to accommo-
date students’ interests. Teaching to the test eventually became an issue for teachers and
students, and for parents too, who called for modifications to the NCLB testing regime, or
for waivers to be exempted from mandatory tests. This movement gained steam in the
latter stages of NCLB, contributing to its eventual downfall, and a new federal policy
that gave states considerably greater discretion in making schools accountable for
improvement in instruction. Many called for greater attention to flexibility in how
teachers tailored their instruction to meet the needs and interests of students.28 This is
a significant problem, Dewey argued, because a failure to ground instruction in students’
interests is tantamount to closing the door on the schools’ democratic potential. Why this
is so can be better appreciated in light of Dewey’s analysis of interest in D&E.

To be interested is to be absorbed in, wrapped up in, carried away by, some object. To take an inter-
est is to be on the alert, to care about, to be attentive. We say of an interested person both that he has
lost himself in some affair and that he has found himself in it. Both terms express the engrossment
of the self in an object.29

As Dewey points out, etymologically, the word “interest” connotes something
“between.” In this case it is bookended on one side by the student’s “present powers,”
intellectual, moral, and physical resources; and on the other side by an object (of inter-
est).30 Interest is thus educationally significant because it attaches a student’s “present
powers” to that more remote object. Learning occurs when the student encounters obsta-
cles—and the means of overcoming them—as she pursues the object. Among the means
of doing this are social relations among students and the knowledge and skills embedded
in academic subjects.
Prior to NCLB, Dewey’s ideas were more likely to find expression in schools, espe-

cially at the elementary level, and in more affluent communities where pressure to
attain higher achievement was not as pronounced. The short film Voyage of the Pilgrims
‘92, which features a group of public school fourth graders in Lexington, Massachusetts;
their teacher, Steven Levy; and several classroom volunteers, provides an example of
interest operating in a school setting, and, most significantly, illustrates the deep relation
between “interest” with “democracy.” It is not clear whether this classroom was explic-
itly organized with Dewey in mind, but whether by intention or accident it clearly reflects
Dewey’s hope that schools would become embryonic democracies.31

As shown in the film, at the start of the school year Levy challenged students to “create
their own classroom.” Following much discussion among themselves and consultation
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withMr. Levy, the students decided that they wanted, above all, to make their own desks:
this was their main interest. From the start, they encountered many questions that they
had to answer in order to advance their project: How would Pilgrims make furniture?
What tools did they have? What desk design should they adopt? How much wood and
stain will be needed? How will they finance the project? The children came up against
numerous obstacles along the way, but persevered, often choosing to continue
working through recess and before and after regular school hours. Most of the time,
these students were not working individually, but in teams and small groups with shifting
membership. Of necessity, they had to consult with one another, smooth over disagree-
ments, find compromises when consensus could not be reached, and coordinate the dif-
ferent parts of this multifaceted project. Because realizing their shared interest in the form
of functional desks required the contributions of all the students, they encouraged one
another’s learning. The interest in building desks soon expanded to include an interest
in one’s classmates.
Students’ interest in making the desks provided the needed motivation for learning

considerable academic content as well. Reading, history, writing, and math were all
taught in the context of the project as students undertook such tasks as learning about
the lives and times of the Pilgrims, writing letters to area businesses asking for
funding and then keeping them informed about of the project’s development, computing
area in order to buy wood and stain, and keeping accounts of expenses. All of this learn-
ing was organically connected with the students’ central and genuinely held interest.32

Dewey valued the knowledge encapsulated in school subjects and he appreciated the
fact that reading and math (areas most widely tested in connection with NCLB) have a
special place in students’ learning. By helping students to pursue their interests, teachers
are also, as a general rule, helping them to become better readers and mathematicians.
Depending on the students and interests involved, they could become more competent
in the sciences, arts, history, and other areas. But accommodating students’ interests
was important to Dewey not only as a means of helping students to learn academic
content. He also theorized a connection between interest and the development of self-
discipline, which in itself is an important educational goal.
While many teachers agreed with the goal of raising achievement, they also worried

that NCLB’s focus on testing foreclosed the possibility of engaging students in
lessons that sparked curiosity and attention.33 When interest is lacking, teachers have
little choice but to use what Dewey called “artificial inducements”: promises of reward or
threats of punishment, in order to motivate students to attend to the lessons at hand. This
has become somewhat commonplace during the NCLB era, and some schools have even
experimented with the idea of offering monetary rewards for improvement on
tests.34 When such inducements are ineffective, direct, teacher-imposed discipline
often follows, and students are denied privileges or given low grades for failing to
meet externally imposed standards. These and other negative sanctions demean stu-
dents, but from Dewey’s perspective, that is only part of the problem: when teachers
routinely exercise control, it is more difficult for students to develop control over
themselves, or self-discipline. And as Dewey noted, such self-discipline is positively
enabling:
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A person who is trained to consider his actions, to undertake them deliberately, is in so far disciplined.
Add to this ability a power to endure in an intelligently chosen course in face of distraction, con-
fusion, and difficulty, and you have the essence of discipline. Discipline means power at command;
mastery of the resources available for carrying through the action undertaken. … Discipline is
positive.35

The connection between interest and discipline is illustrated in the example above
when the students persevere in the face of differences of opinion and difficult math prob-
lems, as well as when they willingly forego recess in order to work on their project. These
students’mental and physical powers are harnessed to a particular interest, but they are in
the process of learning a more general “lesson” about what it means to be disciplined and
the rewards of such discipline. For Dewey, students learn to be disciplined by being self-
disciplined. Many educators associate “learning by doing” with the acquisition of skills,
but, in Dewey’s account, habits and traits of character are also acquired in this manner. As
he often pointed out, such learning is essential for accomplishing any significant goal
and, more broadly, for purposefully living life rather being led through it by others or,
indirectly, by unexamined conventions and customs.
While interest and discipline have many important implications for education, Dewey

argues that their connection with democracy is of the greatest educational significance. A
characteristic of a democratic society is that its members have common interests that can
be advanced only through the contributions of many, requiring that each member consider
and execute her activities with others inmind. AsDewey recognized, such a society requires
certain educational arrangements: “[A democratic] society must have a type of education
which gives individuals a personal interest in social relationships and control, and habits
of mind which secure social change without introducing disorder.”36

From a Deweyan perspective, one of the most serious shortcomings of NCLB is that it
appears to contradict certain key educational needs of democracy. These deficiencies
come into view once it is realized the extent to which tests, rather than students’ interests,
will drive instruction. Because it is the rare child who takes a direct interest in the skills
tested, NCLB encourages teacher-imposed discipline, rather than self-discipline. Sacri-
ficed are opportunities for students to work together with teachers to identify projects
of interest that provide not only subject matter content, but also lessons in joint
problem-solving and cooperation. Given this, it is little wonder that NCLB produced
such modest improvements in student achievement, despite all of the time and resources
devoted to its implementation as a reform program.

TOWARD A CONCLUS ION

We have discussed just two examples of the continuing relevance of John Dewey’sDemoc-
racy and Education. As other contributors to this journal demonstrate, there are certainly
more. In closing, we cannot resist mentioning just a few additional topics that seem of
special significance at this time. Dewey anticipated the social and economic turn in historical
scholarship, arguing that “industrial” and “economic” history, and even “intellectual”
history should be the focus in schools, although the latter he believed should be concerned
with the advance of science and technology.37 Interestingly, he found economic and indus-
trial history especially relevant because of their connections to the everyday experience of
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most people, parallel in many respects to the idea of a “history from the bottom up,” which
has animated much historical writing for the past fifty years.38

The discussion of such an approach to historical study also sheds light on his concep-
tion of social change, which can be read as anything but undeviating and deterministic.
He wrote of the “intimate connection of man’s struggles, successes, and failures with
nature” that such an approach reveals, and the degree to which “the entire advance of
humanity from savagery to civilization has been dependent upon intellectual discoveries
and inventions.”39 In other words, progress was the result of intelligent exercises in trial
and error, systematic application of knowledge, and occasional discoveries. The curric-
ular value of such an account could reside in insights offered into the development of
technology and knowledge, along with lessons about the value of discipline and interest,
among other things. As described in D&E, such a conception of societal development
was hardly inevitable, nor necessarily limited to Europeans.
Dewey also wrote about vocational education in D&E, arguing forcefully that “the only

adequate training for occupations is training through occupations” (emphasis in original).40

He did not mean to suggest, however, that vocational ends in education could be restricted to
specific jobs or professions. Rather, he thought of the term “occupation” as representing “a
continuous activity having a purpose.”41 He worried that “any scheme of vocational educa-
tion that takes its point of departure from the industrial regime that now exists, is likely to
assume and perpetuate its divisions and weaknesses.”42 He thus would likely be skeptical of
apprentice systems such as those historically connected to schooling in Europe, and still
functioning there, which recently have received considerable attention from policy
makers in the United States.43 He also touched upon science education, writing about
method and values in education, and about the process of thinking.44

On these and other topics Dewey had insights to share with educators that remain rel-
evant today. In addition to these perceptions, Dewey provides a critical lens through
which to view contemporary educational issues. His approach focuses attention on the
likely implications of different conceptualizations of recurring educational concerns
and problems. While Dewey’s writing may have been opaque at points, and his examples
set in a time long past, the essential problems he faced were not dissimilar to those con-
fronting educators today. As the examples we have explored suggest, they likely will be
important challenges in the future as well, and D&E will continue to be a useful resource
for thinking about them.

NOTES

1John Dewey, Democracy and Education: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Education (New York:
Macmillan, 1916).

2On the difficulty of reading Dewey, see Paula Marantz Cohen, “John Dewey,” The American Scholar,
Class Notes, Jan. 24, 2012, available at https://theamericanscholar.org/john-dewey/#.V0dLFL5MbEY.

3See, for instance, Frank Margonis, “John Dewey’s Racialized Visions of the Student and Classroom
Community,” Educational Theory 59:1 (Feb. 2009): 17–39; Thomas D. Fallace, Dewey and the Dilemma of
Race: An Intellectual History, 1895–1922 (New York: Teachers College Press, 2011), ch. 2. Also see Michael
Eldridge, “Challenging Speculation about ‘Dewey’s Racialized Visions,’” Educational Theory 60:4 (Aug.
2010): 503–17.

4Fallace, Dewey and the Dilemma of Race, Introduction; also see Fallace’s essay in this collection.
5Fallace, Dewey and the Dilemma of Race, chs. 5, 6, 7.
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oppose efforts to restrict voting today, such as reflected in recent Kansas legislation that has been challenged in
the courts. On this point, see Zachary Roth, “Kris Kobach Sued over Proof of Citizenship Requirement for
Voters,” MSNBC, Feb. 18, 2016, http://www.msnbc.com/msnbc/kris-kobach-sued-over-proof-citizenship-
requirement-voters.
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Education. For an overview of changing perspectives on race in American history, see John L. Rury and
Derrick Darby, “War and Education in the United States: Racial Ideology and Inequality in Three Historical
Episodes,” Paedagogica Historica LII:1&2 (Feb.–Apr. 2016): 8–23. A discussion of racial attitudes at the
turn of the twentieth century can be found in Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: Race and Nation in the
Twentieth Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), ch. 2; and Khalil Gibran Muhammad,
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Harvard University Press, 2010), ch. 1.

9Dewey, Democracy and Education, 36–37.
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see Democracy and Education, 323.

14Dewey, Democracy and Education, 87.
15Dewey would no doubt be critical of any school “choice” policy, such as that championed by Elisabeth
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terns of privilege and deprivation. For a discussion about how charter schools in Michigan have had this effect,
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—and what she might do as Secretary of Education,”Washington Post, Dec. 8, 2016, https://www.washington-
post.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2016/12/08/a-sobering-look-at-what-betsy-devos-did-to-education-in-michi-
gan-and-what-she-might-do-as-secretary-of-education/?utm_term=.9cd1f4d40c30

16Dewey, Democracy and Education, 88.
17The significance of education in this respect may have been reflected in the recent presidential election,

when attainment levels—and college graduation in particular—turned out to be a critical dividing line in public
opinion. On this point, see Aaron Zitner and Diane Chinni, “Voters Education a Driving Force in this Election,”
Wall Street Journal, Oct. 13 , 2016, http://www.wsj.com/articles/voters-education-level-a-driving-force-this-
election-1476401440.

18Dewey, Democracy and Education, 98–99.
19Ibid., 98.
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South, 1880–1950: An Economic History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), ch. 6.
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23Dewey, Democracy and Education, 99.
24The National Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational
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Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1900), chap. VI, “The Psychology of Occupations.”
42Dewey, Democracy and Education, 318.
43On this approach to vocational education, see Nancy Hoffman, Schooling for the Workplace: How Six of
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