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Chapter 1

Traditional vs. Progressive Education

MANKIND likes to think in terms of extreme opposites.
-It is given to formulating its beliefs in terms of Either-Ors,
“between which it recognizes no intermediate possibilities.
When forced to recognize that the extremes cannot be
acted upon, it is still inclined to hold that they are all
right in theory but that when it comes to practical matters
circumstances compel us to compromise. Educational
philosophy is no exception. The history of educational
theory is marked by opposition between the idea that
education is development from within and that it is for-
mation from without; that it is based upon natural en-
dowments and that education is a process of overcoming
natural inclination and substituting in its place habits
acquired under external pressure.

At present, the opposition, so far as practical affairs
of the school are concerned, tends to take the form of
contrast between traditional and progressive education. If
the underlying ideas of the former are formulated broadly,
without the gualifications required for accurate state-
ment, they are "found to be about as follows: The subject-
matter of education consists of bodies of information and
of skills that have been worked out in the past; therefore,
the chief business of the school is to transmit them to the
new generation. In the past, there have also been devel-
oped standards and rules of conduct; moral training con-
sists in forming habits of action in conformity with these
rules and standards. Finally, the general pattern of school
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18 / Experience and Education
organization (by which I mean the relations of pupils to
one another and to the teachers) constitutes the school
a kind of institution sharply marked off from other social
institutions. Call up in imagination the ordinary school-
room, its time-schedules, schemes of classification, of ex-
amination and promotion, of rules of order, and I think
you will grasp what is meant by “pattern of organization.
If then you contrast this scene with what goes on in the
family, for example, you will appreciate what is meant by
the school being a kind of institution sharply marked off
from any other form of social organization,

The three characteristics just mentioned fix the aims
and methods of instruction and discipline. The main pur-
pose or objective is to prepare the young for future re-
sponsibilities and for success in life, by means of ac-
quisition of the organized bodies of information and
prepared forms of skill which comprehend the material
of instruction. Since the subject-matter as well as stand-
ards of proper conduct are handed down from the past,
the attitude of pupils must, upon the whole, be one of
docility, receptivity, and obedience. Books, especially
textbooks, are the chief representatives of the lore and
wisdom of the past, while teachers are the organs through
which pupils are brought into effective connection with
the material. Teachers are the agents through which knowl-
edge and skills are communicated and rules of conduct
enforced. .

I have mot made this brief summary for the purpose
of criticizing the underlying philosophy. The rise of what
is called new education and progressive schools is of itself
a product of discontent with traditional education. In
effect it is a criticism of the latter. When the implied
criticism is made explicit it reads somewhat as follows:
The traditional scheme is, in essence, one of imposition
from above and from outside. It imposes adult standards,
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subject-matter, and methods upon those who are only
growing slowly toward maturity. The gap is so great
that the required subject-matter, the methods of learning
and of behaving are foreign to the existing capacities of
the young. They are beyond the reach of the experience
the young learners already possess. Consequently, they
must be imposed; even though good teachers will use
devices of art to cover up the imposition so as to relieve
it of obviously brutal features.

But the gulf between the mature or adult products and
the experience and abilities of the young is so wide that
the very situation forbids much active participation by
pupils in the development of what is taught. Theirs is to
do—and learn, as it was the part of the six hundred to
do and die. Learning here means acquisition of what
already is incorporated in books and in the heads of the
elders. Moreover, that which is taught is thought of as
essentially static. It is taught as a finished product, with
little regard either to the ways in which it was originally
built up or to changes that will surely occur in the future.
It is to a large extent the cultural product of societies that
assumed the future would be much like the past, and yet
it is used as educational food in a society where change
is the rule, not the exception.

If one attempts to formulate the philosophy of educa-
tion implicit in the practices of the new education, we
may, I think, discover certain common principles amid the
variety of progressive schools now existing. To imposition
from above is opposed expression and cultivation of in-
dividuality; to external discipline is opposed free activity;
to learning from texts and teachers, learning through ex-
perience; to acquisition of isolated skills and techniques
by drill, is opposed acquisition of them as means of at-
taining ends which make direct vital appeal; to prepara-
tion for a more or less remote future is opposed making
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the most of the opportunities of present life; to static
aims and materials is opposed acquaintance with a chang-
ing world.

Now, all principles by themselves are abstract. They
become concrete only in the consequences which result
from their application. Just because the principles set forth
are so fundamental and far-reaching, everything depends
upon the interpretation given them as they are put into
practice in the school and the home. It is at this point
that the reference made earlier to Either-Or philosophies
becomes peculiarly pertinent. The general philosophy of
the new education may be sound, and yet the difference
in abstract principles will not decide the way in which the
moral and intellectual preference involved shall be worked
out in practice. There is always the danger in a new
movement that in rejecting the aims and methods of that
which it would supplant, it may develop its principles
negatively rather than positively and constructively. Then
it takes its clew in practice from that which is rejected in-
stead of from the constructive development of its own
philosophy.

I take it that the fundamental unity of the newer philos-
ophy is found in the idea that there is an intimate and
Decessary relation between the processes of actual ex-
perience and education. If this be true, then a positive and
constructive development of its own basic idea depends
upon having a correct idea of experience. Take, for ex-
ample, the question of organized subject-matter—which
will be discussed in some detail later. The problem for
progressive education is: What is the place and meaning
of subject-matter and of organization within experience?
How does subject-matter function? Is there anything in-
herent in experience which tends towards progressive
organization of its contents? What results follow when
the materials of experience are not progressively organ-
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ized? A philosophy which proceeds on the basis of re-
jection, of sheer opposition, will neglect these questions.
It will tend to suppose that because the old education was
based on ready-made organization, therefore it suffices
to reject the principle of organization in toto, instead of
striving to discover what it means and how it is to be
attained on the basis of experience. We might go through
all the points of difference between the new and the old
education and reach similar conclusions. When external
control is rejected, the problem becomes that of finding
the factors of control that are inherent within experience.
When external authority is rejected, it does not follow that
all authority should be rejected, but rather that there is
need to search for a more effective source of authority.
Because the older education imposed the kmowledge,
methods, and the rules of conduct of the mature person
upon the young, it does not follow, except upon the basis
of the extreme Either-Or philosophy, that the knowledge
and skill of the mature person has no directive value for
the experience of the immature. On the contrary, basing
education upon personal experience may mean more mul-
tiplied and more intimate contacts between the mature
and the immature than ever existed in the traditional
school, and consequently more, rather than less, guidance
by others. The problem, then, is: how these contacts
can be established without violating the principle of learn-
ing through personal experience. The solution of this
problem requires a well thought-out philosophy of the
social factors that operate in the constitution of indi-
vidual experience.

What is indicated in the foregoing remarks is that the
general principles of the new education do not of them-
selves solve any of the problems of the actual or practical
conduct and management of progressive schools. Rather,
they set new problems which have to be worked out on
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the basis of a new philosophy of experience. The problems
are not even recognized, to say nothing of being solved,
when it is assumed that it suffices to reject the ideas and
practices of the old education and then go to the opposite
extreme. Yet I am sure that you will appreciate what is
meant when I say that many of the newer schools tend
to make little or nothing of organized subject-matter of
study; to proceed as if any form of direction and guidance
by adults were an invasion of individual freedom, and
as if the idea that education should be concerned with
the present and future meant that acquaintance with the
past has little or no role to play in education. Without
pressing these defects to the point of exaggeration, they
at least illustrate what is meant by a theory and practice
of education which proceeds negatively or by reaction
against what has been current in education rather than
by a positive and constructive development of purposes,
methods, and subject-matter on the foundation of a theory
of experience and its educational potentialities.

It is not too much to say that an educational philosophy
which professes to be based on the idea of freedom may
become as dogmatic as ever was the traditional education
which is reacted against. For any theory and set of prac-
tices is dogmatic which is not based upon critical exami-
nation of its own underlying principles. Let us say that the
new education emphasizes the freedom of the learner. Very
well. A problem is now set. What does freedom mean and
what are the couditions under which it is capable of real-
ization? Let us say that the kind of external imposition
which was so common in the traditional school limited
rather than promoted the intellectual and moral develop-
ment of the young. Again, very well. Recognition of this
serious defect sets a problem. Just what is the role of the
teacher and of books in promoting the educational devel-
opment of the immature? Admit that traditional education
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employed as the subject-matter for study facts and ideas
so bound up with the past as to give little help in dealing
with the issues of the present and future. Very well. Now
we have the problem of discovering the connection which
actually exists within experience between the achievements
of the past and the issues of the present. We have the
problem of ascertaining how acquaintance with the past
may be translated into a potent instrumentality for dealing
effectively with the future. We may reject knowledge of
the past as the end of education and thereby only empha-
size its importance as a means. When we do that we have
a problem that is new in the story of education: How
shall the young become acquainted with the past in such
a way that the acquaintance is a potent agent in appre-
ciation of the living present?




Chapter 4

Social Control

I HAVE said that educational plans and projects, seeing
education in terms of life-experience, are thereby com-
mitted to framing and adopting an intelligent theory or,
if you please, philosophy of experience. Otherwise they
are at the mercy of every intellectual breeze that happens
to blow. I have tried to illustrate the need for such a theory
by calling attention to two principles which are funda-
mental in the constitution of experience: the principles
of interaction and of continuity. If, then, I am asked why
I have spent so much time on expounding a rather abstract
philosophy, it is because practical attempts to develop
schools based upon the idea that education is found in
life-experience are bound to exhibit inconsistencies and
confusions unless they are guided by some conception of
what experience is, and what marks off educative experi-
ence from non-educative and mis-educative experience.
I now come to a group of actual educational questions the
discussion of which will, I hope, provide topics and
material that are more concrete than the discussion up
to this point.

The two principles of continuity and interaction as
criteria of the value of experience are so intimately con-
nected that it is not easy to tell just what special edu-
cational problem to take up first. Even the convenient
division into problems of subject-matter or studies and of
methods of teaching and learning is likely to fail us in
selection and organization of topics to discuss. Conse-
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quently, the beginning and sequence of topics is somewhat
arbitrary. I shall commence, however, with the old ques-
tion of individual freedom and social control and pass on
to the questions that grow naturally out of it.

It is often well in considering educational problems to
get a start by temporarily ignoring the school and thinking
of other human situations. I take it that no one would
deny that the ordinary good citizen is as a matter of fact
subject to a great deal of social control and that a con-
siderable part of this control is not felt to involve restric-
tion of personal freedom. Even the theoretical anarchist,
whose philosophy commits him to the idea that state or
government control is an unmitigated evil, belicves that
with abolition of the political state other forms of social
control would operate: indeed, his opposition to govern-
mental regulation springs from his belief that other and
to him more normal modes of control would operate with
abolition of the state.

Without taking up this extreme position, let us note
some examples of social control that operate in everyday
life, and then look for the principle underlying them. Let
us begin with the young people themselves. Children at
recess or after school play games, from tag and one-old-
cat to baseball and football. The games involve rules, and
these rules order their conduct. The games do not go on
haphazardly or by a succession of improvisations. Without
rules there is no game. If disputes arise there is an umpire
to appeal to, or discussion and a kind of arbitration are
means to a decision; otherwise the game is broken up and
comes to an end.

There are certain fairly obvious controlling features of
such situations to which I want to call attention. The first
is that the rules are a part of the game. They are not
outside of it. No rules, then no game; different rules, then
a different game. As long as the game goes on with a
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reasonable smoothness, the players do not feel that they
are submitting to external imposition but that they are
playing the game. In the second place an individual may
at times feel that a decision isn’t fair and he may even
get angry. But he is not objecting to a rule but to what he
claims is a violation of it, to some one-sided and unfair
action. In the third place, the rules, and hence the con-
duct of the game, are fairly standardized. There are recog-
nized ways of counting out, of selection of sides, as well
as for positions to be taken, movements to be made, etc.
These rules have the sanction of tradition and precedent.
Those playing the game have seen, perhaps, professional
matches and they want to emulate their elders. An ele-
ment that is conventional is pretty strong. Usually, a group
of youngsters change the rules by which they play only
when the adult group to which they look for models have
themselves made a change in the rules, while the change
made by the elders is at least supposed to conduce to
making the game more skillful or more interesting to
spectators.

Now, the general conclusion I would draw is that con-
trol of individual actions is effected by the whole situation
in which individuals are involved, in which they share and
of which they are co-operative or interacting parts. For
even in a competitive game there is a certain kind of
participation, of sharing in a common experience. Stated
the other way around, those who take part do not feel
that they are bossed by an individual person or are being
subjected to the will of some outside superior person.
When violent disputes do arise, it is usually on the alleged
ground that the umpire or some person on the other side
is being unfair; in other words, that in such cases some
individual is trying to impose his individual will on some-
one else.

It may seem to be putting too heavy a load upon a
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single case to argue that this instance illustrates the gen-
eral principle of social control of individuals without the
violation of freedom. But if the matter were followed out
through a number of cases, I think the conclusion that
this particular instance does illustrate a general principle
would be justified. Games are generally competitive. If we
took instances of co-operative activities in which all mem-
bers of a group take part, as for example in well-ordered
family life in which there is mutual confidence, the point
would be even clearer, In all such cases it is not the will
or desire of any one person which establishes order but
the moving spirit of the whole group. The control is
social, but individuals are parts of a community, not out-
side of it.

I do not mean by this that there are no occasions upon
which" the authority of, say, the parent does not have to
intervene and exercise fairly direct control. But I do say
that, in the first place, the number of these occasions is
slight in comparison with the number of those in which
the control is exercised by situations in which all take
part. And what is even more important, the authority in
question when exercised in a well-regulated household or
other community group is not a manifestation of merely
personal will; the parent or teacher exercises it as the
representative and agent of the interests of the group as
a whole. With respect to the first point, in a well-ordered
school the main reliance for control of this and that indi-
vidual is upon the activities carried on and upon the
situations in which these activities are maintained. The
teacher reduces to a minimum the occasions in which he
or she has to exercise authority in a personal way. When
it is necessary, in the second place, to speak and act
firmly, it is done in behalf of the interest of the group,
not as an exhibition of personal power. This makes the
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difference between action which is arbitrary and that
which is just and fair.

Moreover, it is not necessary that the difference should
be formulated in words, by either teacher or the young,
in order to be felt in experience. The number of children
who do not feel the difference (even if they cannot articu-
late it and reduce it to an intellectual principle) between
action that is motivated by personal power and desire to
dictate and action that is fair, because in the interest of
all, is small. I should even be willing to say that upon the
whole children are more sensitive to the signs and symp-
toms of this difference than are adults. Children learn
the difference when playing with one another. They are
willing, often too willing if anything, to take suggestions
from one child and let him be a leader if his conduct adds
to the experienced value of what they are doing, while
they resent the attempt at dictation. Then they often with-
draw and when asked why, say that it is because so-and-so
“is too bossy.”

I do not wish to refer to the traditional school in ways
which set up a caricature in licu of a picture. But I think
it is fair to say that one reason the personal commands
of the teacher so often played an undue role and a season
why the order which existed was so much a matter of
sheer obedience to the will of an adult was because the
situation almost forced it upon the teacher. The school
was not a group or community held together by participa-
tion in com.non activities. Consequently, the normal,
proper conditions of control were lacking. Their absence
was made up for, and to a considerable extent had to be
made up for, by the direct intervention of the teacher,
who, as the saying went, “kept order.” He kept it because
order was in the teacher’s keeping, instead of residing in
the shared work being done.
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The conclusion is that in what are called the new
schools, the primary source of social control resides. in
the very nature of the work done as a social enterprise
in which all individuals have an opportunity to contribute
and to which all feel a responsibility. Most children are
naturally “sociable.” Isolation is even more irksome to
them than to adults. A genuine community life has its
ground in this natural sociability. But community life does
not organize itself in an enduring way purely spontane-
ously. It requires thought and planning ahead. The edu-
cator is responsible for a knowledge of individuals and
for a knowledge of subject-matter that will enable activi-
ties to be selected which lend themselves to social organi-
zation, an organization in which all individuals have an
opportunity to contribute something, and in which the
activities in which all participate are the chief carrier of
control.

I am not romantic enough about the young to suppose
that every pupil will respond or that any child of normally
strong impulses will respond on every occasion. There are
likely to be some who, when they come to school, are
already victims of injurious. conditions outside of the
school and who have become so passive and unduly docile
that they fail to contribute. There will be others who,
because of previous experience, are bumptious and unruly
and perhaps downright rebellious. But it is certain that
the general principle of social control cannot be predicated
upon such cases. It is also true that no general rule can
be laid down for dealing with such cases. The teacher has
to deal with them individually. They fall into general
classes, but no two are exactly alike. The educator has to
discover as best he or she can the causes for the recal-
citrant attitudes. He or she cannot, if the educational
process is to go on, make it a question of pitting one will
against another in order to see which is strongest, nor yet




Social Control / 57

allow the unruly and non-participating pupils to stand
permanently in the way of the educative activities of others.
Exclusion perhaps is the only available measure at a given
juncture, but it is no solution. For it may strengthen the
very causes which have brought about the undesirable
anti-social attitude, such as desire for attention or to
show off.

Exceptions rarely prove a rule or give a clew to what
the rule should be. I would not, therefore, attach too
much importance to these exceptional cases, although it
is true at present that progressive schools are likely often
to have more than their fair share of these cases, since
parents may send children to such schools as a last resort.
I do not think weakness in control when it is found in
progressive schools arises in any event from these excep-
tional cases. It is much more likely to arise from failure
to arrange in advance for the kind of work (by which I
mean all kinds of activities engaged in) which will create
situations that of themselves tend to exercise control over
what this, that, and the other pupil does and how he does
it. This failure most often goes back to lack of sufficiently
thoughtful planning in advance. The causes for such lack
are varied. The one which is peculiarly important to men-
tion in this connection is the idea that such advance
planning is unnecessary and even that it is inherently hos-
tile to the legitimate freedom of those being instructed.

Now, of course, it is quite possible to have preparatory
planning by the teacher done in such a rigid and intel-
lectually inflexible fashion that it does result in adult
imposition, which is none the less external because exe-
cuted with tact and the semblance of respect for individual
freedom. But this kind of planning does not follow in-
herently from the principle involved. I do not know what
the greater maturity of the teacher and the teacher’s greater
knowledge of the world, of subject-matters and of indi-
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viduals, is for unless the teacher can arrange conditions
that are conducive to community activity and to organiza-
tion which exercises control over individual impulses by
the mere fact that all are engaged in communal projects,
Because the kind of advance planning heretofore engaged
in has been so routine as to leave little room for the free
play of individual thinking or for contributions due to
distinctive individual experience, it does not follow that
all planning must be rejected. On the contrary, there is
incumbent upon the educator the duty of instituting a
much more intelligent, and consequently more difficult,
kind of planning. He must survey the capacities and needs
of the particular set of individuals with whom he is dealing
and must at the same time arrange the conditions which
provide the subject-matter or content for experiences that
satisfy these needs and develop these capacities. The
planning must be flexible enough to permit free play for
individuality of experience and yet firm emough to give
direction towards continuous development of power.
The present occasion is a suitable one to say something
about the province and office of the teacher. The prin-
ciple that development of experience comes about through
interaction means that education is essentially a social
process. This quality is realized in the degree in which
individuals form a community group. It is absurd to ex-
clude the teacher from membership in the group. As the
most mature member of the group he has a peculiar
responsibility ior the conduct of the interactions and inter-
communications which are the very life of the group as a
community. That children are individuals whose freedom
should be respected while the more mature person should
have no freedom as an individual is an idea too absurd
to require refutation. The tendency to exclude the teacher
from a positive and leading share in the direction of the
activities of the community of which be is a member is
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another instance of reaction from one extreme to another.
When pupils were a class rather than a social group, the
teacher necessarily acted largely from the outside, not as
a director of processes of exchange in which all had a
share. When education is based upon experience and
educative experience is seen to be a social process, the
situation changes radically, The teacher loses the position
of external boss or dictator but takes on that of leader of
group activities.

In discussing the conduct of games as an example of
normal social control, reference was made to the presence
of a standardized conventional factor. The counterpart of
this factor in school life is found in the question of man-
ners, especially of good manners in the manifestations of
politeness and courtesy. The more we know about cus-
toms in different parts of the world at different times in
the history of mankind, the more we learn how much
manners differ from place to place and time to time. This
fact proves that there is a large conventional factor in-
volved. But there is no group at any time or place which
does not have some code of manners as, for example, with
respect to proper ways of greeting other persons. The
particular form a convention takes has nothing fixed and
absolute about it. But the existence of some form of con-
vention is not itself a convention. It is a uniform attendant
of all social relationships. At the very least, it is the oil
which prevents or reduces friction.

It is possible, of course, for these social forms to be-
come, as we say, “mere formalities.” They may become
merely outward show with no meaning behind them. But
the avoidance of empty ritualistic forms of social inter-
course does not mean the rejection of every formal ele-
ment. It rather indicates the need for development of forms
of intercourse that are inherently appropriate to social
situations. Visitors to some progressive schools are shocked
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by the lack of manners they come across. One who knows
the situation better is aware that to some extent their
absence is due to the eager interest of children to go on
with what they are doing. In their eagerness they may, for
example, bump into each other and into visitors with no
word of apology. One might say that this condition is
better than a display of merely external punctilio accom-
panying intellectual and emotional lack of interest in school
work. But it also represents a failure in education, a failure
to learn one of the most important lessons of life, that of
mutual accommodation and adaptation. Education is going
on in a one-sided way, for attitudes and habits are in
process of formation that stand in the way of the future
learning that springs from easy and ready contact and com-~
munication with others.
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