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The video was filmed in Carbondale, Illinois at the Center for Dewey Studies, at the Mission Hill School 

(Deborah Meier, principal) in Roxbury (Boston), Massachusetts, in the home of Louise Rosenblatt in 

Princeton, New Jersey, and in various other sites around the country. 

Introduction 

 1929: Newsreel clip in which Dewey distinguishes education from mere schooling. 

 Early life: 

o 1859—(the year of Dewey’s birth)  

 Lincoln was elected (not inaugurated). 

 First oil well drilled in the USA. 

 Darwin’s The Origin of the Species published. 

o Influenced by his exposure to the Civil War. 

o Influenced by the many technological changes that occurred during his lifetime. 

o Interests fostered in social reform, including women’s rights, justice for the disadvantaged, and 

the improvement of educational practice, by his wife, Harriet Alice Chipman, and the social 

reformer Jane Addams. 

Analysis of Human Learning 

 Founded the Laboratory School of the University of Chicago in 1896. 

 Published “The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology” the same year. 

Reflex Arc 

 Rene Descartes attempted to explain learning by proposing an arc-shaped link between the sense 

organs and the brain. 

 William James modified this model to show that habits were formed by associations within the mind. 

 Dewey rejected both Descartes’ and James’ models because they were too simplistic. Influenced by 

Darwin, he thought learning was adaptive, that it was a circuit of imbalance, and that it restored 

equilibrium. (Piaget, also influenced by Darwin, was to think about cognition similarly.) 

Dewey’s Five-Step Analysis of Effective Learning—the “Method of Intelligence” 

1. A stable situation becomes disturbed. There is an emotional response. 

2. The person then intellectually evaluates the situation on the basis of past experience. This results 

in a definition of the problem. 

3. The person then either forms a hypothesis of how to stabilize the situation, or proposes a solution. 

This results in the formation of a hypothesis. 

4. The next step is testing or experimenting on the basis of the hypothesis. 

5. This results in new information or verification of suppositions that can be used in other situations. 

Thus, the last stage is application. 

 This five-step analysis is also portrayed at Deborah Meier’s Mission Hill School in Boston. 

Truth as Process 

 Absolutists: the truth is unchanging. 

 Relativists: the truth varies from situation to situation, is arbitrary. 
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 Pragmatists: the truth, or meaning, of an idea lies in its possible consequences; a belief is true when it 

is the product of objective experimental inquiry. 

 Regulative principle: the truth, or principle shape our behavior, all else equal. Truth is constructed as 

a byproduct of solving problems. 

Faith in Democracy  

Dewey’s travels as well as his commitment to resist fascism and communism led him to writing and 

speaking frequently about democracy 

 Louise Rosenblatt: democracy as an attitude rather than merely as system. 

 Requirements for democracy:  

o Recognition of mutual interest by all involved. 

o Flexibility in individuals and their systems to respond to changes in circumstances. 

 “The democratic faith in human equality is belief that every human being, independent of the quantity 

or range of his personal endowment, has a right to equal opportunity with every other person for 

development of whatever gifts he has.” 

 Education should enable individuals to continue growing all their lives intellectually, artistically, and 

socially. 

 Role of art: 

o Focus our senses—“an” experience. 

o Communication between individuals and groups. 

Conclusion 

 Dewey worked until his death in l952 writing on a wide variety of subjects. 

 Dewey’s work is increasingly cited as debates about the role and methods of education continue and 

more countries attempt democratic ways of life. It has become a philosophical framework for inquiry 

into new fields such as women’s studies, environmental sciences, and the politics of diversity.  
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Related Films Also Available from Davidson Films 

This is one of nine films in Davidson Films’ “Giants of Psychology” series. The other titles are: 

 

 Mary Ainsworth: Attachment And The Growth Of Love (2005) 38 Minutes 

 B. F. Skinner: A Fresh Appraisal (1999) 40 Minutes 

 Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory: An Introduction (2003) 38 Minutes 

 Erik H. Erikson: A Life’s Work (1991) 38 Minutes 

 John Bowlby: Attachment Theory Across Generations (2007) 40 Minutes 

 Maria Montessori: Her Life And Legacy (2004) 35 Minutes 

 Piaget’s Developmental Theory: An Overview (1989) 25 Minutes 

 Vygotsky’s Developmental Theory: An Introduction (1994) 28 Minutes 


