Dewey:  How we think

We have just discussed the values to be obtained by

educating the mind in habits of thought and some of the obstacles

that lie in the way of its development. But nothing can grow

except from germs, from potentialities that tend to some

development of themselves. There must be a native stock, or capital, of

resources; we cannot force the power to think upon any creature

that does not first think spontaneously, "naturally," as we say. But

while we cannot learn or be taught to think, we do have to learn

how to think well, especially how to acquire the general habit of

reflecting. Since this habit grows out of original native

tendencies, the teacher needs to know something about the nature of

the primary capital stock that constitutes the germs out of which

alone the habit is to be developed. Unless we know what there is

to be laid hold of and used, we work in the dark and waste time

and energy. We shall probably do something even worse, striving

to impose some unnatural habit from without instead of

directing native tendencies toward their own best fruition.
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Teaching may be compared to selling commodities. No one can

sell unless someone buys. We should ridicule a merchant who

said that he had sold a great many goods although no one had

bought any. But perhaps there are teachers who think that they

have done a good day's teaching irrespective of what pupils have

learned. There is the same exact equation between teaching and

learning that there is between selling and buying. The only way

to increase the learning of pupils is to augment the quantity and

quality of real teaching. Since learning is something that the

pupil has to do himself and for himself, the initiative lies with the

learner. The teacher is a guide and director; he steers the boat,

but the energy that propels it must come from those who are

learning. The more a teacher is aware of the past experiences of

students, of their hopes, desires, chief interests, the better will he
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understand the forces at work that need to be directed and

utilized for the formation of reflective habits. The number and

quality of these factors vary from person to person. They cannot

therefore be categorically enumerated in a book. But there are

some tendencies and forces that operate in every normal

individual, forces that must be appealed to and utilized if the best

methods for the development of good habits of thought are to be

employed.

CONTINUITY

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

certain 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, continuity, 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 figuring will automatically constitute preparation

for their right and effective use under conditions very unlike

those in which they were acquired.
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Almost everyone has had occasion to look back upon his

school days and wonder 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 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 disconnected from the rest of experience

that it is not available under the actual conditions of life. It is
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contrary to the laws of experience that learning of this kind, no

matter how thoroughly engrained at the time, should give

genuine preparation.
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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 enduring 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 attitude 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 capacities 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 schooling 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 prescribed 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

appreciation 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?
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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 preparation is made the

controlling end, then the potentialities of the present are

sacrificed to a supposititious future. When this happens, the actual

preparation for the 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
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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 doesn'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

experiences 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.

Thus we come, in the third place, to the selection and

determination of the material of instruction, and to its

adaptation to the process of learning. This involves the

interaction of two points of view just considered. It is working

back and forth from one to the other. The transitory and

more or less superficial phenomena of child life must be

viewed through their full fruitage. The objective

attainments of the adult consciousness must be taken out of their

abstract and logical quality and appreciated as living

experiences of the concrete individual. Then we may see what both

subject-matter and method of instruction stand for. The

subject-matter is the present experience of the child, taken

in the light of what it may lead to. The method is the

subject-matter rendered into the actual life experience of

some individual. The final problem of instruction is thus the
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reconstruction of the individual's experience, through the

medium of what is seen to be involved in that experience as

its matured outgrowth.
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We have two counterpart errors: one is the appeal to

the child's momentary and more or less transitory interest,

as if it were final and complete, instead of a sign of nascent

power; as if it were an end instead of an instrument; as if it

furnished an ideal instead of setting a problem. The other

is taking the studies from the scientific standpoint, and

regarding them as affording the subject-matter of the

curriculum. As the phenomena of interest need to be controlled by

reference to their fullest possibility, so the scientific content

of the studies needs to be made over by being

"psychologized," seen as what some concrete individual may

experience in virtue of his own impulses, interests, and powers. It

is the element of control which takes us out of the region of

arbitrary tricks and devices into the domain of orderly

method. It is the making over and psychological translation

of the studies which renders them a genuine part of the

Lehrstoff of the pupil. It is because of the necessity of this

operation, the transfiguring of the dead objective facts by

seeing them as thoughts and feelings and acts of some

individual, that we are justified in saying that there is a

psychological aspect to the curriculum.
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Psychologically what takes place is a return upon an

experience to see how it occurs, and the reconstruction of

that experience, the making it over on the basis of the

method thus brought to consciousness. The uniform law is,

first the doing; then the consciousness of the how of doing;

then the return of this mode into the experience to enrich

and develop it, a fuller, more interesting doing.
II. So far we have considered education from the 

standpoint of its place and function in societies that make use of

it to secure the conservation and expansion of their own

ideals. We may, of course, also regard the process from the

standpoint of the immature beings who at a given time are

being transformed into social members, to sustain the 

community type of life. So viewed, education may be defined as

a process of the continuous reconstruction of experience with

the purpose of widening and deepening its social content,

while, at the same time, the individual gains control of the

methods involved. (See FORM AND CONTENT.) That is to say,

from the standpoint of the one educated, the beginning is at

the biological end, not the social. Experience is crude, 

narrow, and largely self-centered. Yet it has within itself 

capacities of assimilating and re-creating what is most perfected,

developed and generalized in culture, for otherwise the 

wonderful products of art, industry, and science would never

have come into being as in the past. Hence the educative

process is a constant process of making over the existing 

experience, so that the social values lying blindly and crudely

within it shall be clarified and enlarged. Yet the leverage

of this transformation must be sought and found within 

experience itself; experience cannot be made over from 

without, but only in the process of its own growth. There are 

dynamic, transitive tendencies in the very nature of experience

which tend to keep it growing and expanding. The 

educational process provides stimuli that appeal to these intrinsic

tendencies. That this making over involves not only an 

increase in the socialized contents of experience but of self-

control is evident in the fact that the stimuli provided by the

educator must not work to develop dependence upon foreign

supports. On the contrary, while it is true that one can never

dispense with stimuli to action and growth, yet a genuinely

educative growth always puts it more in the power of the

individual to search out the conditions needed for his own

further growth. When he has attained this power, schooling

ceases. In assimilating into his own experience social subject-

matter he must do it in such a way as also to master the tools

and technique of social progress. So far as this happens, a

balance is preserved between the social and the individual,

or psychological, aspects of the education of the pupil. There
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are systems of education which succeed in saturating the

pupils with social subject and with loyalty to social aims,

but that afford little power of personal control in the 

reshaping of experience. There are others that yield excellent 

gymnastic training of isolated individual powers, but that furnish

only a slight modicum of socially important content. (See

FORMAL DISCIPLINE.) But according to our definition, in

order to be genuinely educative both results should be 

simultaneously accomplished.
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Historically considered, it is not surprising to find that

classic Greek definitions of education emphasize the social

aim and the social character of the subject-matter, with some

tendency to subordinate the individual or psychological side,

or at least, to take individual capacity as a pretty definitely

fixed thing; that the Renaissance definitions alternate 

between emphatic assertions of individual claims and equally

emphatic recognition of the claims of the new nationalities

that were springing up amid the passing away of feudalism;

that the typical eighteenth century is individualistic on one

side and cosmopolitan on the other; while nineteenth-century

conceptions at first perpetuated the notion of "harmonious

and complete development of all the powers of the 

individual," and then reacted to social definitions conceived 

sometimes in a nationalistic spirit (patriotic citizenship), 

sometimes in terms of industrially efficient service, and sometimes

in a somewhat broad and vague philanthropic spirit. At the

present time, "social efficiency" is probably the favored

phrase. Social efficiency may, however, be taken in a narrow

and external way, or in a broader and more liberal sense. In

the former, social efficiency is supposed to be measured on the

basis of definite output of overt acts and external products,

with little attention to their reaction into the 

individuals' appreciation of the meaning of these acts and 

commodities. To be doing something is set over against the 

enrichment of consciousness at the expense of the latter. In the

truer and more generous sense, social efficiency means also

increase of ability to share in the appreciation and enjoyment

of all values of social intercourse, and thus necessarily 

includes the enriching of conscious experience.
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From whichever side education be defined, whether
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from that of the community carrying it on or that of the

individuals educated, it will be found to involve three 

factors, which may be distinguished but not separated. These

are (a) the specific institutions which are differentiated for

the special work of education; (b) the subject-matter (see

COURSE OF STUDY), and (c) the typical methods of discipline

and instruction employed to realize the ends in view.
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1. WHAT IS THOUGHT?

§ 1. Varied Senses of the Term
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No words are oftener on our lips than thinking and

thought. So profuse and varied, indeed, is our use of these

words that it is not easy to define just what we mean by

them. The aim of this chapter is to find a single consistent

meaning. Assistance may be had by considering some typical

ways in which the terms are employed. In the first place

thought is used broadly, not to say loosely. Everything that

comes to mind, that "goes through our heads," is called a

thought. To think of a thing is just to be conscious of it in

any way whatsoever. Second, the term is restricted by 

excluding whatever is directly presented; we think (or think

of) only such things as we do not directly see, hear, smell, or

taste. Then, third, the meaning is further limited to beliefs

that rest upon some kind of evidence or testimony. Of this

third type, two kinds--or, rather, two degrees--must be 

discriminated. In some cases, a belief is accepted with slight or

almost no attempt to state the grounds that support it. In

other cases, the ground or basis for a belief is deliberately

sought and its adequacy to support the belief examined. This

process is called reflective thought; it alone is truly educative

in value, and it forms, accordingly, the principal subject of

this volume. We shall now briefly describe each of the four

senses.
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I. In its loosest sense, thinking signifies everything that,

as we say, is "in our heads" or that "goes through our minds."

He who offers "a penny for your thoughts" does not expect to

drive any great bargain. In calling the objects of his demand

thoughts, he does not intend to ascribe to them dignity, 

consecutiveness, or truth. Any idle fancy, trivial recollection, or

flitting impression will satisfy his demand. Daydreaming,

building of castles in the air, that loose flux of casual and
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disconnected material that floats through our minds in 

relaxed moments are, in this random sense, thinking. More of

our waking life than we should care to admit, even to 

ourselves, is likely to be whiled away in this inconsequential

trifling with idle fancy and unsubstantial hope.
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In this sense, silly folk and dullards think. The story is

told of a man in slight repute for intelligence, who, desiring

to be chosen selectman in his New England town, addressed

a knot of neighbors in this wise: "I hear you don't believe I

know enough to hold office. I wish you to understand that I

am thinking about something or other most of the time."

Now reflective thought is like this random coursing of things

through the mind in that it consists of a succession of things

thought of; but it is unlike, in that the mere chance 

occurrence of any chance "something or other" in an irregular 

sequence does not suffice. Reflection involves not simply a

sequence of ideas, but a consequence--a consecutive ordering

in such a way that each determines the next as its proper

outcome, while each in turn leans back on its predecessors.

The successive portions of the reflective thought grow out of

one another and support one another; they do not come and

go in a medley. Each phase is a step from something to 

something--technically speaking, it is a term of thought. Each

term leaves a deposit which is utilized in the next term. The

stream or flow becomes a train, chain, or thread.
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II. Even when thinking is used in a broad sense, it is

usually restricted to matters not directly perceived: to what

we do not see, smell, hear, or touch. We ask the man telling

a story if he saw a certain incident happen, and his reply

may be, "No, I only thought of it." A note of invention, as

distinct from faithful record of observation, is present. Most

important in this class are' successions of imaginative 

incidents and episodes which, having a certain coherence, 

hanging together on a continuous thread, lie between kaleidoscopic

flights of fancy and considerations deliberately employed to

establish a conclusion. The imaginative stories poured forth

by children possess all degrees of internal congruity; some

are disjointed, some are articulated. When connected, they

simulate reflective thought; indeed, they usually occur in

minds of logical capacity. These imaginative enterprises
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often precede thinking of the close-knit type and prepare the

way for it. But they do not aim at knowledge, at belief about

facts or in truths; and thereby they are marked off from 

reflective thought even when they most resemble it. Those who

express such thoughts do not expect credence, but rather

credit for a well-constructed plot or a well-arranged climax.

They produce good stories, not--unless by chance--

knowledge. Such thoughts are an efflorescence of feeling; the 

enhancement of a mood or sentiment is their aim; congruity of

emotion, their binding tie.
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III. In its next sense, thought denotes belief resting

upon some basis, that is, real or supposed knowledge going

beyond what is directly present. It is marked by acceptance

or rejection of something as reasonably probable or 

improbable. This phase of thought, however, includes two such

distinct types of belief that, even though their difference is

strictly one of degree, not of kind, it becomes practically 

important to consider them separately. Some beliefs are 

accepted when their grounds have not themselves been 

considered, others are accepted because their grounds have been

examined.
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When we say, "Men used to think the world was flat,"

or, "I thought you went by the house," we express belief:

something is accepted, held to, acquiesced in, or affirmed.

But such thoughts may mean a supposition accepted without

reference to its real grounds. These may be adequate, they

may not; but their value with reference to the support they

afford the belief has not been considered.
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Such thoughts grow up unconsciously and without 

reference to the attainment of correct belief. They are picked up

--we know not how. From obscure sources and by unnoticed

channels they insinuate themselves into acceptance and 

become unconsciously a part of our mental furniture. 

Tradition, instruction, imitation--all of which depend upon 

authority in some form, or appeal to our own advantage, or fall

in with a strong passion--are responsible for them. Such

thoughts are prejudices, that is, prejudgments, not 

judgments proper that rest upon a survey of evidence.»1
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IV. Thoughts that result in belief have an importance

attached to them which leads to reflective thought, to 

conscious inquiry into the nature, conditions, and bearings of

the belief. To think of whales and camels in the clouds is to

entertain ourselves with fancies, terminable at our pleasure,

which do not lead to any belief in particular. But to think of

the world as flat is to ascribe a quality to a real thing as its

real property. This conclusion denotes a connection among

things and hence is not, like imaginative thought, plastic to

our mood. Belief in the world's flatness commits him who

holds it to thinking in certain specific ways of other objects,

such as the heavenly bodies, antipodes, the possibility of

navigation. It prescribes to him actions in accordance with

his conception of these objects.
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The consequences of a belief upon other beliefs and

upon behavior may be so important, then, that men are

forced to consider the grounds or reasons of their belief and

its logical consequences. This means reflective thought--

thought in its eulogistic and emphatic sense.
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Men thought the world was flat until Columbus thought

it to be round. The earlier thought was a belief held because

men had not the energy or the courage to question what those

about them accepted and taught, especially as it was 

suggested and seemingly confirmed by obvious sensible facts.

The thought of Columbus was a reasoned conclusion. It

marked the close of study into facts, of scrutiny and revision

of evidence, of working out the implications of various 

hypotheses, and of comparing these theoretical results with one

another and with known facts. Because Columbus did not

accept unhesitatingly the current traditional theory, because

he doubted and inquired, he arrived at his thought. Sceptical

of what, from long habit, seemed most certain, and credulous

of what seemed impossible, he went on thinking until he

could produce evidence for both his confidence and his 

disbelief. Even if his conclusion had finally turned out wrong, it

would have been a different sort of belief from those it 

antagonized, because it was reached by a different method.

Active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or

supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that

support it, and the further conclusions to which it tends,
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constitutes reflective thought. Any one of the first three kinds

of thought may elicit this type; but once begun, it is a 

conscious and voluntary effort to establish belief upon a firm

basis of reasons.
