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Progressive education, though its meaning be contested, is the basic idea that 

schools should be agents of democracy. To reform society, we must reform the schools. The 

converse is also true: Change in schooling is realizable only to the extent that society 

progresses. Thus, progressive education entails not merely progressive methods for individual 

learners, but education for a progressive society. 

Growing out of a period of rapid social, economic, demographic, and political 

change in the early 20th century with an influx of millions of immigrants and a move toward 

a more urban, industrial economy the United States version of progressive education arose as 

the belief that schooling needs to be solidly grounded in the idea of democracy as the idea of 

idea requires an appreciation for diversity as both a crucial element for democratic life and a 

(Miller, 1997, para. 1). Similar ideas have developed in other regions and other times as the 

articles in this series of Special Issues demonstrate. 

The future, if nothing else, is about hope hope for individuals to thrive within the 

have a strong forward-looking and hopeful aspect. Yet, this hope is grounded in concrete 

experiences set against the background of a world filled with injustice and contradictions; 

thus conceptualized, hope is a profound and rigorous endeavor, not just a fleeting wish. 

Accordingly, the articles describe some progressive projects already on the ground, but also 

build on historical and contemporary precedents, experiences, and theories. In this way, they 

present a portrait of realizable hope, another tenet of progressivism.  

One major reason for this future emphasis is the importance of growth in 

progressive philosophy, whether that is for the individual, family, school, neighborhood, 

community, nation, or world. Growth, in the progressive sense, is also about a political 

movement to improve the social good. In toda

growth is not a means to an end, but a valuable process in and of itself. Growth begets more 

growth, and education leads to more education in a process of inquiry and problem solving 

that is dynamic, exciting, and creative. In contrast to those who simply wanted education to 

provide labor skills for a growing, diverse population, Dewey (1897), whose philosophy 

inspired many in the movement, saw education as "a process of living, and not a preparation 



 

The words seem paradoxical: Rather than sacrificing the present for some 

hypothetical future, progressive educators seek to live fully in the present precisely so as to 

prepare for the future. Late in his life, having observed both the successes and the failures of 

progressive education, Dewey maintained this idea:  

When preparation is made the controlling end, then the potentialities of the present 

are sacrifice to a suppositious 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 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. (Dewey, 1938, p. 51)  

emphasized the need for a carefully developed philosophy of experience. These experiences 

sources within the classroom and community, not just textbooks or traditional content areas. 

The important thing is that they help learners to work together, connect ideas, solve problems, 

and evolve both cognitively and socially. Furthermore, these experiences must be rich with a 

number of connected experiences in an "experienti

that provides continuity by connecting the learner with curriculum and community. For 

Dewey and other progressives, schools are not fortresses for knowledge transmission; they are 

open, welcoming social centers for knowledge generation.  

inquiry-based curricular realizations. Inquiry is always moving into the future, out into space, 

its trajectory unknown. This is also true for human 

of Dasein, "being-in-the-

embedded in the context of everydayness. We humans are not just dangling objects in space 

into fixed subject positions. Rather, we exist in kind of 

forward-moving way, in a process of revealing or unfolding that projects openness, readiness, 

and involvement. What we do and how we move through the world (in sum, our experiences) 

matter because they have social meaning and historic possibility. Dewey wrote that, "Every 

experience is a moving force. Its value can be judged only on the ground of what it moves 

 

Thus, human existence is the projection of the future on the basis of the possibilities 

that constitute it. We are always being and becoming based on what we were and what is 

possible to be, and in consideration of the objects, problems and questions in front of us. This 

future-forward "being-in-the-worl

our intellectual, moral, creative, emotional, physical and artistic aspects, or what has been 



alone is, can be, or desires. The child, or any learner, is always already a social being in a 

spatial and temporal matrix. Therefore, inquiry into projects and problems are, inescapably, 

socially and contextually embedded endeavors that move the inquirer into multiple 

significant may be developed in the process of learning, not specified as a priori goals. 

"Being-in-the-  also captures nicely 

the mood of inquiry, and especially the ideas of human growth and social, open-ended 

activity that progressives wanted to put forth.  

It is easy to be cynical about progressive education in this decade, and to see it as 

one of Sloveni

defended (2008). To be sure, progressivism never had foremost status in US schools, 

especially among more conservative educational administrators and standards-based 

reformers, although it has been favored philosophically by many education professors and 

teachers (Cremin, 1959; Labaree, 2005; Miller, 1997). And there have always been 

progressive schools and projects, as the other issues in this special series and other writing 

(e.g., Apple & Beane, 2007) have described.  

Nonetheless, much of schooling tends to value uniformity, not diversity; complicity, 

not challenge. Instruction is typically teacher-centered, ruled by teacher-talk, textbooks, 

exams and classroom management schemes (Labaree, 2005, p. 278). Rather than being a 

progressive force, schooling is often a standards-driven testing factory to produce workers for 

a competitive marketplace, rather than a nurturing place for the development of engaged 

citizens. A healthy society needs people who can be both workers and citizens, but the 

dominant discourse in much of the world has been reduced to one of failure to produce a 

globally competitive workforce, by citing such problems as low standardized test scores, inept 

teachers, empty pipelines of scientific talent, sluggish innovation, and poor job growth.  

That is precisely why we need to turn to progressivism for the future: to rebalance 

the purpose of schooling, but also to rebalance society itself, and to try to develop a shared 

purpose for forging ahead in a complex world of uncertainty, inequality and global economic 

crisis in a neoliberal era (Harvey, 2007) where the market relation has become "the model of 

han ever, we need a sense 

of global consciousness and global citizenship, what Kwame Appiah (2006) calls 

cosmopolitanism 

others. Drawing from classic Greek sources, Habermas, as well as the experiences of the Civil 

Rights movement in the US, Danielle Allen (2004) asks us to start the process by learning 

 

Progressive education cannot alone create a unified system of global dialogue, 

consciousness, citizenship and ethics, nor is this kind of universal transcendence fully 

achievable or even wholly desirable, but it is integral to the enactment of a better world. Yet, 

today, being committed to progressive education is not easy. With the movement out of 

fashion in many quarters, dismissed as , romantic, and more rhetoric than reality 

(Labaree, 2005), when conformity, standardization, obedience, competition, job preparedness 



and corporate models have become de rigueur, progressive educators might not know where 

to focus their energies or how to keep hopeful. Concrete material changes in the schools and 

in communities toward more progressive practices, as described in these articles, are small but 

ould still be defended, and 

provide inspiring possibilities for other educators.  

progressive ideals, provide a meaningful framework for reading these contributions: "The 

future is an infinite succession of presents, and to live now as we think humans should live, in 

own way, and from far-flung diverse places such as Spain, Indonesia, China, the UK, and the 

US, each piece is simultaneously a story about the past, present and future. Each one is a link 

 

 

Spain: Implications in teachers professional development for the 21st Century. Escuela 

Nueva has been around for 136 years, inspiring many different progressive projects. In this 

paper, the authors trace the history of Escuela Nueva, and describe one of its recent physical 

offshoots, Ana de Austria, a rural public school that, paradoxically, is ahead of urban areas in 

future. Their three-year study at Ana de Austria highlights the importance of, and the 

possibilities for, teacher professional 

 

  

Laura A. Edwards and Kyle A. Greenwalt consider another future-looking issue: 

resent: Reconstructing progressive education in an era of 

experimental preservice teacher education program called the Global Educators Cohort 

Program (GECP), and a course titled TE 352: Immigration, Language and Culture. Drawing 

that term might mean, they reconstruct it by creating their 

-specific, globally-minded, progressive 

education pract -service candidates. 

 

Steven Jay Gross and Joan Poliner Shapiro take a different global perspective in 

Progressive Alternative in Educational Leadership from PreK-

create an action-oriented partnership around inquiry into the nature and practice of 

democratic, ethical educational leadership. Core ideas from progressive education such as 

open dialogue, right to voice, community inclusion, and responsible participation toward the 

common good are employed in this change effort. This paper is important because 

educational leadership is often the most conservative subfield of education, and may look 



uncritically toward corporate-style reform and neoliberal arguments about competition for 

improving schools, rather than progressive reform. Gross and Shapiro show that through their 

educational leadership both nationally and internationally. 

 

Progressive education is a description of learning throughout life in any venue, not 

just formal learning settings. Sharon Irish and Penny Evans describe one such alternative to 

discuss how the Knowle West Media Centre (KWMC), in south Bristol, UK, has provided 

methods for local people to share knowledge important to them, especially for those who find 

traditional university and continuing education financially and geographically out of reach. 

The University of Local Knowledge (ULK), a conceptual rather than physical space, is an 

ongoing framework at KWMC to collect video vignettes of local knowledge and share them 

in a web-based portal. This community-based knowledge network, grounded in progressive 

concepts, is becoming both a critique of established academic disciplines and a system for 

self-organized learning. 

 

Jiacheng Li and Jing Chen consider another alternative model in their piece 

changing the understanding of schooling and education. An approach to democracy in the 

Chinese classroom for the future focuses on the banzhuren (home-classroom teacher), a 

with the children for up to six 

banzhuren is 

moral, social and emotional guidance. With huge class sizes compared to Western norms 

(sometimes 50-

-awareness both inside the 

school and out. The banzhuren embodies many progressive ideals, but more resources are 

needed for banzhuren professional development, research and collaboration. 

 

 or rather, what 

does it look like  to be a progressive 

der to enact progressivism, not just profess its philosophy. The 

stories of these educators reveal a commitment to risk taking, to balancing individual student 

and social needs, and to finding meaning in their work.  

 

Teuku Zulfikar examines progressive education in Indonesia. He notes that progressive 

activities such as critical thinking, critical dialogue, and student-centered learning are now 

being recognized as fostering effective learning by a growing number of Indonesian 



educationalists. However, these ideas run counter to long-standing and deeply embedded 

cultural constraints, such as a tradition of rote learning and teacher-centered classrooms. 

Zulfikar ends with recommendations about how to better implement progressive ideals in the 

Indonesian school system. 

References 

Allen, D. (2004). Talking to strangers: Anxieties of citizenship since Brown v. Board of 

Education. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  

Appiah, K. (2006). Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a world of strangers. New York: W.W. 

Norton.  

Apple, M. W., & Beane, J. A. (Eds.) (2007). Democratic schools: Lessons in powerful 

education. (2nd ed.). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.  

Cremin, L. A. (1959). What happened to progressive education? Teachers College Record, 61 

(1), pp. 23-29. Available at: http://www.tcrecord.org ID Number: 3392. 

Dewey, J. (1897). My pedagogic creed. Available at: 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/My_Pedagogic_Creed#ARTICLE_TWO._WHAT_TH 

E_SCHOOL_IS  

Dewey, J. (1916/2008). Democracy and education. The middle works of John Dewey, Vol. 9, 

1899-1924. (The collected works of John Dewey, 1882-1953.) Carbondale: Southern 

Illinois University Press.  

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. Available at 

http://www.schoolofeducators.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/EXPERIENCE- 

EDUCATION-JOHN-DEWEY.pdf  

Hall, S. Massey, D. & Rustin, M. (2013). After neoliberalism? The Kilburn manifesto. 

Soundings: A journal of politics and culture. Retrieved from 

http://www.lwbooks.co.uk/journals/soundings/manifesto.html  

Harvey, D. (2007). A brief history of neoliberalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Heidegger, M. (1962). Being and time. Translated by John Macquarrie & Edward Robinson. 

London: S.C.M.  

Labaree, D. F. (2005, Feb). Progressivism, schools and schools of education: An American 

romance. Pedagogica Historica, 41(1 & 2), pp. 275-288.  

Miller, R. (1997). A brief overview of progressive education. Retrieved from 

http://www.uvm.edu/~dewey/articles/proged.html  

Zinn, H. (September 20, 2004). The optimism of uncertainty. The Nation. Retrieved from 

http://www.thenation.com/article/optimism-uncertainty#axzz2anJYu2th  

In defense of lost causes. Brooklyn, NY: Verso.  

 

 

 


