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Abstract

Introduction: To set a base for a democratic society where the right to participation is meaningful and engaging, John Dewey
argued that a school is a social agency for change. For this, the school needs to provide an enabling environment based on a
more hands-on, problem-solving, and experimental approach.

Objective: The current study looks at how educational philosophy such as that of John Dewey and pragmatism is
implemented in special schools in Lahore.

Materials and Methods: The study design was quantitative. A sample of 32 participants participated in this study from an
NGO-based special school in Lahore. The participants included senior teachers who teach in the elementary section of the
school, with at least five years of experience teaching children with disabilities. The sample was selected via convenient
sampling. The instrument consists of 21 items that look at John Dewey’s philosophy of education.

Results: 59.37% of teachers agreed that the teaching method utilized is based on problem-solving, dialogue, and self-learning.
71.71% of teachers responded that the school gives its students plenty of opportunities to learn via hands-on activities and
74.9% of teachers felt that adequate activities are provided to students so that they can learn through projects.

Conclusion: This study is just preliminary research looking at the implementation of John Dewey’s philosophical approach in
special schools. It is important to note that with children with disabilities, there is already a reliance on teaching and learning
aids. While it may be seen that there is an inclination towards experimentation and experiential learning, there was a mixed
opinion about how this approach can bridge the gap and make better, democratic citizens for the future where the rights of
children, especially the right to participation is fulfilled.
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Introduction

John Dewey is an American philosopher whose work
has influenced social reforms and education. His work
has contributed to pragmatism and has added value to
the educational systems of various countries mainly
those in Europe and the US. He believed that a
democratic society's nature is to be dynamic and
mobile. For this, teachers must understand individual
differences between learners and that one strategy
may work for a student which may not necessarily
work for the other. Each student has his or her own
experience. These experiences are not an internal
mental state which is inside us but we are within the
experience.!?

Dewey’s work emphasized a variety of pragmatism;
Experimentalism or Instrumentalism. Via testing his
early ideas at the Laboratory School, engaging
students in a setting that was collaborative in nature,
and engaging the learners in various problem-solving
activities, Dewey believed that through a process of
different social interactions, human intelligence arises.
As pragmatism focuses on experimental learning it
encourages a teacher to use instructional methods
which focus on problem-solving and are process-
oriented.

Dewey believed in “progressive education” which he
felt would be possible by experiential learning or
“learning by doing”. In this critical thinking, problem-
solving, dialogue, and collaboration play a very
important part. Dewey felt that promoting experiential
and collaborative learning lays the foundation of
lifelong learning which not only contributes to
individual growth but also lays a foundation for a
truly democratic society.?

He moved from a traditional approach in education
towards progressive education, with a focus on the
present rather than the future. He argued that a
traditional approach is essentially static as what is
taught is taught as a finished product with little regard
to the process and the future implication. The students
do not have a chance to express or engage in a
meaningful manner, not preparing them to think
democratically. Alternatively, the education system
needs to be progressive, which looks at each learner as
a citizen of the society, preparing them for the
adjustments and cultivation of individuality.3
Education has an important role in ingraining values
and making the student differentiate between rights
and wrongs, themselves. It is a tool for cultural
transmission. Progressive education in a democratic
society focuses on the transition or change in one's

thoughts feelings and internal processes, which would
help him/her to be a responsible and active citizen of
the society. Hence, Dewey conceptualizes the school’s
role as a social agency that makes it simple for learners
to understand the intricacies of social and cultural
heritage, focuses on the positive aspects of society, and
builds a link between heritage and culture.

To set a base for a democratic society, Dewey argues
that a school is a social agency for change.* He focuses
on experimentation and inculcation of multitasking
and collaboration from an early start. To live in peace,
within the learning community each member needs to
be involved in each process.5¢ As written by Ryan,
“Dewey’s Pragmatism was essentially a peacetime
doctrine and credible only in a society that was in most
respects harmonious, prosperous, and morally at ease
with itself”.”

With schools as an important social agency, Dewey
focuses on bridging the gap between theory and
practice. For this, the learner is taken as an active
participant in the process. Dewey in his book
“Democracy and Education” Dewey argues that
educators need to be prepared for their lessons and
reflect on how they can “acquire the capacity for
wider, deeper and more organic experience and the
capacity to communicate it?”.”

This experience can be reflected in the curriculum. For
pragmatics such as Dewey, the curriculum comes from
the student’s experiences rather than being made in
advance by the teacher. The “complete act of thought”
takes the person from the initial identification of the
problem to acting on it and then testing a hypothesis to
solve the issue, inculcated in the activities so that the
child may polish his/her problem-solving skills in a
scientific manner.’

In Pakistan, there are parallel systems of education;
public, private, and Islamic. While each system has its
own approach to teaching, the curriculum is mainly
prepared by policymakers and is implemented via a
top-down approach. There is less flexibility in the
implementation of the curriculum and the experiences
children have under the guidance of the teacher.’

This gives little room for teachers and learners to
experiment and experience skills revolving around
critical thinking, hands-on approach, and dialogue and
hence may not contribute to students who are well
equipped to recognize their right to participation and
contribute towards a truly democratic society.
Implementation of Dewey’s philosophy may be used
as a tool to re-engineer educational systems.!0
Although students with special needs such as
disabilities are marginalized and somewhat neglected
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as compared to children in mainstream education
implementation of curriculums is a little more flexible
and education plans are created keeping individual
differences in view.

This study looks at how educational philosophy such
as that of John Dewey and pragmatism is implemented
in special schools in Lahore. With an emphasis on
special schools, which ought to look at their student as
an individual, have individual education programs,
and are student-driven, this study will see how
Dewey’s philosophy is implemented in their school.

Theoretical Framework

In this study, we examine the incidence of child
marriage in Pakistan and the changes that have taken
place over time in the profile of the women who marry
before turning 18.
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Research questions: The main research question of
this study addresses:
> To what degree is the philosophy of John
Dewey implemented in Pakistani NGO-run
special schools?

Materials and Methods

Research Design:

The design of the study was quantitative and a survey
research design was conducted to look at how
Dewey’s philosophy is implemented in schools.
Participants:

As a pilot, a sample of 32 participants participated in
this study from an NGO-based special school in
Lahore. The participants included senior teachers who
teach in the elementary section of the school, with at

least five years of experience teaching children with
disabilities. The sample was selected via convenient
sampling.

Instrument:

The instrument consists of 21 items that look at John
Dewey’s philosophy of education using a 5-point
Likert scale (1-5) adapted from Khasawneh et al
work.1

Results & Discussion

All teachers were females, had done special education
training, and had at least 1 year of experience.
However, when asked, the teachers did not recall
Dewey and his philosophy.

Special education is more student-driven, looking at
the child's individual performance and potential. The
teacher looks at how each student is different and has
his/her own experiences which shape them.1? 43.8% of
teachers disagreed that individual differences are
taken into account while raising individuals who are
actively contributing to society. 37.5% agreed that
individual differences are taken into account.
Similarly, there was a mixed view about whether the
schools neglect student needs. Around 56.25% of
teachers believed that schools do not neglect the needs
whereas around 40.93% believed that schools do
neglect the needs of students. Around 43.43% of
teachers believed that schools do not guide the
student’s expertise for him/her to achieve maximum
growth, and 56.23% of teachers believed that
elementary schools do not provide opportunities for
students for decision making and expression of
opinions.

Dewey believed that students should be active
participants in the process. Hence, the teaching
methodology should be such that it engages the
student. 59.37% of teachers agreed that the teaching
method utilized is based on problem-solving,
dialogue, and self-learning. 71.71% of teachers
responded that the school gives its students plenty of
opportunities to learn via hands-on activities and
74.9% of teachers felt that adequate activities are
provided to students so that they can learn through
projects. These findings show that there is an
inclination toward experiential learning or that more
hands-on approach.

As Dewey believed in a strong relationship between
human intelligence and the process of social
interactions, a school provides a platform for these
interactions.? 67.21% of teachers felt that the school
provides its students with opportunities to acquire
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intellectual and social skills. The other 33.55 % of
teachers partially disagreed and 3.125% of the teachers
strongly disagreed.

Dewey’s philosophy focused on how students need to
be given the space to experiment, experience, and
discover themselves.? 59.37% of teachers reported that
in school, teachers become more of a guide than a
knowledge source. 59.36% of teachers believed that
through experimenting teachers can discover
knowledge. 43.76% of teachers believed that schools
process themselves as an experimenting ground or
laboratories rather than just lecture halls.

Dewey tried to build a link of how by guiding students
in a way that encourages critical thinking, hands-on
approach, and dialogue they can become better
democratic citizens who may become agents of change
and may help in working towards a better
community.310 In this research it was seen that there
was a mixed opinion on how schools prepare students
to move towards being better, more socially
responsible, and democratic citizens. 56.25% of
teachers felt that elementary schools in Lahore help
their students to be good citizens whereas 40.6% of
teachers felt that schools do not provide an adequate
environment for students to become good citizens who
are also disciplined.

Dewey believed in progressive education. 53.12% of
teachers felt that the schools address realistic needs
rather than be absorbed in the past.

Conclusion

This study is just preliminary pilot research looking at
the implementation of John Dewey’s philosophical
approach in special schools. It is important to note that
with children with disabilities, there is already a
reliance on teaching and learning aids. While it may be
seen that there is an inclination towards
experimentation and experiential learning, there was a
mixed opinion about how this approach can bridge the
gap and make better, democratic citizens for the
future. Future research needs to look at a more diverse
group and how we can make students agents of the
change via engaging school education.
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