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[t should be a commonplace,

but unfortunately it is not,

that no education —

or anything else for that matter —

is progressive unless it is making progress.

John Dewey
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Introduction

This volume was the inaugural lecture of the
series sponsored by Kappa Delta Pi Honor
Society, delivered at the Society’s annual dinner
meeting in 1929 and published later that same
year. The tenth-anniversary lecture, Experience
and Education, was delivered by John Dewey in
1938 and published in 1938. Both published
lectures became education classics, and both
have had great currency for education and
society to this day.

The Sources of a Science of Education turned
out to be remarkably prophetic with regard to
the conduct and direction of educational
research, and the necessary connection be-
tween research and practice. Here Dewey holds
that the sources of a science of education must
be determined by educational problems - with
educational practices providing the data or
subject matter which forms the problems for
inquiry and solution. Psychology, sociology,
economics and other social sciences may be
drawn upon, but educational practices are “the



sole source of the ultimate problems to be
investigated,” while educational practices also
are the test of the validity and value of the
research findings and consequences.

Philosophy of education may be a source if it
provides “working hypotheses of comprehen-
sive application” - to which Dewey adds: “But if
a philosophy starts to reason out its conclu-
sions without definite and constant regard to
the concrete experiences that define the prob-
lem for thought, it becomes speculative in a
way that justifies contempt.”

Dewey attacks the traditional dualism of
making a sharp distinction between the what of
learning and the how of learning, and the
practice in teacher education of assigning the
determination of the process of learning to
psychology, and of the subject matter to social
science - the inevitable outcome of which is to
overlook the tastes and interests that control
the motivation for future learning. Such col-
lateral learning is the most powerful outcome
of education, for it empowers the learner to go
on learning.

Dewey warns of the limits of quantitative
measurements for educational science because
so much judgment in the teaching-learning

2



process is qualitative and must itself be qualita-
tive. Exact quantitative measures do not help in
the larger question of reconstruction of
curriculum and methods, but only exaggerate
the mechanical factors that exist in schools,
observes Dewey. Many of the problems to be
investigated in educational research involve
myriad and disparate variables, and often in-
volve comparisons of incommensurate popu-
lations.

The propensity to judge the success of the
student and teacher by external examinations
promotes the belief that the tests are scientific
and thereby give unquestionable authenticity
and authority as the guarantee of successful
practice — “a guarantee that goes with the sale
of goods rather than as a light to the eyes and a
lamp to the feet,” contends Dewey.

Moreover, observes Dewey, there is the
doctrine that educational objectives are
determined by extant sociopolitical influences
and are to be addressed through sources
external to the educational function. “To go
outside the educational function and to borrow
objectives from an external source is to surren-
der the educational cause,” declares Dewey, as
he goes on to state that: “Until educators get
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the independence and courage to insist that
educational aims are to be formed as well as
executed within the educative process, they
will not come to consciousness of their own
function. Others will then have no great
respect for educators because educators do not
respect their own social place and work.”
Dewey makes it clear that he is not holding that
educators should determine objectives, but
rather that objectives are to be determined by
the “educative process in its integrity and
continuity.” He then concludes: “For education
is itself a process of discovering what values are
worth while and are to be pursued as
objectives.”

With the trend toward nationalizing
influences on the public schools and external
high-stakes testing in the United States, uni-
versities and education policymakers have
turned to psychology, sociology, economics and
statistics as sources for defining the problems
of education and the methodologies of in-
quiry, resulting in a situation like the proverbial
tale of the blind men and the elephant. Faced
with a conundrum of contradictory and conflic-
ting findings, the disciplinary specialists can
proclaim the urgent need for more research of
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the same ilk or brand, or they may join the
school blamers.

Or they can fix the blame on teachers - the
ones who are vastly ignored in the process of
identifying the problems to be investigated in
the first place - for it is always easier to find
fault than to find warranted solutions, or even
to find what isn’t there.

Factors that have impeded scientific inquiry
for problem solving in education, according to
Dewey, are imitative reproduction and the
tendency to surrender to or join up with the
strongest or most popular external force or
trend, political and social. Of popular appeal
are the gifts of the individual teacher, but those
gifts tend to disappear with the individual.

Dewey is not putting down the teacher. “It
seems to me,” he maintains, “that the con-
tributions that might come from classroom
teachers are a comparatively neglected field: or
to change the metaphor, an almost unworked
mine.” After all, the teacher cannot escape the
problems of education, and it is the teacher
who must define and activate the process of
education through the classroom and school,
and into society.

To ignore the teacher in the investigative
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process, contends Dewey, “is almost fatal to the
idea of a workable scientific content in edu-
cation.... For these teachers are the ones in
direct contact with pupils and hence the ones
through whom scientific findings reach stu-
dents.”

After a long struggle to advance teaching as
a profession through the course of the twen-
tieth century, a struggle in which John Dewey
played a significant role, teachers once again
are being treated as employees.

For Dewey, education is an endless process
or spiral which encompasses science within
itself, continually opening up more problems to
be addressed for solution and progress.

Daniel Tanner
Professor Emeritus
Rutgers University

September 22, 2013



The Sources of a Science
of Education

[1]

EDUCATION AS A SCIENCE

THE title may suggest to some minds that
it begs a prior question: Is there a science
of education? And still more fundamentally,
Can there be a science of education? Are the
procedures and aims of education such that it
is possible to reduce them to anything properly
called a science? Similar questions exist in
other fields. The issue is not unknown in his-
tory; it is raised in medicine and law. As far
as education is concerned, I may confess at once
that I have put the question in its apparently
question-begging form in order to avoid dis-
cussion of questions that are important but that
are also full of thorns and attended with con-
troversial divisions.
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It is enough for our purposes to note that
the word “science” has a wide range.

There are those who would restrict the term
to mathematics or to disciplines in which exact
results can be determined by rigorous methods
of demonstration. Such a conception limits
even the claims of physics and chemistry to be
sciences, for according to it the only scientific
portion of these subjects is the strictly mathe-
matical. The position of what are ordinarily
termed the biological sciences is even more
dubious, while social subjects and psychology
would hardly rank as sciences at all, when
measured by this definition. Clearly we must
take the idea of science with some latitude. We
must take it with sufficient looseness to include
all the subjects that are usually regarded as
sciences. The important thing is to discover
those traits in virtue of which various fields are
called scientific. 'When we raise the question
in this way, we are led to put emphasis upon
methods of dealing with subject-matter rather
than to look for uniform objective traits in sub-
ject-matter. From this point of view, science
signifies, I take it, the existence of systematic
methods of inquiry, which, when they are
brought to bear on a range of facts, enable us
to understand them better and to control them
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