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If there is any truth in what has been said about the need of forming a theory
of experience in order that education may be intelligently conducted upon the

basis of experience, it is clear that the next thing in order in this discussion is to
present the principles that are most significant in framing this theory. I shall not,
therefore, apologize for engaging in a certain amount of philosophical analysis,
which otherwise might be out of place. I may, however, reassure you to some
degree by saying that this analysis is not an end in itself but is engaged in for the
sake of obtaining criteria to be applied later in discussion of a number of con-
crete and, to most persons, more interesting issues.

I have already mentioned what I called the category of continuity, or the
experiential continuum. This principle is involved, as I pointed out, in every
attempt to discriminate between experiences that are worth while education-
ally and those that are not. It may seem superfluous to argue that this
discrimination is necessary not only in criticizing the traditional type of edu-
cation but also in initiating and conducting a different type. Nevertheless, it is
advisable to pursue for a little while the idea that it is necessary. One may safe-
ly assume, I suppose, that one thing which has recommended the progressive
movement is that it, seems more in accord with the democratic ideal to which
our people is committed than do the procedures of the traditional school,
since the latter have so much of the autocratic about them. Another thing
which has contributed to its favorable reception is that its methods are
humane in comparison with the harshness so often attending the policies of
the traditional school.

7

From Experience and Education by John Dewey (IN: Kappa Delta Pi, © 1938), pp. 33–50. Reprinted
by permission of Kappa Delta Pi, an International Honor Society in Education.

000200010270085113_CH07_p187-198  6/19/10  6:10 PM  Page 187



The question I would raise concerns why we prefer democratic and humane
arrangements to those which are autocratic and harsh. And by “why,” I mean the
reason for preferring them, not just the causes which lead us to the preference.
One cause may be that we have been taught not only in the schools but by the
press, the pulpit, the platform, and our laws and law-making bodies that democ-
racy is the best of all social institutions. We may have so assimilated this idea
from our surroundings that it has become an habitual part of our mental and
moral make-up. But similar causes have led other persons in different surround-
ings to widely varying conclusions—to prefer fascism, for example. The cause for
our preference is not the same thing as the reason why we should prefer it.

It is not my purpose here to go in detail into the reason. But I would ask a sin-
gle question: Can we find any reason that does not ultimately come down to the
belief that democratic social arrangements promote a better quality of human expe-
rience, one which is more widely accessible and enjoyed, than do non-democratic
and anti-democratic forms of social life? Does not the principle of regard for indi-
vidual freedom and for decency and kindliness of human relations come back in
the end to the conviction that these things are tributary to a higher quality of expe-
rience on the part of a greater number than are methods of repression and coercion
or force? It is not the reason for our preference that we believe that mutual consul-
tation and convictions reached through persuasion make possible a better quality
of experience that can otherwise be provided on any wide scale?

If the answer to these questions is in the affirmative (and personally I do not
see how we can justify our preference for democracy and humanity on any other
ground), the ultimate reason for hospitality to progressive education, because of
its reliance upon and use of humane methods and its kinship to democracy, goes
back to the fact that discrimination is made between the inherent values of dif-
ferent experiences. So I come back to the principle of continuity of experience as
a criterion of discrimination.

At bottom, this principle rests upon the fact of habit, when habit is interpret-
ed biologically. The basic characteristic of habit is that every experience enacted
and undergone modifies the one who acts and undergoes, while this modification
affects, whether we wish it or not, the quality of subsequent experiences. For it is
a somewhat different person who enters into them. The principle of habit so
understood obviously goes deeper than the ordinary conception of a habit as a
more or less fixed way of doing things, although it includes the latter as one of
its special cases. It covers the formation of attitudes, attitudes that are emotional
and intellectual; it covers our basic sensitivities and ways of meeting and respond-
ing to all the conditions which we meet in living. From this point of view, the
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principle of continuity of experience means that every experience both takes up
something from those which have gone before and modifies in some way the
quality of those which come after. As the poet states it,

. . . all experience is an arch wherethro'
Gleams that untraveled world, whose margin fades
For ever and for ever when I move.

So far, however, we have no ground for discrimination among experiences. For
the principle is of universal application. There is some kind of continuity in every
case. It is when we note the different forms in which continuity of experience.
I may illustrate what is meant by an objection which has been brought against an
idea which I once put forth—namely, that the educative process can be identified
with growth when that is understood in terms of the active participle, growing.

Growth, or growing as developing, not only physically but intellectually and
morally, is one exemplification of the principle of continuity. The objection made
is that growth might take many different directions: a man, for example, who
starts out on a career of burglary may grow in that direction, and by practice may
grow into a highly expert burglar. Hence it is argued that “growth” is not enough;
we must also specify the direction in which growth takes place, the end towards
which it tends. Before, however, we decide that the objection is conclusive we
must analyze the case a little further.

That a man may grow in efficiency as a burglar, as a gangster, or as a corrupt
politician, cannot be doubted. But from the standpoint of growth as education
and education as growth the question is whether growth in this direction pro-
motes or retards growth in general. Does this form of growth create conditions for
further growth, or does it set up conditions that shut off the person who has
grown in this particular direction from the occasions, stimuli, and opportunities
for continuing growth in new directions? What is the effect of growth in a special
direction upon the attitudes and habits which alone open up avenues for devel-
opment in other lines? I shall leave you to answer these questions, saying simply
that when and only when development in a particular line conduces to continu-
ing growth does it answer to the criterion of education as growing. For the con-
ception is one that must find universal and not specialized limited application.

I return now to the question of continuity as a criterion by which to discrimi-
nate between experiences which are educative and those which are miseducative.
As we have seen, there is some kind of continuity in any case since every experi-
ence affects for better or worse the attitudes which help decide the quality of
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further experiences, by setting up certain preference and aversion, and making it
easier or harder to act for this or that end. Moreover, every experience influences
in some degree the objective conditions under which further experiences are had.
For example, a child who learns to speak has a new facility and new desire. But
he has also widened the external conditions of subsequent learning. When he
learns to read, he similarly opens up a new environment. If a person decides to
become a teacher, lawyer, physician, or stockbroker, when he executes his inten-
tion he thereby necessarily determines to some extent the environment in which
he will act in the future. He has rendered himself more sensitive and responsive
to certain conditions, and relatively immune to those things about him that
would have been stimuli if he had made another choice.

But, while the principle of continuity applies in some way in every case, the
quality of the present experience influences the way in which the principle
applies. We speak of spoiling a child and of the spoilt child. The effect of
overindulging a child is a continuing one. It sets up an attitude which operates
as an automatic demand that persons and objects cater to his desires and caprices
in the future. It makes him seek the kind of situation that will enable him to do
what he feels like doing at the time. It renders him averse to and comparatively
incompetent in situations which require effort and perseverance in overcoming
obstacles. There is no paradox in the fact that the principle of the continuity of
experience may operate so as to leave a person arrested on a low plane of deve-
lopment, in a way which limits later capacity for growth.

On the other hand, if an experience arouses curiosity, strengthens initiative,
and sets up desires and purposes that are sufficiently intense to carry a person over
dead places in the future, continuity works in a very different way. Every experi-
ence is a moving force. Its value can be judged only on the ground of what it
moves toward and into. The greater maturity of experience which should belong
to the adult as educator puts him in a position to evaluate each experience of the
young in a way in which the one having the less mature experience cannot do. It
is then the business of the educator to see in what direction an experience is head-
ing. There is no point in his being more mature if, instead of using his greater
insight to help organize the conditions of the experience of the immature, he
throws away his insight. Failure to take the moving force of an experience into
account so as to judge and direct it on the ground of what it is moving into means
disloyalty to the principle of experience itself. The disloyalty operates in two direc-
tions. The educator is false to the understanding that he should have obtained
from his own past experience. He is also unfaithful to the fact that all human expe-
rience is ultimately social: that it involves contact and communication. The
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mature person, to put it in moral terms, has no right to withhold from the young
on given occasions whatever capacity for sympathetic understanding his own
experience has given him.

No sooner, however, are such things said than there is a tendency to react to
the other extreme and take what has been said as a plea for some sort of disguised
imposition from outside. It is worth while, accordingly, to say something about
the way in which the adult can exercise the wisdom his own wider experience
gives him without imposing a merely external control. On one side, it is his busi-
ness to be on the alert to see what attitudes and habitual tendencies are being cre-
ated. In this direction he must, if he is an educator, be able to judge what
attitudes are actually conducive to continued growth and what are detrimental.
He must, in addition, have that sympathetic understanding of individuals as
individuals which gives him an idea of what is actually going on in the minds of
those who are learning. It is, among other things, the need for these abilities on
the part of the parent and teacher which makes a system of education based upon
living experience a more difficult affair to conduct successfully than it is to fol-
low the patterns of traditional education.

But there is another aspect of the matter. Experience does not go on simply
inside a person. It does go on there, for it influences the formation of attitudes
of desire and purpose. But this is not the whole of the story. Every genuine
experience has an active side which changes in some degree the objective condi-
tions under which experiences are had. The difference between civilization and
savagery, to take an example on a large scale, is found in the degree in which pre-
vious experiences have changed the objective conditions under which subsequent
experiences take place. The existence of roads, of means of rapid movement and
transportation, tools, implements, furniture, electric light and power, are illus-
trations. Destroy the external conditions of present civilized experience, and for
a time our experience would relapse into that of barbaric peoples.

In a word, we live from birth to death in a world of persons and things which
in large measure is what it is because of what has been done and transmitted from
previous human activities. When this fact is ignored, experience is treated as if it
were something which goes on exclusively inside an individual’s body and mind.
It ought not to be necessary to say that experience does not occur in a vacuum.
There are sources outside an individual which give rise to experience. It is con-
stantly fed from these springs. No one would question that a child in a slum ten-
ement has a different experience from that of a child in a cultured home; that the
country lad has a different kind of experience from the city boy, or a boy on the
seashore one different from the lad who is brought up on inland prairies.
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Ordinarily we take such facts for granted as too commonplace to record. But
when their educational import is recognized, they indicate the second way in
which the educator can direct the experience of the young without engaging in
imposition. A primary responsibility of educators is that they not only be aware
of the general principle of the shaping of actual experience by environing condi-
tions, but that they also recognize in the concrete what surroundings are con-
ductive to having experiences that lead to growth. Above all, they should know
how to utilize the surroundings, physical and social, that exist so as to extract
from them all that they have to contribute to building up experiences that are
worth while.

Traditional education did not have to face this problem; it could systematically
dodge this responsibility. The school environment of desks, blackboards, a small
school yard, was supposed to suffice. There was no demand that the teacher should
become intimately acquainted with the conditions of the local community, physi-
cal, historical, economic, occupational, etc., in order to utilize them as educa-
tional resources. A system of education based upon the necessary connection of
education with experience must, on the contrary, if faithful to its principle, take
these things constantly into account. This tax upon the educator is another rea-
son why progressive education is more difficult to carry on than was ever the
traditional system.

It is possible to frame schemes of education that pretty systematically subordi-
nate objective conditions to those which reside in the individuals being educated.
This happens whenever the place and function of the teacher, of books, of
apparatus and equipment, of everything which represents the products of the more
mature experience of elders, is systematically subordinated to the immediate incli-
nations and feelings of the young. Every theory which assumes that importance can
be attached to these objective factors only at the expense of imposing external con-
trol and of limiting the freedom of individuals rests finally upon the notion that
experience is truly experience only when objective conditions are subordinated to
what goes on within the individuals having the experience.

I do not mean that it is supposed that objective conditions can be shut out. It
is recognized that they must enter in: so much concession is made to the
inescapable fact that we live in a world of things and persons. But I think that
observation of what goes on in some families and some schools would disclose
that some parents and some teachers are acting upon the idea of subordinating
objective conditions to internal ones. In that case, it is assumed not only that the
latter are primary, which in one sense they are, but that just as they temporarily
exist they fix the whole educational process.
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Let me illustrate from the case of an infant. The needs of a baby for food, rest,
and activity are certainly primary and decisive in one respect. Nourishment must
be provided; provision must be made for comfortable sleep, and so on. But these
facts do not mean that a parent shall feed the baby at any time when the baby is
cross or irritable, that there shall not be a program of regular hours of feeding and
sleeping, etc. The wise mother takes account of the needs of the infant but not
in a way which dispenses with her own responsibility for regulating the objective
conditions under which the needs are satisfied. And if she is a wise mother in this
respect, she draws upon past experiences of experts as well as her own for the light
that these shed upon what experiences are in general most conductive to the nor-
mal development of infants. Instead of these conditions being subordinated to
the immediate internal condition of the baby, they are definitely ordered so that
a particular kind of interaction with these immediate internal states may be
brought about.

The word “interaction,” which has just been used, expresses the second chief
principle for interpreting an experience in its educational function and force. It
assigns equal rights to both factors in experience—objective and internal condi-
tions. Any normal experience is an interplay of these two sets of conditions.
Taken together, or in their interaction, they form what we call a situation. The
trouble with traditional education was not that it emphasized the external con-
ditions that enter into the control of the experiences but that it paid so little
attention to the internal factors which also decide what kind of experience is had.
It violated the principle of interaction from one side. But this violation is no rea-
son why the new education should violate the principle from the other side—
except upon the basis of the extreme Either-Or educational philosophy which has
been mentioned.

The illustration drawn from the need for regulation of the objective condi-
tions of a baby’s development indicates, first, that the parent has responsibility for
arranging the conditions under which an infant’s experience of food, sleep, etc.,
occurs, and, secondly, that the responsibility is fulfilled by utilizing the funded
experience of the past, as this is represented, say, by the advice of competent
physicians and others who have made a special study of normal physical growth.
Does it limit the freedom of the mother when she uses the body of knowledge
thus provided to regulate the objective conditions of nourishment and sleep? Or
does the enlargement of her intelligence in fulfilling her parental function widen
her freedom? Doubtless if a fetish were made of the advice and directions so that
they came to be inflexible dictates to be followed under every possible condition,
then restriction of freedom of both parent and child would occur. But this
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restriction would also be a limitation of the intelligence that is exercised in
personal judgment.

In what respect does regulation of objective conditions limit the freedom of
the baby? Some limitation is certainly placed upon its immediate movements and
inclinations when it is put in its crib, at a time when it wants to continue play-
ing, or does not get food at the moment it would like it, or when it isn’t picked
up and dandled when it cries for attention. Restriction also occurs when mother
or nurse snatches a child away from an open fire into which it is about to fall. I
shall have more to say later about freedom. Here it is enough to ask whether free-
dom is to be thought of and adjudged on the basis of relatively momentary inci-
dents or whether its meaning is found in the continuity of developing experience.

The statement that individuals live in a world means, in the concrete, that
they live in a series of situations. And when it is said that they live in these situ-
ations, the meaning of the word “in” is different from its meaning when it is said
that pennies are “in” a pocket or paint is “in” a can. It means, once more, that
interaction is going on between an individual and objects and other persons. The
conceptions of situation and of interaction are inseparable from each other. An
experience is always what it is because of a transaction taking place between an
individual and what, at the time, constitutes his environment, whether the latter
consists of persons with whom he is talking about some topic or event, the sub-
ject talked about being also a part of the situation; or the toys with which he is
playing; the book he is reading (in which his environing conditions at the time
may be England or ancient Greece or an imaginary region); or the materials of
an experiment he is performing. The environment, in other words, is whatever
conditions interact with personal needs, desires, purposes, and capacities to cre-
ate the experience which is had. Even when a person builds a castle in the air he
is interacting with the objects which he constructs in fancy.

The two principles of continuity and interaction are not separate from each
other. They intercept and unite. They are, so to speak, the longitudinal and later-
al aspects of experience. Different situations succeed one another. But because of
the principle of continuity something is carried over from the earlier to the later
ones. As an individual passes from one situation to another, his world, his envi-
ronment, expands or contacts. He does not find himself living in another world
but in a different part or aspect of one and the same world. What he has learned
in the way of knowledge and skill in one situation becomes an instrument of
understanding and dealing effectively with the situations which follow. The
process goes on as long as life and learning continue. Otherwise the course of
experience is disorderly, since the individual factor that enters into making an
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experience is split. A divided world, a world whose parts and aspects do not hang
together, is at once a sign and a cause of a divided personality. When the splitting-
up reaches a certain point we call the person insane. A fully integrated personali-
ty, on the other hand, exists only when successive experiences are integrated with
one another. It can be built up only as a world of related objects is constructed.

Continuity and interaction in their active union with each other provide the
measure of the educative significance and value of an experience. The immediate
and direct concern of an educator is then with the situations in which interaction
takes place. The individual, who enters as a factor into it, is what he is at a given
time. It is the other factor, that of objective conditions, which lies to some extent
with in possibility of regulation by the educator. As has already been noted, the
phrase “objective conditions” covers a wide range. It includes what is done by the
educator and the way in which it is done, not only words spoken but the tone of
voice in which they are spoken. It includes equipment, books, apparatus, toys, games
played. It includes the materials with which an individual interacts, and, most
important of all, the total social set-up of the situations in which a person is engaged.

When it is said that the objective conditions are those which are within the
power of the educator to regulate, it is meant, of course, that his ability to influ-
ence directly the experience of others and thereby the education they obtain
places upon him the duty of determining the environment which will interact
with the existing capacities and needs of those taught to create a worth-while
experience. The trouble with traditional education was not that educators took
upon themselves the responsibility for providing an environment. The trouble
was that they did not consider the other factor in creating an experience; name-
ly, the powers and purposes of those taught. It was assumed that a certain set of
conditions was intrinsically desirable, apart from its ability to evoke a certain
quality of response in individuals. This lack of mutual adaptation made the
process of teaching and learning accidental. Those to whom the provided condi-
tions were suitable managed to learn. Others got on as best they could.
Responsibility for selecting objective conditions carries with it, then, the respon-
sibility for understanding the needs and capacities of the individuals who are
learning at a given time. It is not enough that certain materials and methods have
proved effective with other individuals at other times. There must be a reason for
thinking that they will function in generating an experience that has educative
quality with particular individuals at a particular time.

It is no reflection upon the nutritive quality of beefsteak that it is not fed to
infants. It is not an invidious reflection upon trigonometry that we do not teach it
in the first or fifth grade of school. It is not the subject per se that is educative or that
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is conductive to growth. There is no subject that is in and of itself, or without regard
to the stage of growth attained by the learner, such that inherent educational value
can be attributed to it. Failure to take into account adaptation to the needs and
capacities of individuals was the source of the idea that certain subjects and certain
methods are intrinsically cultural or intrinsically good for mental discipline. There
is no such thing as educational value in the abstract. The notion that some subjects
and methods and that acquaintance with certain facts and truths possess education-
al value in and of themselves is the reason why traditional education reduced the
material of education so largely to a diet of predigested materials. According to this
notion, it was enough to regulate the quantity and difficulty of the material provid-
ed, in a scheme of quantitative grading, from month to month and from year to
year. Otherwise a pupil was expected to take it in the doses that were prescribed from
without. If the pupil left it instead of taking it, if he engaged in physical truancy, or
in the mental truancy of mind-wandering and finally built up an emotional revul-
sion against the subject, he was held to be at fault. No question was raised as to
whether the trouble might not lie in the subject-matter or in the way in which it was
offered. The principle of interaction makes it clear that failure of adaptation of mate-
rial needs and capacities of individuals may cause an experience to be non-educative
quite as much as failure of an individual to adapt himself to the material.

The principle of continuity in its educational application means, nevertheless,
that the future has to be taken into account at every stage of the educational
process. This idea is easily misunderstood and is badly distorted in traditional
education. Its assumption is, that by acquiring certain skills and by learning cer-
tain subjects which would be needed later (perhaps in college or perhaps in adult
life) pupils are as a matter of course made ready for the needs and circumstances
of the future. Now “preparation” is a treacherous idea. In a certain sense every
experience should do something to prepare a person for later experiences of a
deeper and more expansive quality. That is the very meaning of growth, conti-
nuity, reconstruction of experience But it is a mistake to suppose that the mere
acquisition of a certain amount of arithmetic, geography, history, etc, which is
taught and studied because it may be useful at some time in the future, has this
effect, and it is a mistake to suppose that acquisition of skills in reading and figu-
ring will automatically constitute preparation for their right and effective use
under conditions very unlike those in which they were acquired.

Almost everyone has had occasion to look back upon his school days and won-
der what has become of the knowledge he was supposed to have amassed during his
years of schooling, and why it is that the technical skills he acquired have to be
learned over again in changed form in order to stand him in good stead. Indeed, he

j o h n  d e w e y196

000200010270085113_CH07_p187-198  6/19/10  6:10 PM  Page 196



is lucky who does not find that in order to make progress, in order to go ahead
intellectually, he does not have to unlearn much of what he learned in school. These
questions cannot be disposed of by saying that the subjects were not actually learned,
for they were learned at least sufficiently to enable a pupil to pass examinations in
them. One trouble is that the subject matter in question was learned in isolation; it
was put, as it were, in a water-tight compartment. When the question is asked, then,
what has become of it, where has it gone to, the right answer is that it is still there
in the special compartment in which it was originally stowed away. If exactly the
same conditions recurred as those under which it was acquired, it would also recur
and be available. But it was segregated when it was acquired and hence is so discon-
nected from the rest of experience that it is not available under the actual conditions
of life. It is contrary to the laws of experience that learning of this kind, no matter
how thoroughly engrained at the time, should give genuine preparation.

Nor does failure in preparation end at this point. Perhaps the greatest of all
pedagogical fallacies is the notion that a person learns only the particular thing
he is studying at the time. Collateral learning in the way of formation of endur-
ing attitudes, of likes and dislikes, may be and often is much more important
than the spelling lesson or lesson in geography or history that is learned. For these
attitudes are fundamentally what count in the future. The most important atti-
tude that can be formed is that of desire to go on learning. If impetus in this
direction is weakened instead of being intensified, something much more than
mere lack of preparation takes place. The pupil is actually robbed of native capa-
cities which otherwise would enable him to cope with the circumstances that he
meets in the course of his life. We often see persons who have had little school-
ing and in whose case the absence of set schooling proves to be a positive asset.
They have at least retained their native common sense and power of judgment,
and its exercise in the actual conditions of living has given them the precious gift
of ability to learn from the experiences they have. What avail is it to win pres-
cribed amounts of information about geography and history to win ability to
read and write, if in the process the individual loses his own soul: loses his appre-
ciation of things worth while, of the values to which these things are relative; if
he loses desire to apply what he has learned and, above all, loses the ability to
extract meaning from his future experiences as they occur?

What, then, is the true meaning of preparation in the educational scheme? In
the first place, it means that a person, young or old, gets out of his present
experience all that there is in it for him at the time in which he has it. When prepa-
ration is made the controlling end, then the potentialities of the present are sacri-
ficed to a suppositious future. When this happens, the actual preparation for the
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future is missed or distorted. The ideal of using the present simply to get ready for
the future contradicts itself. It omits, and even shuts out, the very conditions by
which a person can be prepared for his future. We always live at the time we live
and not at some other time, and only by extracting at each present time the full
meaning of each present experience are we prepared for doing the same thing in the
future. This is the only preparation which in the long run amounts to anything.

All this means that attentive care must be devoted to the conditions which give
each present experience a worth-while meaning. Instead of inferring that it does-
n’t make much difference what the present experience is as long as it is enjoyed,
the conclusion is the exact opposite. Here is another matter where it is easy to react
from one extreme to the other. Because traditional schools tended to sacrifice the
present to a remote and more or less unknown future, therefore it comes to be
believed that the educator has little responsibility for the kind of present experi-
ences the young undergo. But the relation of the present and the future is not an
Either-Or affair. The present affects the future anyway. The persons who should
have some idea of the connection between the two are those who have achieved
maturity. Accordingly, upon them devolves the responsibility for instituting the
conditions for the kind of present experience which has a favorable effect upon the
future. Education as growth or maturity should be an ever-present process.
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MY PEDAGOGIC CREED
John Dewey

ARTICLE I—WHAT EDUCATION IS

Ibelieve that all education proceeds by the participation of the individual in the
social consciousness of the race. This process begins unconsciously almost at birth,

and is continually shaping the individual’s powers, saturating his consciousness,
forming his habits, training his ideas, and arousing his feelings and emotions.
Through this unconscious education the individual gradually comes to share in the
intellectual and moral resources which humanity has succeeded in getting together.
He becomes an inheritor of the funded capital of civilization. The most formal and
technical education in the world cannot safely depart from this general process. It
can only organize it or differentiate it in some particular direction. 

I believe that the only true education comes through the stimulation of the child’s
powers by the demands of the social situations in which he finds himself. Through
these demands he is stimulated to act as a member of a unity, to emerge from his
original narrowness of action and feeling, and to conceive of himself from the stand-
point of the welfare of the group to which he belongs. Through the responses which
others make to his own activities he comes to know what these mean in social terms.
The value which they have is reflected back into them. For instance, through the
response which is made to the child’s instinctive babblings the child comes to know
what those babblings mean; they are transformed into articulate language and thus
the child is introduced into the consolidated wealth of ideas and emotions which are
now summed up in language.

8

From “My Pedagogic Creed” by John Dewey. In Martin Dworkin (Ed.), Dewey on Education. Teachers
College Press, 1959.
Number IX in a series under this title, in The School Journal, Vol. LIV, No. 3 (January 16, 1897),
pp. 77–80.
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I believe that this educational process has two sides—one psychological and
one sociological; and that neither can be subordinated to the other or neglected
without evil results following. Of these two sides, the psychological is the basis.
The child’s own instincts and powers furnish the material and give the starting
point for all education. Save as the efforts of the educator connect with some
activity which the child is carrying on of his own initiative independent of the
educator, education becomes reduced to a pressure from without. It may, indeed,
give certain external results, but cannot truly be called educative. Without insight
into the psychological structure and activities of the individual, the educative
process will, therefore, be haphazard and arbitrary. If it chances to coincide with
the child’s activity it will get a leverage; if it does not, it will result in friction, or
disintegration, or arrest of the child nature.

I believe that knowledge of social conditions, of the present state of civilization,
is necessary in order properly to interpret the child’s powers. The child has his own
instincts and tendencies, but we do not know what these mean until we can trans-
late them into their social equivalents. We must be able to carry them back into a
social past and see them as the inheritance of previous race activities. We must also
be able to project them into the future to see what their outcome and end will be.
In the illustration just used, it is the ability to see in the child’s babblings the promise
and potency of a future social intercourse and conversation which enables one to deal
in the proper way with that instinct.

I believe that the psychological and social sides are organically related and that
education cannot be regarded as a compromise between the two, or a superimposi-
tion of one upon the other. We are told that the psychological definition of education
is barren and formal—that it gives us only the idea of a development of all the mental
powers without giving us any idea of the use to which these powers are put. On the
other hand, it is urged that the social definition of education, is getting adjusted to
civilization, makes of it a forced and external process, and results in subordinating the
freedom of the individual to a preconceived social and political status.

I believe that each of these objections is true when urged against one side isolated
from the other. In order to know what a power really is we must know what its end,
use, or function is; and this we cannot know save as we conceive of the individual as
active in social relationships. But, on the other hand, the only possible adjustment
which we can give to the child under existing conditions, is that which arises through
putting him in complete possession of all his powers. With the advent of democracy
and modern industrial conditions, it is impossible to foretell definitely just what civ-
ilization will be twenty years from now. Hence it is impossible to prepare the child
for any precise set of conditions. To prepare him for the future life means to give him
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command of himself; it means so to train him that he will have the full and ready
use of all his capacities; that his eye and ear and hand may be tools ready to com-
mand, that his judgment may be capable of grasping the conditions under which it
has to work, and the executive forces be trained to act economically and efficiently.
It is impossible to reach this sort of adjustment save as constant regard is had to the
individual’s own powers, tastes, and interests—say, that is, as education is continu-
ally converted into psychological terms.

In sum, I believe that the individual who is to be educated is a social individual
and that society is an organic union of individuals. If we eliminate the social factor
from the child we are left only with an abstraction; if we eliminate the individual
factor from society, we are left only with an inert and lifeless mass. Education, there-
fore, must begin with a psychological insight into the child’s capacities, interests, and
habits. It must be controlled at every point by reference to these same considerations.
These powers, interests, and habits must be continually interpreted—we must know
what they mean. They must be translated into terms of their social equivalents—into
terms of what they are capable of in the way of social service.

ARTICLE II—WHAT THE SCHOOL IS

I believe that the school is primarily a social institution. Education being a social
process, the school is simply that form a community life in which all those agencies
are concentrated that will be most effective in bringing the child to share in the
inherited resources of the race, and to use his own powers for social ends.

I believe that education, therefore, is a process of living and not a preparation for
future living.

I believe that the school must represent present life—like as real and vital to the
child as that which he carries on in the home, in the neighborhood, or on the
playground.

I believe that education which does not occur through forms of life, or that are
worth living for their own sake, is always a poor substitute for the genuine reality and
tends to cramp and to deaden.

I believe that the school, as an institution, should simplify existing social life;
should reduce it, as it were, to an embryonic form. Existing life is so complex that
the child cannot be brought into contact with it without either confusion or dis-
traction; he is either overwhelmed by the multiplicity of activities which are going
on, so that he loses his own power of orderly reaction, or he is so stimulated by these
various activities that his powers are prematurely called into play and he becomes
either unduly specialized or else disintegrated.
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I believe that as such simplified social life, the school life should grow gradually
out of the home life; that it should take up and continue the activities with which
the child is already familiar in the home.

I believe that it should exhibit these activities to the child, and reproduce them in
such ways that the child will gradually learn the meaning of them, and be capable of
playing his own part in relation to them.

I believe that this is a psychological necessity, because it is the only way of secur-
ing continuity in the child’s growth, the only way of giving a background of past
experience to the new ideas given in school.

I believe that it is also a social necessity because the home is the form of social life
in which the child has been nurtured and in connection with which he has had his
moral training. It is the business of the school to deepen and extend his sense of the
values bound up in his home life.

I believe that much of present education fails because it neglects this fundamen-
tal principle of the school as a form of community life. It conceives the school as a
place where certain information is to be given, where certain lessons are to be
learned, or where certain habits are to be formed. The value of these is conceived as
lying largely in the remote future; the child must do these things for the sake of
something else he is to do; they are mere preparation. As a result they do not become
a part of the life experience of the child and so are not truly educative.

I believe that the moral education centers upon this conception of the school
as a mode of social life, that the best and deepest moral training is precisely that
which one gets through having to enter into proper relations with others in a unity
of work and thought. The present educational system, so far as they destroy or
neglect this unity, render it difficult or impossible to get any genuine, regular
moral training.

I believe that the child should be stimulated and controlled in his work through
the life of the community.

I believe that under existing conditions far too much of the stimulus and control
proceeds from the teacher, because of neglect of the idea of the school as a form of
social life.

I believe that the teacher’s place and work in the school is to be interpreted from
this same basis. The teacher is not in the school to impose certain ideas or to form
certain habits in the child, but is there as a member of the community to select the
influences which shall affect the child and to assist him in properly responding to
these influences.

I believe that the discipline of the school should proceed from the life of the
school as a whole and not directly from the teacher.
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I believe that the teacher’s business is simply to determine on the basis of larger
experience and riper wisdom, how the discipline of life shall come to the child.

I believe that all questions of the grading of the child and his promotion should
be determined by reference to the same standard. Examinations are of use only so far
as they test the child’s fitness for social life and reveal the place in which he can be
of the most service and where he can receive the most help.

ARTICLE III—THE SUBJECT-MATTER OF EDUCATION

I believe that the social life of the child is the basis of concentration, or correlation,
in all his training or growth. The social life gives the unconscious unity and the back-
ground of all his efforts and of all his attainments.

I believe that the subject-matter of the school curriculum should mark a gradual
differentiation out of the primitive unconscious unity of social life.

I believe that we violate the child’s nature and render difficult the best ethical
results, by introducing the child too abruptly to a number of special studies of read-
ing, writing, geography, etc., out of relation to this social life.

I believe, therefore, that the true center of correlation on the school subjects is not
science, nor literature, nor history, nor geography, but the child’s own social activities. . . .

I believe that literature is the reflex expression and interpretation of social
experience; that hence it must follow upon and not precede such experience. It, there-
fore, cannot be made the basis, although it may be made the summary of unification.

I believe once more that history is of educative value in so far as it presents phases
of social life and growth. It must be controlled by reference to social life. When taken
simply as history it is thrown into the distant past and becomes dead and inert. Taken
as the record of man’s social life and progress it becomes full of meaning. I believe,
however, that it cannot be so taken excepting as the child is also introduced directly
into social life.

I believe accordingly that the primary basis of education is in the child’s powers
at work along the same general constructive lines as those which have brought civi-
lization into being.

I believe that the only way to make the child conscious of his social heritage is to
enable him to perform those fundamental types of activity which make civilization
what it is. . . .

I believe that there is, therefore, no succession of studies in the ideal school cur-
riculum. If education is life, all life has, from the outset, a scientific aspect, an aspect
of art and culture, and an aspect of communication. It cannot, therefore, be true that
the proper studies for one grade are mere reading and writing, and that at a later
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grade, reading, or literature, or science, may be introduced. The progress is not in
the succession of studies but in the development of new attitudes towards, and new
interests in, experience.

I believe finally, that education must be conceived as a continuing reconstruction
of experience; that the process and the goal of education are one and the same thing.

I believe that to set up any end outside of education, as furnishing its goal and
standard, is to deprive the educational process of much of its meaning and tends to
make us rely upon false and external stimuli in dealing with the child. . . .
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