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Abstract
John Dewey was a progressive theorist, a pragmatist, a philosopher, and arguably the 
most influential American educator of the twentieth century. Yet, despite extensive 
documentation about John Dewey’s philosophies of education and democracy, there 
is limited research and no consensus about Dewey’s views about race and racism. 
I use a combination of primary sources, secondary sources, and archival data to 
explore the John Dewey’s ideas about progressivism, racism, and schooling. I assert 
that Dewey, despite an expressed commitment to full and equal rights for African 
American students, normalized the experience of White students and implicitly 
endorsed accommodationist education reforms for African American children.

Introduction
John Dewey was a progressive theorist, a pragmatist, a philosopher, and arguably 
the most influential American educator of the twentieth century.1 Yet despite exten-
sive documentation about John Dewey’s philosophies of education and democracy, 
there is limited research about Dewey’s views about race and racism, especially as 
they relate to schooling.2 While some scholars argue that Dewey was a progressive 
advocate for equity and equal rights,3 others point to Dewey’s silence on issues of 
race and assert that he failed to adequately challenge racist policies of his time.4  

Most scholars take a more moderate view. They contend that while Dewey did some 
good work in relation to race, he often did not go far enough.5

In this paper, I use a combination of primary sources, secondary sources, and 
archival data to explore the embodied contradictions of John Dewey as they related 
to the broader issues of progressivism, accommodationism, racism, and schooling. 6 
Specifically, this paper seeks to answer three questions: How did Dewey discuss race 
and racism, especially in relation to progressive education? How does the manner 
in which we re-member and represent Dewey’s work impact our understanding of 
progressivism? Why does this matter today? 
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As a critical historian, I recognize that racism and white supremacy have 
impacted education policy and curriculum reforms.7 In this work, I seek to do what 
Annette Henry describes as transformative historical work, specifically work that 
helps to address a gap in the historical record by critically examining “silences and 
invisibilities” within the dominant narrative.8 I recognize that “[h]istory is a rela-
tionship between the past and the present”9 and that historical work needs to go 
beyond representation and toward re-membering, while recognizing the power of 
memory to be recursive and generative and the power of history to allow for alter-
native forms of organization, different frameworks, and less linear narratives.10 

Progressivism, Accommodationism,  
and Historical Context
It is important to view Dewey’s contributions to education in the appropriate social 
context. Dewey wrote over many decades with greatly changing social conditions 
and rapid social, economic, and political changes. During Dewey’s lifetime, eman-
cipation, reconstruction, industrialization, immigration, migration, and urbaniza-
tion created profound changes in the United States. The Civil War ended in 1865, 
with more than 600,000 people from both the North and South dead and many 
more injured. The Thirteenth Amendment, which officially ended slavery, was 
also passed in 1865. Following emancipation, millions of African American freed-
men sought political and economic rights, as well as the establishment of schools 
for their children. However, black codes, Jim Crow segregation, and inadequate 
funding for schooling were utilized to reentrench existing racial inequities. In the 
second half of the nineteenth century, the number of children attending schools 
greatly increased, as did the diversity of the student population. As America moved 
from a predominantly agrarian economy to an industrial economy, schools had to 
contend both with increased student populations and increased demands to pre-
pare students for the workplace. Schools were expected to help adjust students to a 
rapidly changing social order during a time when the very purposes of schooling 
were being contested. 

Progressive Movement(s)
While Dewey was known as one of the “fathers” of the progressive movement, it 
is important to note that there were multiple, often competing strands within the 
progressive movement. The wider progressive movement broadly sought to create 
more just working conditions and a more representative (and less corrupt) gov-
ernment by implementing humanitarian reforms designed to “apply the promise 
of American life” to a society that was changing.11 Reformers associated with the 
progressive movement were often middle-class, white professionals, most of whom 
were “not revolutionaries, but rather people who were interested in fixing specific 
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problems and improving upon the status quo.”12 For many progressive, the specific 
problems they were interested in fixing did not include issues of racial justice.13 In 
fact, the progressive movement was most powerful at a time of racial repression, 
Jim Crow segregation, and racial violence, including lynchings;14 however, within 
the broader progressive movement “reformers paid little attention to the poisons 
of racism, to the problem of minorities in general.”15 Maxine Greene commented 
that many “great reformers,” including both John Dewey and Jane Addams, did not 
acknowledge the “sense in which a free society (and its citizens) is morally endan-
gered by unacknowledged mastery, by domination of every kind.”16

The progressive education movement, like the broader progressive move-
ment, was large, diverse, and contradictory. The early progressive education  
movement, which began to appear in popular media in the 1880s, began as a reac-
tion to pervasive dissatisfaction with traditional schooling and what was perceived 
to be a dated and irrelevant curriculum.17  Despite the critiques of traditional edu-
cation, there was little consensus about the character of a new system of educa-
tion. In fact, in Experience and Education, Dewey commented that many within 
the progressive movement conceptualized “new education” only in relation to its 
opposition to traditional education.18 However, some scholars argue that while 
the progressive education movement may not have been unified, there were some 
common elements. For example, Lawrence Cremin asserted that the progressive 
education movement was characterized by: (a) a greater emphasis in schools on 
“health, vocation, and the quality of family and community life,” (b) a greater focus 
on “pedagogical principles derived from new scientific research in psychology and 
social sciences,” (c) a commitment to “tailo[r] instruction more and more to the 
different kinds and classes of children who were brought within into the purview 
of the school,” and (d) the belief that all individuals could create and benefit from 
a new society, with a focus on both the arts and the sciences.19 

Branches/Strands of Progressive Movements for Education
Even if most progressives agreed with the broad principles summarized by Cre-
min, there still existed key struggles within the movement.20 Numerous schol-
ars have identified branches, strands, or wings within the progressive movement 
to illustrate some of the ideological and practical differences between groups of 
early progressive reformers. Scholars identified these groups/ideologies differently: 
some describe the struggle between administrative and pedagogical progressives,21 
while others describe the tension between liberal and conservative progressives.22 
Throughout this paper, I will refer to three branches of progressive education as 
moderate (child-centered/experientialist), radical (critical reconstructionist), and 
conservative (social behaviorist).23

Moderate progressives, known by many as pedagogical progressives, 
embraced an experientialist approach to the curriculum and a focus on the needs 
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and interests of the child. When addressing issues of social change and democratic 
reform, moderate progressives focused on gradual change through pedagogical 
reforms. Moderate progressives, like John Dewey, often believed that if schools 
supported children and helped educate them to become active citizens and com-
munity members, they would create a better society.24 Conservative progressives 
advocated for social behaviorist reforms designed to increase efficiency and modify 
curriculum to meet the needs of society and the perceived potential of each stu-
dent. They argued that by creating a more efficient school system, schools could 
better prepare students for successful living after school. By tracking students and 
providing education that was tailored to their “talents,” schools would help craft a 
more efficient system. By representing the system to be meritorious, this education 
plan would quell social unrest because it was supposedly objective and unbiased. 
Many early conservative progressives understood achievement to be racialized, 
and some early conservative progressives, like John Franklin Bobbitt and Edward 
Thorndike, were associated with the eugenics movements in the United States.25 

Radical progressives, like Theodore Brameld and George Counts, advocated for a 
critical reconstructionist approach to the curriculum and believed that the purpose 
of school was to ameliorate social ills and prepare students to create a more just 
society. Many radical progressives believed that all schooling was a form of indoc-
trination and that it was the role of schools to help teach students to reconstruct 
society. Radical progressives were active in shaping ideas and discourse, but had 
limited impact on school-based reforms. 

I must note that in conceptualizing three branches of the progressive move-
ment, I do not mean to imply that there were no differences between the branches. 
I understand that many leading curriculum theorists do not include conservatives 
focused upon social efficiency or behaviorism within the progressive movement.26 
However, I believe it is useful to view all three branches as a part of the same 
movement because while the three branches were ideologically diverse, they were 
not mutually exclusive. For example, both the moderates and the conservatives 
advocated differentiated instruction and project-based curriculum. Radicals and 
conservatives both asserted that schools should serve as sites of social engineering 
and social change. All three groups rejected traditional humanistic education and 
embraced new educational reforms. Also, while each branch had distinctive and 
very different ideologies, Rury argued that 

the lived reality of most educators at the time was considerably more com-
plex than suggested by these widely divergent categories. Many probably 
took inspiration from both wings of progressivism in education, without 
seeing them as necessarily at odds with one another.27

Labaree asserted that while conservative progressives had greater success 
because their “reform message appealed to people in power,” the language of 
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moderate/pedagogical progressivism was often coupled with conservative reforms 
to make it more acceptable to the public.28

It is also important to note that much of the different branches of progres-
sivism operated in different schooling contexts. Semel posited that “child-centered 
progressive schools were almost all independent, private schools, [whereas] pub-
lic education was dominated by the social engineering strand of progressivism.”29 
Thus, moderate progressivism, like that championed by Dewey, was most often 
employed in schools educating more affluent children, conservative progressiv-
ism was usually employed to track and sort students in public schools, and radical 
progressivism, while largely influential in framing the debates about the purposes 
of education, rarely became dominant within schools. 

Leading African American scholars and educators often critiqued the direc-
tion of progressive education reforms and/or articulated the need to more explicitly 
discuss race and education. In 1909, while speaking at the National Negro Confer-
ence, W. E. B. DuBois rejected notions that industrial training would help build a 
sufficient economic base to make political rights unnecessary (or at least second-
ary) and argued for the need to fight simultaneously for political and economic 
power.30 In 1933, Ambrose Caliver, who was the Senior Specialist in the Education 
of Negroes, advocated for a “philosophy of Negro education” that focused upon 
“intellectual and social reconstruction” as the approach that is best aligned to the 
“fuller, freer, and richer life so much desired and striven for by Negroes.”31 Such a 
philosophy, Caliver explained, should be understood as a commitment to prepare 
every individual for the “fullest possible contribution to society commensurate with 
capacity, interest and effort.”32 Caliver asserted that the most important question 
to answer is “For what shall we teach and why?”33 He stated that such 

questions cannot be answered without reference to the larger problems of 
education in our American democracy, nor can they be adequately con-
sidered apart from the practical life and necessities of the Negro race in 
its relation to our social order.34

According to Caliver, there were a great number of improvements that needed 
to be made, including increased pay, certification of teachers, and the “same general 
type of preparation for productive and happy citizenship as white children” were 
given.35 Horace Mann Bond, an influential historian and educator, argued that many 
calls for curriculum revision were not aligned with calls for greater equity and com-
mented that “the method of ‘activity’ analysis in the construction of a curriculum 
presupposed an elastic, democratic social order in which there are no artificial bar-
riers set against social mobility of the individual.”36 Bond argued that curriculum 
workers must neither ignore nor accept the existing social order, but instead create 
a curriculum that helps students understand the world and begin to make informed 
choices about the future.37 Bond believed that while schools were important in the 
struggle for social equality, they alone could not solve the problems in the country. 
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As such curriculum workers had to understand the social context in which they were 
operating and create curricula that reflected social need and possibility.38

Accommodationism
At the same historical moment when the progressive education movement was growing 
and gaining recognition, the United States was also experiencing the proliferation of 
accommodationist schooling for African American children, primarily in the Ameri-
can South. Unlike the progressive education movement, accommodationism was not 
a popular movement; instead, it was an orientation or approach to curriculum often 
identified as the Hampton-Tuskegee model of education. James Anderson stated that, 

[i]n sharp contrast to its rejection by black teachers and the leaders of black 
schools and colleges, leading American politicians, businessmen, and 
philanthropists came to view Hampton and Tuskegee as pointing the way 
toward a national and even worldwide solution of the Negro problem.39

Partially funded by wealthy philanthropists, accommodationist curricu-
lum “emphasized vocational training, physical/manual labor, character building, 
and a social science package, suggesting the acceptance of racial subservience for 
Negroes.”40 It is also important to acknowledge that accommodationist schooling 
initiatives were “legitimiz[ed] and, to a large degree, orchestrat[ed]” by leading liber-
als and progressives.41 Many conservative progressives supported accommodationist 
education and vocational training as a solution to make education more efficient 
and cost-effective. Many moderate progressives also embraced accommodationism. 
For example, Charles Eliot, the first honorary president of the Progressive Educa-
tion Association, publicly advocated for liberal arts education for all and rejected 
efforts to track students into industrial or technical trades; however, he vocally lent 
his support to accommodationist schooling. In a position that seemingly contra-
dicts Eliot’s advocacy of liberal arts education for all, Eliot stated: “I know of no 
educational or philanthropic object which should more commend itself to Ameri-
can patriots” than the models of education pursued at Tuskegee and Hampton.42 

This view was shared by many white progressives, including G. Stanley Hall and 
William Harris, and progressive funders like Julius Rosenwald. 

Examining Dewey’s Views on  
Race, Racism, and Education
During his lifetime, Dewey’s positions on race, racism, and education changed 
numerous times. As Thomas Fallace has well documented, Dewey’s views on race 
and racism shifted after World War I and post–World War I: “Dewey had realized 
that a plurality of cultures was a necessity for democratic living and intellectual 
growth.”43 Throughout his life, Dewey was more of an advocate of racial justice 
than many of his white contemporaries. Dewey was among the initial founders 
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of the NAACP in 1909, participated in numerous campaigns to support an end to 
discrimination and injustice,44 and vocally rejected concepts of eugenics and bio-
logical white superiority popular during his lifetime. He advocated an expansion of 
democracy and the provision of high-quality schooling for all children. In compari-
son to such conservative progressives as John Franklin Bobbitt and Edward Thorn-
dike and moderate progressives such as G. Stanley Hall, who endorsed eugenics 
ideation and advocated for a decidedly undemocratic two-tier system, Dewey was 
an advocate for racial justice. However, in comparison with many leading African 
American progressives such as W. E. B. DuBois or W. A. Robinson, Dewey failed 
to adequately confront racism, segregation, and concepts of white supremacy in 
schools. In this paper, I argue that Dewey, despite an expressed commitment to 
full and equal rights for African American students, normalized the experiences 
of white students, failed to fully theorize the impact of race and socioeconomic 
status on the implementation of progressive reforms, supported some aspects of 
accommodationist schooling,45 and supported segregated schools. 

Systemic Critique of Racism with Pedagogical Response
Unlike many of his peers in the progressive education movement, John Dewey 
offered a critique of the economic and political systems impacting schooling for 
African American children. Dewey advocated for system-wide changes to political 
and economic systems that promoted equity. He stated that our competitive eco-
nomic system, focused only upon amassing private gain, was responsible for both 
slavery and the continued denial of social equality.46 In numerous works, Dewey also 
acknowledged the inequitable manner in which our nation funded schools. In 1910, 
Dewey criticized a system of double taxation and acknowledged the unfair burden 
on African American communities to contribute personal funds for schools.47 Two 
decades later, Dewey explained that the North spent significantly more on educa-
tion than did the South and that, in the South, the government spent almost three 
times more per pupil educating white children than educating African American 
children.48 He argued that it would be impossible to understand or address illiteracy 
within African American communities without understanding systemic inequities.49 
Dewey further asserted that students in segregated schools serving African American 
children generally had “[l]ess school time, more pupils to a teacher, poorer build-
ings and equipment, more poorly paid and therefore less well-equipped teachers” 
and less time in school.50 And, again, Dewey argued that our competitive economic 
system was ultimately responsible for both slavery and the continued denial of social 
equality.51 This is significant because, as Dewey argued forcefully in Racial Prejudice 
and Friction, those in power often used statistics to condemn those who were being 
oppressed by the system.52 Thus, while many of Dewey’s contemporaries were using 
statistics to justify notions of white racial superiority, Dewey was actively disrupt-
ing that narrative by forcing the reader to contend with the inequities in the system. 
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However, even as Dewey spoke out against inequitable resource distribution, 
double taxation, and, later in his career, segregation, most of his suggested solu-
tions focused upon a gradual harmonizing of racial relations through schooling, 
and not through political action. For Dewey, in cultivating democracy gradually, 
by teaching our young people to live and think as democratic citizens, there would 
be great potential for change. Dewey understood schools as politically contested 
spaces that could serve as sites of social change and asserted that schools, more than 
almost any other social institution, could help address what he termed “race ques-
tions, questions of the assimilation of diverse types of language and customs.”53 By 
crafting schooling experiences that “assimilate different races to our own institu-
tions,” Dewey believed that schools were more effective than legislative changes in 
creating more just social relations.54 Yet, the cultivation of more just relations was 
clearly incremental. In his speech in 1922, Dewey argued that the first step to com-
bat racial prejudice was to understand it and not simply to have “an indiscriminate 
reaction against it.”55 Dewey wrote that without understanding those “deep-seated 
causes” and working to address them, racial discrimination would not end. This 
sentiment continued in the 1930s, when Dewey helped found the Council against 
Intolerance in America, a group that challenged racism and supported intercul-
tural cooperation. Yet, according to Ronald Goodenow, Dewey and his colleagues 
focused greatly on the creation of social harmony and “downplayed social change 
and forms of actual race relations that might prove disruptive.”56

In conjunction with his intercultural work and focus on education, Dewey also 
believed that art could spur social change. In Art as Experience, Dewey wrote that 
studying art produced in time periods and cultural contexts different from our own 
could help us overcome our fear/misunderstanding of the “other” and begin to appre-
ciate other cultures.57 Dewey believed that schools should help individuals develop the 
creative intelligence and the critical thinking/literacy skills to analyze their society and 
act for its betterment, not indoctrinate students toward a specific social order.58 Yet, 
Dewey’s approach never fully addressed how schools, which are products and produc-
ers of social norms and culture, could implement democratic change in the classroom 
without explicitly addressing undemocratic contexts. While many of the pedagogical 
changes (and focus on the arts) were beneficial, it is problematic that Dewey never fully 
explained the relationship between pedagogical and political change. 

Dewey acknowledged that personal attitudinal changes were important, but 
only in so much as the change in attitude helps individuals take actions to address 
structural (political, economic, industrial) causes of racism.59 Yet education does 
not, for Dewey, always lead to action—thus even when attitudes change, action does 
not necessarily follow. For example, even when acknowledging double taxation and 
underfunding of African American schools, Dewey does not call for political actions; 
rather, he articulates a great respect for the African American race’s “superior inter-
est in the education of themselves . . . [and sees such commitment as] the surest step 
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possible to gain their full political re-enfranchisement.”60 This implied that African 
American communities would need to continue to operate in an unjust system until, 
through education, they achieved the political reenfranchisement necessary to change 
the unjust system. Yet the act of moving from greater education to increased political 
rights (especially within a reality of what Dewey characterizes as an unjust economic 
system) is never explained. For Dewey, pedagogical reforms, arts education, and com-
munity building were often prioritized over political change. 

Normalization of White Student Experiences
Dewey’s writings about education, influenced by his experience at his Lab School, 
are often presented as universal (rather than situated and contextualized) ideas 
about progressive pedagogy and schooling. However, Dewey often failed to theo-
rize the experiences of children of color, including African American children, in 
discussions about democracy and education. To pursue school-based democracy, 
without acknowledging systemic constraints on students’ success, is problematic 
because many of the policies being advocated by progressives (such as project-based 
instruction or industrial training) operated very differently in schools serving Afri-
can American students than in those serving white students. 

Dewey’s general silence on racism and his failure to confront white supremacy 
normalized the experiences of  middle-class white Americans.61 At the Lab School, 
where Dewey conceptualized, designed, and tested many of his theories of edu-
cation, African American students were not even admitted until the 1940s, well 
after the time that Dewey left Chicago.62 Historian Diane Ravitch asserted that the 
Lab School’s student population was never “representative of the Chicago popula-
tion.”63 With a one-to-six teacher to student ratio, “the leadership of John Dewey, a 
remarkable staff, highly educated parents, and a network of supportive individuals,” 
the private, tuition-based Lab School could not be replicated in a public system.64 

Ravitch argued that like the Lab School, many of the schools featured in Schools 
of To-Morrow “were private, child-centered schools populated—like the Dewey 
school—by white children from upper-middle-class families.”65

The curriculum at the Lab School, according to scholar Thomas Fallace, also 
presented problematic ideas about race. The curriculum was organized as “a lin-
ear reenactment of the cultural history of mankind.”66 This curriculum reflected 
Dewey’s belief in a linear historicism, a belief that all cultures were moving toward 
a single end and that some cultures were more civilized than others. While, accord-
ing to Fallace, Dewey’s view of linear historicism was not based upon a belief in 
the biological superiority of white/European culture, it did “relegat[e] aboriginal, 
African, and American Indian civilizations to inferior status.”67 Dewey’s “inherently 
ethnocentric approach to curriculum” and focus on historical problems solving, 
rather than a focus on solving “contemporary problems,” limited his curricular 
initiatives at the Lab School.68 
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While Dewey’s work included many experiences and observations outside 
of the Lab School, including his work with Jane Addams and the Hull House, I 
have not found evidence that Dewey theorized the manner in which race (as well 
as gender and class) influenced his ideas about education. Dewey also wrote little 
about schooling for African American students. In 1931–1932, Dewey was asked to 
comment upon African American education in The Crisis. W. E. B. DuBois wrote 
three separate letters requesting Dewey write an article about African American 
education. Yet, there is no evidence of a response from Dewey and there does not 
appear to be an article in The Crisis written by Dewey. While Dewey received count-
less letters and could not be expected to respond to each one, it is significant that, 
within the context of his general silence on discussions of race relations, he did not 
reply to DuBois’s request to address race explicitly. 

Acceptance of Segregation
While Dewey eventually spoke out against segregation, he did not actively contest 
or even address segregation in his prior work. His silence on the issue of segrega-
tion was evident in his text co-authored with Evelyn Dewey, Schools of To-Morrow. 
When discussing the Gary Schools system, Dewey and Dewey applauded the Gary 
Schools and stated that a European immigrant had an equal opportunity “to pre-
pare for a vocation” suited to his “capabilities” as any other child.70 Yet Dewey and 
Dewey made no mention that most of the Gary Schools, while formally integrated, 
71 had “Black children . . . on a different vocational track than white children.”72 
Dewey and Dewey also praised Indianapolis Public School Number 26, a segregated 
industrial school that served African American students.73 Other schools featured 
in the text, including the Organic School and Arthurdale, excluded African Ameri-
can children.74 Yet nowhere in the text did Dewey and Dewey mention segregation, 
which suggests that it was accepted as normal. Dewey did actively speak out against 
segregation in his later life. In 1950, Dewey was among a group of educators calling 
for increased federal funding and an end to segregation.75

Support of Industrial Schooling and Accommodationism
John Dewey rejected two-track academic systems and challenged conservative 
progressives who supported vocational education as a separate track for those not 
college-bound. However, Dewey, like other moderate progressives, argued that 
industrial education was necessary because it engaged the whole person and not 
simply the intellect.76 In The Way Out of Educational Confusion, Dewey wrote that 
vocational education was useful both for economic reasons, and also as a way in 
which to “liberaliz[e] and humaniz[e]” what Dewey refers to as “practical activities.”77 

Dewey explained that, historically, liberal arts courses were restricted to 
the “well-born and the well-to-do,” and as such the acquisition of such knowledge 
became a status symbol while useful knowledge was “necessary only for those 
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compelled by their class status to work for a living.”78 Accordingly, liberal arts edu-
cation was given more value, though both courses in the humanities and courses in 
the trades/industrial arts were valuable. Dewey asserted that the curriculum must 
be reorganized to make connections between the practical and the theoretical and 
to ensure that education is individually and socially meaningful.79 Yet, while Dewey 
advocated for a balance between the theoretical and the practical, it was clear that 
such a balance was not often achieved. 

Within this context, Dewey failed to consider the manner in which industrial 
schooling, in particular, and progressive reforms, in general, would be implemented 
differently in different communities, largely based on social, cultural, and economic 
capital. This trend can be seen within the schools featured in Schools of To-Morrow. 
Dewey and Dewey asserted that each student should have the same opportunity for 
success. However, the implementation of industrial courses appeared to be very dif-
ferent in those schools serving students preparing for college and those preparing for 
work. For example, at Interlaken (a school serving more affluent students), Dewey 
and Dewey reported that most students were bound for college,80 while only a third 
of the students from the Gary Schools system (a public school system primarily serv-
ing working-class students) attended college,81 and there is no mention of college at 
PS 26, a school serving African American students. For most students, industrial 
training seemed to be primarily aimed at preparing them for existing jobs, not lib-
eralizing the manner in which they understood the world. Thus, in many ways, the 
industrial education enacted, primarily in African American communities in the 
South, had very little to do with Dewey’s vision of holistic education and much more 
to do with a conservative progressive vision of adhering to the existing social order. 
This is not Dewey’s fault. However, according to Diane Ravitch, Dewey did fail to 
consider the consequences of industrial training; rather, he “preferred to believe in 
his nonexistent ideal of a liberalized vocational education instead than confront the 
reality of narrow training for existing jobs.”82 This same critique could be applied 
to accommodationist schools in the American South. When looking only at the 
pedagogical tendencies in each school, including an increased focus on working 
with one’s hands, a connection to community, and interdisciplinary, project-based 
instruction, many accommodationist schools would clearly be considered part of 
the progressive movement. However, the tendency to look only at pedagogical inter-
ventions and not the political or ideological context is problematic.

It is important to understand Dewey’s views about industrial education in 
the context of debates about accommodationist curricula in the American South. 
According to William Watkins, accommodationist curriculum was initially devel-
oped at schools like Hampton and Tuskegee and emphasized industrial educa-
tion, vocational training, character building, and acceptance of “existing race 
relations.”83 If we accept Watkins’s definition of accommodationist education, 
the research suggests that Dewey implicitly (and a few times explicitly) supported 
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accommodationist education policies in the United States. While Dewey rejected 
tracked vocational programs, he did support many schools that had industrial 
programs and did not address the manner in which vocational and industrial pro-
grams operated differently in different communities. Dewey believed that schools, 
as central sites of assimilation and acculturation, should educate the whole child in 
part by developing attitudes, habits, and character. The last component of accom-
modationist education, namely the acceptance of “existing race relations,” is more 
difficult to evaluate. Dewey was a proponent of democracy and often spoke out 
about the harms of racial prejudice. He did critique the system of double taxation 
and funding inequities in schools serving African American children, and he 
advocated increased funding and better opportunities for all students. As such, 
it would appear that he challenged existing relations. However, Dewey’s gradu-
alist approach to social change, relative silence on segregation and racism, and 
normalization of the experience of white students did little to actively change the 
status quo regarding race relations. 

There were also two occasions when Dewey appears to have lent more explicit 
support to accommodationist education. First, in Schools of To-Morrow, Dewey 
and Dewey acknowledged that they have not addressed “the reorganization of the 
rural school and the utilization of agriculture in education,” but that they find this 
movement has the same “tendencies” of education reform as many of the featured 
schools.84 As mentioned above, they also included a segregated industrial school, 
PS 26, as one of their featured “schools of to-morrow.” Second, in his 1910 Address 
to the NAACP, Dewey contends that schools do not adequately integrate “literary 
and vocational types of education” as he believed they should.85 He mused that 
“perhaps one of things our colored friends may do for us in the South will be to 
develop for us, for the first time in the history of the human race, a really perfect 
system of education, that the education of head and hand be brought completely 
and accurately together.”86 In both of these instances, Dewey praised industrial 
education/accommodationist programs in the American South. Given the time 
period during which Dewey was speaking, there can be little doubt that the edu-
cation plan Dewey was referencing above relates to accommodationist schooling, 
such as endorsed in the Hampton-Tuskegee model of education.87

However, this does not mean that Dewey supported many aspects of accom-
modationist schooling. His endorsement of schools like Indianapolis PS 26 may 
be based in part on deep respect for hands-on curricula, character building, con-
nections with community, manual work and industrial training, and projects by 
which students built/sustained their schools’ physical spaces. Each of these char-
acteristics is also present, to varying extents and for different purposes, in the 
schools maintained by Booker T. Washington and funded by those described as 
accommodationist. Without a clear analysis of power and politics, both could be 
considered progressive.
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Conclusion and Relevance

Dewey and the Early Progressive Movement
In this article, I have highlighted limitations in Dewey’s writing about race and 
schooling. The purpose of this work is not to devalue Dewey’s contributions, but 
rather to push the field to deepen our own teaching and thinking about Dewey and 
other progressive scholars. Dewey’s positions on race and racism must be under-
stood within the social context in which he was living and writing. Early progressive 
education movements were diverse and often contradictory. By focusing primarily 
on pedagogical reform, ignoring social context, taking a gradualist/evolutionary 
approach, and failing to explicitly challenge notions of class and race, progressive 
reforms often maintained the social order rather than challenge social injustice. 
Within conservative progressivism, the focus on fitting the child into an existing 
society failed to confront racist assumptions about African American children’s 
potential. While many moderate progressives, including Dewey, focused on demo-
cratic practices, a general focus on democratic principles and just living often failed 
to examine both power dynamics and societal assumptions about race and the 
impact of racism on schooling. Radical progressives, while challenging the existing 
structures, were often silent on issues of race. Thus, while many advances occurred 
(including greatly expanded school attendance and significant strides in children’s 
health and well-being), schooling often maintained existing power relations. 

Within this context, Dewey was a leading progressive who envisioned schools 
as sites of democratic transformation. However, he often failed to acknowledge the 
role of race or social class in his discussion of pedagogical or curricular reforms. 
This may be because many of Dewey’s theories on education were formulated and 
tested in a small, private school that was neither racially nor economically diverse. 
It may also have been because of the intellectual climate during the time Dewey 
was writing or because most of Dewey’s work on education and democracy came 
before he began to write more explicitly about race. While Dewey’s views on race 
and democracy changed over time, both as a result of paradigmatic changes in the 
field and his own experiences, most of Dewey’s major writings on education hap-
pened before many of this theoretical shifts had taken place.88 This is problematic 
because many of the theories developed by Dewey were universalized without fully 
theorizing how race, economic status, and community impact the manner in which 
progressive reforms are enacted. Despite the limitations, Dewey’s theories continue 
to influence contemporary scholars who draw from Dewey’s theories and his com-
mitments to democracy and justice to address contemporary problems. 

Lessons for Today
More than a century after the progressive education movement sought to improve
schools, the struggle for educational justice continues. Contemporary scholars 
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continue to critique the ambiguous and often contradictory aims of the progres-
sive movement;89 the overemphasis on pedagogical reforms without proper consid-
erations of power and policy; the normalization of white middle-class students in 
discourse about student achievement; and the need for a greater focus on voice and 
representation.90 In my research, I found that even early progressives like Dewey 
who wrote about democracy and the need to transform social institutions focused 
on specific pedagogical reforms. Today, this trend continues. In discussing school 
reform, Charles Payne asserted that “[i]f the mother of all conservative sins is the 
reluctance to think seriously about the redistribution of resources, the first of all 
progressive sins may be the fetishizing of pedagogy.”91 Payne further states that 
focusing only on “how we teach . . . may prevent us from getting to some of the 
questions our most marginalized youth are struggling with.”92 By focusing only (or 
primarily) on pedagogical initiatives, educators and scholars often ignore discus-
sions of power, privilege, and outcome. Many contemporary scholars discuss the 
need to move beyond a focus only on pedagogical reforms to a focus on the impact of 
school policies on students of color and low-income students. For example, Theresa 
Perry asserted that many schools within “highly ranked systems in small towns, 
progressive college towns, and suburban communities” often fail to address the 
needs of African American students.93 Similarly, in a study of an integrated high 
school in Berkeley, California (a “liberal” city that has “embraced progressive social 
reforms”), Pedro Noguera found that despite its willingness to pursue progressive 
reforms in education, there were “extreme disparities in academic outcomes among 
students from different racial/ethnic backgrounds.”94 

From my research, I argue that Dewey, like many of his white contempo-
raries, often ignored race and as such failed to conceptualize a progressive move-
ment that was expansive and antiracist. Maxine Greene wrote that during the early 
progressive era, white “reformers paid little attention to the poisons of racism, to 
the problem of minorities in general.”95 Yet, it is important to note that African 
American educators and scholars were often ignored in discussions of progressive 
education. For example, historically some African American progressive educators 
wrote about ways progressive reforms could advance “democratic social change 
and black awareness” to create “[p]rogressive education [that] was not only healthy 
for the individual child, but for the race.”96 Yet the relationship between early pro-
gressive education and race is often undertheorized. In his analysis of a study of 
16 black schools conducted by the Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools 
for Negroes (ACSSN),97  Robinson acknowledges that progressive rhetoric could be 
used by all sides to justify their own ends; however, he argued that “blacks could 
use progressive education’s democratic rhetoric and philosophy” to improve condi-
tions.98 As such, progressive education could be used as a source of social ameliora-
tion and even transformation; however, such improvements were not inevitable. As 
progressive ideas could be used to justify all sides of the argument, this argument 
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points to the need to intentionally craft a pro–social justice, antiracist, and libera-
tory vision of progressive reforms. However, recent scholarship suggests that there 
still needs to be a greater focus on voice and representation when defining progres-
sive policies. Lisa Delpit argued that the question of progressive pedagogy is less 
about pedagogy or methodology than “in communicating across culture and in 
addressing the more fundamental issues of power, of whose voice gets to be heard 
in determining what is best for poor children and children of color.”99 Annette 
Henry argued that the very conception of “progressive” needs to move beyond a 
white, middle-class understanding of the term. Henry argued that many communi-
ties, including the black community in Canada that her book examines, are more 
communal than individualistic, and good teaching is defined, in part, by the act 
of other-mothering—caring for students with discipline, high expectations, and 
instruction. For Henry, the vision of the progressive movement was too small and 
too narrowly defined.100

Re-Membering and Teaching Dewey Today
It is my hope that by complicating our understanding of early progressive education 
movements, we can learn from the limitations of past progressive movements and 
begin to envision a progressive movement that addresses both pedagogical reforms 
and the need to challenge racism and injustice in the classroom and in the larger 
education system. Dewey was an influential theorist who, by envisioning and shar-
ing with the world an idea of truly democratic, community-based, life-affirming 
schools, served to counter many of the worst reforms of his day. However, when 
we re-member John Dewey today, we should be mindful of the social context in 
which his work was developed and the limits to his work. This follows the advice 
Dewey offered to his contemporaries about how to understand the work of educa-
tor Horace Mann. In Social Frontier, Dewey stated, 

If we are content to glorify [Mann’s] work without applying his passionate 
ardor of thought and action to the problem to which he was devoted, in the 
forms that problem has now assumed, we shall be traitors to his memory. 
Our commemoration will be honest only as we employ it to rededicating 
ourselves to the cause to which he sacrificially devoted his life.”101 

We should honor Dewey’s advice and make certain that our commemora-
tions of Dewey include challenges, expansions, and actions that continually work 
to make relevant Dewey’s ideas in a new world order. Exposing silences in Dewey’s 
work does not negate Dewey’s profound significance or contributions to the field 
of curriculum and his commitment to democratic schooling. In Love, Justice and 
Education, Schubert, through the voices of hundreds of utopian characters, provides 
multiple perspectives on the contemporary meaning of Dewey’s vision.102 Schubert 
asserts that Dewey’s works “coalesce into a dream of a democratic world that is 
always evolving as human beings refine it (in personal and public spaces) through 
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education based on their interests, concerns, and needs.”103 Yet, one of the Utopians 
asserted that it is still important to consider things that Dewey missed, “given the 
time, context, or even lack of his perception, when considering their applicability 
for today’s dilemma.”104  Acknowledging that “Dewey did not seem to realize the 
immense power of race and class (especially greed of the wealthy and their corpo-
rate world),” a Utopian ponders if this could be because of his identity as a “white 
male of Anglo-European descent.”105 Another imagined Utopian in Schubert’s text 
recounts the idea of culturally relevant instruction and claimed that while Dewey 
“did not have this cultural perspective available, I am convinced that he did under-
stand a basis for it in the kind of participatory democracy he says is both a precur-
sor to and consequence of education.”106

Dewey understood democracy as “an ideal under construction” and articu-
lated the need to center “the experiences of those living with and addressing the 
problems” of current social conditions.107 In fact, in a speech in the late 1930s, 
Dewey spoke out against intolerance and bigotry, stating that “[i]ntolerance, abuse, 
calling of names because of difference of opinion about religion or politics or busi-
ness, as well as because of difference of race, color, wealth, or degree of color are 
treason to the democratic way of life.”108 Dewey is still evoked by many advocat-
ing for democratic practices in the classroom. For example, in Education Research 
in the Public Interest, Gloria Ladson-Billings references Dewey when describing 
education reforms that can help us “recapture our humanity” through Dewey’s 
belief “that democracy and education are intertwined in their responsibilities to 
help solve its problems.”109 In the same text, David Hursh asserts that neoliberal 
policies, as a continuation of the work of social efficiency education (which I term 
conservative progressivism), can be refuted through Dewey’s assertion that schools’ 
primary focus was to prepare students for democracy and citizenship.110 In both 
of these examples, Dewey’s commitment to democratic practices creates a call to 
remove barriers to democratic living and address the ways in which education can 
be used to ameliorate social conditions that hinder full democratic participation. 
Dewey’s approach to problem-solving, which is both forward-looking and his-
torically informed,111 can still be utilized as an approach to solving contemporary 
social problems, even as Dewey’s silences on race and class would mean that his 
work alone could not help us understand many of those contemporary problems. 

I hope that my work can contribute to a growing body of historical research 
that seeks to deepen our understanding of progressive education not by creating a 
new grand narrative, but rather in addressing what (and who) has been missed. As 
such, I end with questions rather than answers: Why do we include Dewey in our 
narrative about progressivism, but ignore other powerful curriculum workers and 
theorists? How can we remember Dewey in such a way that acknowledges both his 
great contributions and his silences? How can remembering a more complicated nar-
rative of progress and progressivism allow us to address what Gloria Ladson-Billings 
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describes as “an education debt” composed of “the historical, economic, sociopo-
litical, and moral decisions and policies that characterize our society”?112 Further, I 
would assert that for those seeking to continue Dewey’s legacy of democratic change 
today, the question should not be “What would John Dewey do?” but rather “How 
can we use that which was best in Dewey’s philosophy to create change” and “What 
other perspectives are important to consider in addressing this problem?”
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