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John Dewey

(1859-1952) 

1. Dewey was critical of  both “conservative,” teacher-centered 

education and “progressive,” child-centered education (1916, 

p. 69).

2. Dewey believed that a “new order of  conceptions” leading 

to “new modes of  practice” was needed (1938, p. 5).



R. S. Peters

Paulo Freire

1. Peters (1919-2011) and Freire (1921-1997) represented different 

philosophical traditions and were critical of  Dewey, either 

explicitly (Peters) or implicitly (Freire).

2. But they analyzed the concept of  education—the teacher-

learner relationship and the purpose of  education—in much the 

same way as Dewey (Beckett, 2011; 2013)



Conservative

Education

1. Metaphor: Teachers “transmit” established knowledge 

to learners who “receive” it

2. Purpose: Teachers help preserve society by 

“accommodating the future to the past” (Dewey, 1916, p. 

79)



Progressive

Education

1. Metaphor: Learners “discover” new knowledge, with 

teacher help as needed.

2. Purpose: Learners improve society by using the past as “a 

resource in a developing future” (Dewey, 1916, p. 79)



A New Order

of  Conceptions

1. Metaphor: A teacher guides learners along a path familiar 

to her but not to them. Learners see things the teacher has 

overlooked (Dewey, 1902)

2. Purpose: Teachers and learners working together 

“renew” society (Dewey 1916)



New Modes of  

Practice

Teachers and students at Dewey’s University Elementary School in 

Chicago created “a cooperative society on a small scale” (Dewey, 

quoted in Mayhew & Edwards, 1936, p. 5)

1. Occupations: Teachers transmitted established custom through 

suggestion. Students experimented with new ways of  doing things. Their 

shared purpose was to renew custom

2. Example: Group I students set the table for “mid-morning luncheon.” 

They served bread Group II students had baked using flour from winter 

wheat they had grown in a small plot behind the school



Learners

Today

1. The young have direct access to information on the internet, 

most of  which teachers are not familiar with, and share it 

among themselves on social media

2. The young develop their own understanding of  and 

perspectives on the world and want to share their knowledge 

with teachers



John Dewey

Today

Dewey focused on student experience and learning. He 

mentions teacher learning only in passing

1. My thesis: Teacher learning is as important student learning

2. My argument: When adults engage children on their level, 

joining them in age-neutral activities, they learn as much from 

children as children learn from them



R. S. Peters

Today

1. Peters’ thesis: “A teacher must both be an authority and teach in 

such a way that pupils become capable of  showing him where he is 

wrong” (1966, p. 261). But teacher learning happens only towards 

the end of  their engagement.

2. My argument: When teachers correct even the youngest children, 

the children, imitating their behavior, learn to correct their teachers, 

based, for example, of  personal experience



Paulo Freire

Today

Freire taught adults that their worldview was a “myth” implanted in 

them by oppressors (1970a, p. 53). What did he learn?

1. Freire’s thesis: Freire saw himself  at first as a “revolutionary leader” 

(Weiler, 2001, p. 76), but engagement with students’ lived reality 

humbled him

2. My argument: From what are children and their teachers liberated? 

We are all mythologizers. In classrooms everywhere, the lived realities 

of  children and teachers cpnfront each other



Classrooms 

Today

1. Dewey: teachers and students model “a cooperative society on a small 

scale” (Mayhew & Edwards, 1936, p. 5)

2. Peters: teachers and students participate in “the shared experience of  

exploring a common world” (1966, p. 53)

3. Freire: teacher-student and students-teachers are “jointly responsible 

for a process in which all grow” (1970b, p. 80)



Communities of

Inquiry

1. Online teachers see their discussion boards as communities of  

inquiry (CoI) which promote sustained communication and 

higher-level learning (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 1999). 

2. CoI are based on John Dewey’s conception of  education in 

which teachers and learners are participants in activities 

working towards a common goal.



My Communities

of  Inquiry

1. In my History and Philosophy of  Education course I work 

with students to develop a body of  shared knowledge.

2. My primary contribution is what I have learned. Students’ 

primary contribution is what they are learning. We then ask 

ourselves, “Objectively, what do we know?”
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