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DEWEY, THE NEW ECONOMY, AND 

CANADIAN CURRICULUM POLICY 

Michael Zanibbi 

INTRODUCTION 

Dewey's views on education took into account the need 
for the school system to adapt to the changing conditions of the 
time (Grubb, 1996; Sears & Marshall, 2000). In Democracy and 
Education (1916), he asserted that the changes associated with the 
Industrial Revolution raised questions about the relationship of 
schooling to industrial life. No such vast social readjustment could 
occur without offering a challenge to an education inherited from 
different social conditions, and without introducing education to 
new problems. Dewey was convinced that addressing these 
challenges demanded more than a mere rearrangement of existing 
educational practices and curriculum. Rather, distinct new 
educational arrangements, adjusted to the new external 
environment, were needed. Social life had undergone a thorough 
and radical change and if education was to have any meaning for 
life, it had to pass through an equally complete transformation 
(Dewey, 1915). 

Dewey was attempting to replace the static traditional 
model of education, one many believe still exists today (Berryman 
& Bailey, 1992; Hart, 2002) that placed a premium on 
assignments, on private, isolated study, and on memorization. His 
tools in this effort included a child-centered, integrated curriculum 
that emphasized active, project-based approaches to teaching and 
links with the wider community, particularly the world of work 
(Marshall, 1997). His goals were to free education from the hold 
of traditional rote learning and tie the curriculum to reality so that 
it did not, as Tanner (1997) states, spin off by itself as an isolated 
world existing only in the school's rarefied atmosphere. 

Although he wrote almost a century ago, the philosophy 
of John Dewey is highly relevant to the current concerns about 
education, its failures, its successes, and its necessary reform 
(Fishman & McCarthy, 1998; Simpson & Jackson, 1997). The 
New Economy is generating a set of challenges and changes for 
the education system similar to those created by the Industrial 
Revolution (Betcherman, McMullen, & Davidman, 1998; Stasz, 
1998). Even though Dewey offered curricular models to help 
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address these challenges, there is little evidence that Canadian 
education policy has listened to him. Schools today still bear a 
striking resemblance to educational institutions of the early 20th 

century (Kliebard, 1999; Tanner, 1997). Rather than promote 
change, it can be argued that school reform in Canada has resulted 
in curriculum policy that has perpetuated the dualisms in 
education that Dewey fought against. One exception to this is the 
advent of work-based education (WBE). 

This paper starts by discussing the importance of WBE in 
school-to-work transition efforts and shows how WBE reflects the 
vision of schooling that Dewey espoused. The rationale and roots 
of Dewey's experiential society-integrated approach to education 
are then examined with reference to the similarities between 
education in Dewey's time and current educational practices as 
well as the comparable challenges posed to the education system 
by the Industrial Revolution in the early century and by the New 
Economy today. Following this section is a review of the key 
concepts of Dewey's Laboratory School, an early example of 
WBE that models the teaching and learning strategies Dewey felt 
were needed to prepare students for a changing society and 
changing workplace. Lastly, an examination of school reform in 
Canada, using Ontario as an example, is used to show how 
curriculum policy, with the exception of WBE, has done little to 
incorporate Dewey's philosophy and has actually deviated from 
many of his ideas. 

WORK-BASED EDUCATION 

There is a growing concern that too many young people 
in Canada are entering the labour market without appropriate 
preparation for employment (Council of Ministers of Education of 
Canada, 1999; Human Resources Development Canada, 2000). 
This issue is reaching a critical stage: it is estimated that almost 70 
percent of young people under the age of 21 are in the workplace 
within three years of graduation from high school (Taylor et al., 
2006) and that 26 percent of this group report having no work 
experience (an increase from 9 percent in 1989) (Human 
Resources Development Canada & Statistics Canada, 2000). 
Canada's long-term economic and social potential in the global 
economy depends on the encouragement of successful school-to-
work transition among youth and the development of appropriate 
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workplace skills and knowledge by all Canadians (Human 
Resources Development Canada, 2002). In addition, the realities 
of the New Economy are that companies are providing less 
structured training for new employees (Kelly, 2000). Lack of 
quality work experience now appears to be a more severe handicap 
for young people than ever before (Marquardt, 1998). 

Although there is agreement on the part of the public and 
of policymakers (Council of Ministers of Education of Canada, 
1999) that the secondary education system can play a key role in 
preparing youth for the world of work, there is also a strong belief 
that the changing work environment of the New Economy is 
gradually rendering education, as traditionally delivered, less 
relevant to the workplace (Lewis, Stone, Shipley, & Madzar, 
1998; Munby, Hutchinson, Chin, Versnel, & Zanibbi, 2006). 
Schools have made attempts to strengthen their links with work by 
implementing work-based education (WBE) initiatives in which a 
planned program of work experience that takes place in the 
community is linked to the school curriculum. Examples of WBE 
include job shadowing and job twinning, work experience, virtual 
work experience, and cooperative education (Ontario Ministry of 
Education, 2000). WBE provides students who are enrolled in 
courses of all types and in all disciplines with the opportunity to 
enhance their school programs by providing a practical, hands-on 
context for their academic experience. 

A main focus of WBE is a transformation of curriculum 
and instructional practice, a transformation that reflects a radical 
revisioning of schooling rooted in the practices of John Dewey 
(Lehmann-Rommel, 2000). It calls for active participation in 
problem solving and critical thinking regarding an authentic 
learning activity that students find relevant and engaging 
(Fishman & McCarthy, 1998). Learning in WBE is meant to be 
contextual, that is, learning that occurs in a real life context, or a 
close simulation of a real life context. Cognitive research has 
found that the typical classroom environment, characterized by 
lecture and passive learning, discourages many students from 
learning (Berryman & Bailey, 1992). Real environments, 
including workplaces, stimulate learning and engage students in a 
vital and active way (Guile & Griffiths, 2001). WBE seeks to 
overcome the abstract, theoretical, non-contextual approach 
schools use for delivering the curriculum, an approach that many 
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contemporary youth question because of its disconnectedness 
from reality (Jackson & Davis, 2000). 

WBE also focuses on Dewey's idea of education through 
occupations and the importance of using occupations to promote 
active learning (Grubb, 1995). This curricular approach provides 
an opportunity for young people to learn more effectively because 
they take an active part in the education process rather than being 
passive recipients of information transmitted by teachers (Guile & 
Griffiths, 2001). Olson (1997) points out that WBE incorporates 
Dewey's strong support for a curriculum that reflects the realities 
of contemporary life especially engaging young children in 
projects and in manual activities. Furthermore, WBE addresses the 
pressing need to better connect our high school curriculum and 
structure with the realities of life beyond school (Lewis et al., 
1998). Munby, Chin, & Hutchinson (2003) believe that WBE 
initiatives such as co-operative education are integrative in that 
they serve general education goals and are neither restricted to 
career/vocational education nor confined to less-academically 
oriented students. WBE represents a return to the ideals of Dewey 
by providing opportunities for all students to simultaneously 
experience the theoretical and the practical as well as the academic 
and the vocational (Grubb, 1996). 

The foundation for Dewey's belief in experiential 
education, in contextual learning, and in education through 
occupations was a response to the massive societal change 
occurring during his lifetime. Dewey's ideas are very relevant 
today because of the parallels between education in his time and 
current educational practices as well as the similar challenges 
faced by the education system during the Industrial Revolution 
and in the New Economy today. 

EDUCATION IN DEWEY'S TIME AND EDUCATION 
TODAY 

The fact that the education system today is similar to its 
counterpart in the early 20th century is no surprise as methods of 
teaching and learning have changed very little in the past 100 years 
(Reid, 2002; Waks, 2002). Dewey's (1915) assessment of the pupil 
being made into a passive receptacle, whose only function is to 
receive the structured subject matter which scholars have codified, 
is eerily familiar. Dewey was convinced that the traditional, 
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formal, desk-bound approach to schooling was inadequate for the 
growing USA: a new society being transformed from a simple 
agricultural economy by unprecedented industrialization, 
immigration, rapid population growth, and drastic social change 
(Reid, 2002). 

In most classrooms across the United States during 
Dewey's time, children could be found sitting in their seats, 
passively receiving information from their teachers and 
committing random facts to memory (Fishman & McCarthy, 
1998). Insuring the retention and absorption of the imposed 
subject matter and skills was of the utmost importance. Dewey 
(1902) compared this method of teaching to inscribing records 
upon a passive photographic disc to result in giving back what had 
been inscribed when the right button is pushed in recitation or 
examination. Dewey viewed education as predominantly static in 
subject matter, rigid in methods, and mainly passive and receptive 
from the side of the young (Tanner, 1997). Students were trained 
to become docile and obedient and to perform imposed tasks 
simply because they were imposed (Dewey, 1915). 

Today's schools are viewed in much the same way 
(Fishman & McCarthy, 1998; Jackson & Davis, 2000). More 
emphasis is put on learning the facts than on learning how to think 
about the facts. As Hart (2002) points out, it is rare for students to 
go beyond the mere possession of information to understanding its 
implications and either applying it or exploring its possible 
applications. The end result is a gap between the rhetoric promoted 
by schools that refers to individual flexibility, originality, and 
creativity and the actual classroom experience that conditions 
students to be rigid, unquestioning, and docile (Kourilsky & 
Walstad, 2000). These conforming behaviours are reinforced daily 
by the organization of the classroom, by the kinds of questions 
teachers ask, by the nature of the seatwork assigned, and by the 
emphasis on tests and quizzes (Hart, 2002). 

The same assumptions about teaching and learning made 
in the early 20th century are still made today. Schools do not 
operate on the principle that the learning environment in school is 
different from learning environment outside of school (Berryman 
& Bailey, 1992; Jackson & Davis, 2000). Resnick (1987) echoes 
Dewey' s ideas about learning in context by contrasting school 
learning with thinking, problem solving, learning, and knowledge 
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use outside of school. She notes that school learning is 
characterized by symbolic activities that tend to become detached 
from meaningful contexts. As a result, school-like learning tends 
to become learning rules and saying or writing things according to 
rules. In non-school situations, learning is different because 
people's mental activities are grounded in things and situations 
that make sense to them. For the most part, learning in school has 
very little context and occurs in isolation from school's external 
environment (Jackson & Davis, 2000). Dewey (1916) stated that 
if education was to have any relevance for students, it had to be 
related to life outside school. His observation that students were 
unable to apply what they were learning in school to daily life led 
him to see education as isolated from life, in particular, from the 
workplace. Today, there is still a strong conviction that the large 
gap between education and the workplace is causing education to 
be seen as less pertinent (Leadbeater, 2000; Lewis et al., 1998). 
Given the picture of a rapidly changing society, one would hope 
to see a rapid evolution of the institutions charged with preparing 
young people for participating in society (Csikszentmihalyi & 
Schneider, 2000). However, there is a much slower rate of 
evolution of the school and that means a bigger and bigger gap 
between school and society. Because students can see this gap, 
they begin to understand that the methods of teaching and 
learning, as well as curricular content, are out of sync with the 
society in which they live. It then becomes more difficult to get 
students to "buy into" the idea that school is satisfying their needs 
and that school is a bridge to the New Economy as political leaders 
keep reiterating (Ravitch & Viteritti, 1997). 

THE NEW ECONOMY COMPARED TO THE OLD 
ECONOMY The New Economy is characterized by the 
globalization of national economies, corporate downsizing, 
rapidly changing markets, information technology, and increased 
international competition (Packer, 2001; Stasz, 1998). It is also 
characterized by significant changes in the work environment, 
specifically, the creation of a more dynamic, unstable, and 
entrepreneurial workplace (Kourilsky & Waistad, 2000). 

In the workplace of the old economy, associated with the 
industrial age, organizations had large bureaucratic structures with 
many layers of management. It was a system of employment 
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where most workers were moderately skilled and educated, work 
was finely divided, and layers of supervision provided direction, 
made decisions, and communicated with others inside and outside 
the firm (Packer, 2001). On the other hand, in the New Economy 
associated with the post-industrial age the old hierarchical 
organizational structures are giving way to organizational change 
fueled by new kinds of human resource practices. These practices 
include: flattened hierarchies; more decision making and problem 
solving authority in the hands of front-line employees; self-
managed, cross-functional teams instead of bureaucratic assembly 
lines; and extensive cross-training, teamwork, and flexible work 
assignments in the place of elaborate work rules (Betcherman, 
McMullen, & Davidman, 1998; Black & Lynch, 2004). Surveys 
show that these practices are increasingly prevalent in 
organizations in advanced industrial societies (Black & Lynch, 
2003; Holman & Wood, 2003). Advanced economies are 
constantly evolving and there is a general sense that the pace of 
change has accelerated in recent years. In response, many firms in 
Canada have undertaken significant organizational changes and 
have implemented new human resource practices (Human 
Resources Development Canada and Statistics Canada, 2003). 

While some authors (i.e. Beckstead & Gellatly, 2003; 
Lowe, 2000) believe that Canada's economy has made no major 
shift and that the workplace and its new category of worker will 
only comprise a small percentage of the workforce (with most 
people still working in routine de-skilled jobs), this outlook on the 
New Economy still acknowledges the entrepreneurial and 
adaptable attributes of the new worker as paramount for all to 
acquire. For example, while many jobs may be described as 
menial, mobility between jobs is an example of a domain where 
these attributes are considered necessary. In the turbulent 
environment of the New Economy, people may have to learn to 
package part-time and casual jobs into working livelihoods, be 
contractors rather than employees, see the opportunity in job 
change and unemployment, and see self-employment as a viable 
career option (Kourilsky & Walstadt, 2000). Emmison (2003) 
goes so far as to state that the need for work skills associated with 
the New Economy is not associated with employment alone, but 
rather infiltrates all aspects of life. 
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Keeping in mind the vast change from the old economy to 
the New Economy, it is troublesome that current education 
institutions still seem to be locked into the industrial age. (Jackson 
& Davis, 2000; Smith, 2001). Even though large manufacturing 
and resource industries are no longer major sources of 
employment, education systems are still modeling themselves on 
these forces. Education at all levels is designed to prepare people 
to work within a traditional framework where someone will guide 
them and tell them what to do. In the New Economy, this is no 
longer the case, even for people who work in big business 
(Leadbeater, 2000). 

As in Dewey's time, schools need to respond to the 
realities of life outside school. Dewey (1915) lamented that many 
topics and methods in existing education date back to social 
conditions that are passing away. There is a familiarity in his 
argument that institutions of learning were controlled by ideals 
and ideas that were fixed when industrial methods differed 
radically from those of the present day. Dewey (1916) talked of 
the transformation of the education system rather that its reform. 
Reform implied reshaping what already existed; however, he saw 
no point in reshaping a model that was obsolete. The word 
transformation indicated that education must utilize a new model 
of teaching and learning, one more relevant to the realities of life 
beyond the school. Such a transformation of the education system 
is needed today in order to deal with the realities of the New 
Economy (Murnane & Levy, 1996; Stasz, 1998). 

THE NEW ECONOMY AND EDUCATION 

The impact of the New Economy has several important 
implications for the education system. Like the students entering 
the workplace, schools have to learn to deal with change and 
become more flexible and adaptable (Packer, 2001; Stasz, 1998). 
The New Economy will not remove the familiar demand on the 
education system to prepare students for life in society. However, 
in addition to traditional tasks and course content, educational 
institutions will be expected to teach new skills, by new means, to 
a wider range of students (Leadbeater, 2000). As well, they will 
have to do this in the face of often-contradictory pressures. For 
example, the New Economy is expected to be less hierarchical, 
more flexible, and involve more cooperation and teamwork than 
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the old. But traditionally, educational institutions have been 
judged on how well individual students perform on their own in 
tests. New forms of performance assessment will be needed that 
take into account the changing needs of students and society. 

As unfair as it may seem to saddle schools with the burden 
of preparing students for a constantly changing, and increasingly 
complex workplace and society, there is really no escape for the 
education system. As Dewey (1915) asserted nearly a century ago, 
the forces of the modern world are going to continue to act upon 
the schools and the demands of an industrialized and technological 
society cannot be ignored. Although his comments referred to the 
impact of the Industrial Revolution in the United States (1860-
1900), his views are quite relevant when discussing the effects of 
the New Economy on the education system today (Kleibard, 1999; 
waks, 2002). 

There are sharp similarities between the magnitude of 
change, and the resulting challenges facing students entering the 
workplace, created by the Industrial Revolution in the 20th century 
and the New Economy today. The Industrial Revolution in the 
United States was actually the second Industrial Revolution after 
the first one took place in Britain at the end of the I O century. The 
New Economy is often referred to as the third Industrial 
Revolution (Gordon, 2000; Thurow, 2000). 

During the Second Industrial Revolution, many new 
technologies were invented, including electricity, motor and air 
transport, motion pictures, radio, and indoor plumbing. These 
technologies made incredible rates of productivity growth 
possible, and launched a transition to a period of about 70 years of 
ongoing, rapid technical change. These changes had a large impact 
on the education system in Dewey's time. Students were entering 
a workplace now characterized by the change from artisan 
production to industrial; the rise of big industry—the railroad, 
steel, and oil; people working in factories and mines instead of 
fields; new means and methods of production; new ideals of 
competition; and the rise of labor unions (Atkeson & Kehoe, 
2001). Similarly, students today are entering a workplace 
characterized by new technologies, global competition, and 
changes in the organization of work. It is a world at least as 
different from what came before it as the industrial age was from 
its agricultural predecessor (Thurow, 2000). 
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Dewey recognized, as many do today, that students 
needed to be ready to enter this new world of industry and that 
existing educational practices had to acknowledge the importance 
of preparation for a turbulent workplace (Franzosa, 1997). 
Employers at the time would have argued that the existing 
education system, which taught students to be docile and 
unquestioning, prepared students well for a workplace dominated 
by powerful industries that sought to control their workers 
(Tanner, 1997). However, Dewey (1916) disagreed and believed 
that if students learned to be critical thinkers and problem solvers, 
not only would it help make workplaces more democratic and 
emancipatory, but it would help students prepare for, and adapt to, 
the constant changes in the work environment. Dewey sought to 
develop learners who were problem solvers, lifelong learners, 
collaborators, change agents who are also able to change, and 
practitioners of democratic processes (Fishman & McCarthy, 
1998). The type of student Dewey wanted to create seems 
prophetic when looking at what students today need to succeed in 
the workplace associated with the New Economy. The Dewey 
Laboratory School at the University of Chicago offers a model for 
today of the strategies Dewey thought should be used to help 
students prepare for the challenges they face in a changing society 
(Tanner, 1997). 

DEWEY'S CHICAGO LABORATORY SCHOOL: A NEW 
MODEL OF TEACHING AND LEARNING 

The Laboratory School was student-centred and 
emphasized learning by doing—rather than by rote memory and 
aimed to break down the barriers between schools and their local 
communities. It was the crucible in which Dewey's pragmatic 
approaches to teaching and learning, curriculum, and school 
organization were to be hammered out (Martin, 2002). 

Dewey's ideas for his Laboratory School were influenced 
by his own experiences. He realized that the most important parts 
of his own education until he entered college were obtained 
outside the school room. This played a large role in his emphasis, 
both in theory and in practice, on occupational activities as the 
most effective approach to learning (Tanner, 1997). Dewey (1902) 
believed that people learn by putting thought into action: mostly 
by dealing with problems that arise while engaging in activities 
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that interest them. He advocated that education start with a child's 
interest in concrete, everyday experiences and build on that 
understanding to connect with more formal subject matter. At the 
Laboratory School, children participated in experiences drawn 
from community life and occupations. Dewey (1900) thought that 
by using the workplace and the wider community as a resource, 
the school becomes a place where students learn in context and 
apply what they learn to real life. 

It is important to note that Dewey's intent was not to make 
the schools an adjunct to manufacturing and commerce, but to 
utilize the factors of industry to make school life more active, 
more meaningful, and more connected with out-of-school 
experience. His belief was in education through occupations not 
for occupations (Dewey, 1916). For example, the spinning and 
weaving work done in the classroom by the children and teachers 
at the Chicago Laboratory School illustrated how solving the 
problems of production, and investigating the technologies 
involved, led to a multifaceted and interdisciplinary inquiry that 
incorporated history, sociological analysis, literature, 
mathematics, geography, art, poetry, and drama (Tanner, 1997). 
Using occupations to focus instruction also fostered active 
learning and an integration of vocational education and academic 
education (Grubb, 1996). Dewey was particularly concerned 
about conventional vocational education, fearing it would narrow 
the education of those preparing for lower skilled jobs and deny 
them opportunities for developing their full range of capacities 
(Tanner, 1997). Such "trade" education would defeat its own 
purpose as changes in industry took place and narrowly trained 
individuals could not adapt (Grubb, 1996). However, the broader 
conception of education through occupations, with its emphasis 
on more student-centered, project based, and integrated 
instruction, would help avoid these limitations by exposing 
students to many different options and prepare them for several 
possibilities. 

The Laboratory School was characterized by several key 
principles which are also evident in modern WBE initiatives 
including: (a) an integrated curriculum consisting of both 
academic and vocational elements, (b) collaboration with the 
workplace and the wider community, (c) active teaching 
strategies, learnercentered instruction, and project-based 
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approaches to teaching, and (d) instruction and assessment that 
was more meaningful and relevant to the real world. Dewey's 
ideas have had very little influence on current school reform and 
curriculum policy in Canada as the curriculum and teaching 
methods which Dewey rallied against almost 100 years ago are 
still very much alive in schools today. School reform, a potentially 
powerful tool in exacting change, has instead served to maintain 
the distinction between academic and vocational education and 
perpetuate a curriculum isolated from life outside school. 

SCHOOL REFORM AND CURRICULUM POLICY IN 
CANADA Canadian education policy exhibits a considerable 
amount of commonality in the rhetoric and practice of reform 
across provinces (Anderson, 2000). Education rhetoric stresses the 
importance of education for the changing economy and the need 
for higher standards and stricter accountability measures. In terms 
of reform, policy measures often seem to move across provinces. 
For example, all provinces have (a) passed legislation creating 
parent advisory councils for schools, (b) tightened requirements 
for core curricula through such measures as greater time 
allocations for key subjects and (c) increased the amount of 
provincial testing of students (Levin & Young, 1998). However, 
rather than the change on a large scale that Dewey believed was 
necessary, school reform in Canada has focused on marginal 
changes within an existing pattern of provision (Anderson, 2000). 
According to Levin (1998), recent education reform has shown a 
tendency to try to solve new problems with old tools. Although 
work is changing in important ways, education policy seems to 
remain substantially locked into the existing structure of 
institutions, roles, curricula, and learning practices. 

Anderson (2000) states that reform in Canada reflects 
many aspects of the reform process globally, particularly in 
English speaking countries. The impetus for reform comes as a 
result of a political outcry followed by a royal commission or task 
force that makes recommendations. Reform is then guided by the 
implementation of many of these recommendations (Pal, 1997). 
The Ontario Royal Commission on Learning, and its subsequent 
report, For the Love ofLearning (1994), are typical examples of 
the school reform experience in Canada (Anderson, 2000). The 
commission was formed as a response to a growing public 
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dissatisfaction, high dropout rates, and poor national ratings of 
Ontario education. 

It is ironic that a hundred years after Dewey, adjustment 
of basically the same curriculum that Dewey saw, and within the 
same institutional setting, still seems to be the preferred tactic of 
official reports (Reid, 2002). For example, the Royal Commission 
produced recommendations that were similar to the 1894 report of 
the Committee of Ten, with the implication that, rather than 
fundamental reform, what was needed was more of the same—
more math, science, and technology; more distinction between 
academic and vocational education; more teacher training and 
accountability; more content in existing courses; and more testing. 
The Harris government implemented many of the commission's 
recommendations which were evident in the creation of Ontario's 
new curriculum in 1999 (Grillanda, 2001). 

The main purposes of the new curriculum were to (a) 
make the high school program consistent with the other provinces 
by reducing it from five to four years, (b) introduce a more 
challenging curriculum with higher standards demonstrated by 
province-wide tests, and (c) enhance the transition from school to 
work (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1999). However, the new 
curriculum reflects changes that are in direct opposition to what 
Dewey recommended. Rather than assessment and instruction that 
is more meaningful and relevant to the real world, there is more 
emphasis on testing, including standardized testing. According to 
Robert Galvin, the former CEO of Motorola, memorized facts, 
which are the basis for most testing done in schools today, are of 
little use in an age in which information is doubling every two or 
three years (Murnane & Levy, 1996). The fact that the education 
system is embracing standardized tests just when the New 
Economy is eliminating standardized jobs is seen as detrimental 
to students (Stasz, 1998). Another consequence of the emphasis 
on testing (as well as increased course content) is that teachers are 
pressured to "teach to the test" with little time or energy for the 
active teaching strategies, learner-centered instruction, or project-
based approaches to teaching that Dewey called for (Lehmann-
Rommel, 2000). 

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, rather than the 
integration of academic and vocational education, the new 
curriculum has increased the distinction between the two through 



36 

the advent of the new university and workplace stream courses. 
Dewey criticized the dualisms that dominated education, in his 
time as now: the separation of individual and society; of learning 
and doing; of play and work; and especially, of academic 
education versus vocational education (Grubb, 1996). He argued 
that academic and vocational education should not be separated 
and that their integration was an opportunity for an education that 
was broader in its focus and helped provide more options for 
students. Munby et al. (2006) echo Dewey's sentiments by 
asserting that if the school curriculum continues to be dominated 
by an obsession with academic subject matter, schools will 
become increasingly irrelevant as school leavers find themselves 
less prepared for life after school. This dualism of academic and 
vocational education can be addressed by returning to the 
Deweyan notion that vocational education is integral to secondary 
education for all students, regardless of their destination (Munby 
et al., 2003). Dewey's plan of education through occupations, with 
its emphasis on more student-centered, project based, and 
integrated instruction, was a curricular model that linked 
vocational and academic education and exposed students to many 
different options and possibilities. 

While few of the practices seen in Dewey's Laboratory 
School are evident in current reform reports and curriculum 
policies, Dewey's ideas can be seen in the underutilized area of 
experiential or Work-Based Education (WBE). WBE is a 
curricular approach that incorporates much of Dewey's philosophy 
and many of the practices prevalent in the Chicago Laboratory 
School including learning through occupations, the integration of 
academic and vocational education, active leaming and teaching 
strategies, and links to the broader community. Unfortunately, 
while WBE could be a key component in preparing students for 
the workplace, the new curriculum in Ontario has actually 
discouraged students from enrolling in these programs (King, 
2002). The reduction of the Ontario high school program to four 
years, and the pressure to graduate in this time period, is making 
it harder for students to include WBE initiatives such as 
cooperative education in their timetables. Furthermore, the 
education system has had enormous difficulty moving away from 
its traditional academic approach. It devotes very little attention or 
energy to teaching and learning about work and efforts to extend 
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WBE programming in schools have been very difficult to sustain 
(Ainley, 1996; Jackson & Davis, 2000). 

CONCLUSION 

Putting ourselves in the historical setting of a century ago 
it was a time of curricular challenge similar to our own (Tanner, 
1997). The massive change in society, particularly in the 
workplace, caused by the impact of the Industrial Revolution was 
forcing education to address new problems and new realities. 
Dewey's experience during the second Industrial Revolution 
provides an important historical context for examining the 
monumental changes facing education today as a result of the New 
Economy. 

Dewey understood that if education was to be relevant, it 
had to undergo a transformation that would change the way that 
teaching and learning occurred in schools. Dewey was, in effect, 
employing New Economy thinking in the Old Economy in both 
the way he viewed preparation for life after school and in his 
realization that curriculum thinking needed to be based on realities 
of a constantly changing rather than static workplace. His idea of 
a child-centered, integrated, and contextual curriculum with 
active, project-based approaches to teaching and learning and 
links with the wider community was designed to create self-
directed learners and problem-solvers that understood the changes 
in society and were able to adapt. His Chicago Laboratory School 
was a vehicle for putting these ideas into practice and provides a 
curricular model to help inform current school reform and 
curriculum policy. However, rather than be influenced by Dewey's 
ideas, school reform and curriculum policy in Canada have 
perpetuated the educational issues that Dewey fought so hard 
against. There is a greater distinction between academic and 
vocational education rather than a greater integration of the two; 
there is more emphasis on testing which is resulting in less 
emphasis on active, project-based teaching and learning strategies; 
and there is a preference for the "more of the same" approach of 
small scale reform instead of the large scale transformation Dewey 
called for. With the exception of WBE, curriculum policy has 
done little to incorporate Dewey's philosophy. 

WBE reflects many of Dewey's beliefs including the 
integration of academic and vocational education, links with the 
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broader community, and contextualized learning. Unfortunately, 
efforts at expanding WBE are being hindered by several factors 
including lack of research and school reform itself. The new four 
year secondary school program in Ontario is making it more 
difficult for students to take WBE programs like co-operative 
education and lack of research on the success and impact of WBE 
is impeding its expansion. Further research on the impact of WBE 
programs would enhance its profile and make it a larger part of 
school reform and curriculum policy in Canada. 
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