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Abstract

How should we understand the school as a community? For schools, what is the
meaning of the attribute of community? Analyzing the application of John Dewey’s
concept of community in education can help us understand the core purpose of the
school as a community. Focusing on the meaning of school as a community in
educational background, this paper illustrates the social character of school as a
community based on Dewey’s theory of community. It reviews the application of
community in various situations including the community based on common life, the
meaning of community, and the imagined community, also refers to the social
community proposed by Dewey. We then take the University of Chicago’s Elementary
School as the case study, which was founded by Dewey to show that how school as a
community runs in educational situation. Schools as a place of experience
communicated, curriculum as the carrier of experience, and teachers as cooperators,
which are embodied in the Elementary School. The idea of school as a community as
well its application in practice reveals the schools’ value on constructing democratic
society. It sheds light on the understanding of school as a community and directs the
practice.
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In April 1899, Dewey proposed in his lecture on the "Elementary School of the
University of Chicago" that the school is a miniature community or embryonic society.?
This is the fundamental fact, and from this arise continuous and orderly streams of
instruction. And the purpose of school education is to cultivate the spirit of social
cooperation and community life in children. "Community" is the primary principle of
the experimental school, and all school life, including all courses and teaching,
revolves on a social basis.> The aim is not the economic value of the products, but the
development of social power and insight.*

In an letter to his wife Alice Chipman Dewey in 1894, Dewey explained his visit to a
local normal school for training teachers in Chicago where he had recently delivered
some lectures on pedagogy. Dewey was frustrated to discover that the teachers had
not accurately implemented the psychological principles he had outlined, and so he
concluded that to bring about meaningful education reform, he would need to found
his own school to test his educational and philosophical principles in educational
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practice: “The school is a kind of social life which is abstract and under control—which
is directly experimental, and if philosophy is ever to be an experimental science, the
construction of the school is at the starting point.”> Then Alice Dewey encouraged
him to try out the educational thought into practice. The next year, Dewey outlined
his educational vision for the Elementary School of the University, as it was originally
called, more formally in a paper entitled “Plan for Organization of the University
Primary School” in which he explained that he wished to utilize “the children’s
impulses towards, and powers of, expression in such a way that he would realize the
social ends to which they may be made serviceable”.®

The Elementary School, first known as the University Laboratory School or Dewey
School, opened in January 1896 in the Hyde Park around the University of Chicago.’
This school was a cooperative venture of parents, teachers, and educators. There were
2 teachers and 16 children at first, then would gradually develop 23 teachers, 10
assistants and 140 children.? John Dewey was appointed the head of the Department
of Philosophy, Psychology and Pedagogy at the University of Chicago in 1894, seems
to begin thinking about such an elementary school soon after his arrival in Chicago.®

Despite Dewey’s enthusiasm and rationale for his school, the first accounts of the
experiment were not positive. In 1897 a visitor to the Elementary School offered a
mixed review in the Public School Journal. While impressed with the “suggestive and
inspiring” aims of Dewey’s experiment, the author was struck by the alleged lack of
structure at the school, arguing that “no textbooks were used and there were no
classes in writing or spelling”, and there was “the least regard shown for those rules
of decorum that make community life enjoyable” and “little sense of obligation for
the teachers”.1® In 1899 Dewey published his first book on education The School and
Society, which was originally composed of only three lectures and an added report
entitled “Three years of the University Elementary School”.!' Dewey’s essay on the
school was originally an address he had delivered to the school’s parents’ association.
By the end of the 1898-1899 school year, Dewey was confident in what he had
accomplished at the school.'? For the 1903-04 school year, Alice Dewey was
controversially named president of the newly combined Laboratory School of the
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University of Chicago, which the Parents’ Association of the Laboratory School
continued to call “the Dewey School”.*3 In Spring 1904, Alice was informed that her
appointment was not being renewed.!* Upset over how the situation was handled,
Alice and John Dewey submitted their resignations, and the school ended abruptly.
The various educational explorations carried out by the experimental school stopped,
and the educational concept of the school as a community gradually faded out of the
academia.

Since the 20th century, with the continuous impact of globalization and high-
technology, our society has gradually developed from the industrial era focusing on
production efficiency to the knowledge-based economy era characterized by
individualized innovation - an era of "one-upmanship".’® The relationship between
people is surrounded by various competitions, but the competition between
individuals cannot satisfy the self-renewal and sustainable development of society. On
the contrary, it leads to a certain degree of social segregation, and individuals cannot
fully develop in a competitive environment. Peter argued about the learning
organization and emphasized learning through collaboration-based teams as an
important means of continuous organizational renewal. '’ This has important
implications for the whole society, especially school education. Hord first argued
“Professional Learning Communities of Continuous Inquiry and Development” in a
research report published in 1997.18 Schools as a community reappears and related
concepts such as learning community, practice community, and professional learning
community have become hot topics in the field of education.

The school reform began to promote cooperation among teachers and joint
participation in the management of the school, to advocate a new school culture
based on cooperation and sharing, and to create inclusive, dynamic and continuous
learning schools.’® A community is a unique link between students and teachers,
constructing shared values and ideals that are more important than any one party
alone, and providing them with an ongoing sense of identity, belonging, and security.?°
Although the theories of school as a community developed, the practice of the
community has slowly developed. It is not enough to argue that students study in
groups and teachers prepare lessons collectively, which is cooperation to form a
community.

The main focus of this paper is how to understand the school as a community. First, |
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would like to clarify the connotation of community and identify its meaning in
different contexts. The paper attempts to figure out that Dewey induced the ideal the
democratic community in terms of the common goals, communal understanding and
shared action by members of the group. For him, education is the foundation and
inherited function of each community, and also constitutes the benchmark measuring
the quality of community. From the standpoint of community and its relation with
education, Dewey also depicted the school as a miniature community where the social
life is embodied, the interests of diverse groups are balanced, and the cooperative
enquiry can be found among children and teachers. Finally the paper elaborates the
application in education practice in the case study, we will explore unity of Dewey’s
philosophy of education and his social and political philosophy, as well as the core
purpose of school as community.

The meaning of community

Community is a concept invoked by scholars, organizers and institutions with little
reflection or understanding about how community forms. Contemporary use has
expanded the use of community rather than clarified its use. The term “community”
continues to imply relationships that are more than merely transactional, contractual,
or prescribed.?! Invocations of community have a nostalgic component, often
preferring the direct and fac-to-face over the abstracted forms of interaction implied
by “society” or “bureaucracy”.?? The literature on community would help us to
understand the term “community” by outlining some definitions and concepts.

1. Community based on common life

The term “community” has varied uses but limited theoretical exploration. A
community based on shared life refers to a collection of groups that live in a common
area and have one or some common characteristics, such as a global community, a
family community, and a community with a common future for mankind. This
characteristic is based on the commonality of the living area in which it is located. And
this kind of community emphasizes the commonality and regionality of the
community.

Early usage of the term indicated some “body of commons” of fellowship between
people.> When early sociologists studied community, they paid more attention to
commonality, that is, the common characteristics of a group. The term “community”
would share some roots with leftist political terms like “commune” and
“communist”,?* but “community” could be used to describe groups of nearly every
kind across the political spectrum.?> Critics of the term argue that the widely varied
and contrdicting usage of “community” make the term almost useless, but there is a
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common trope in the use of community: the narrative of loss and recovery. No matter
how large the area of common life is, it can be called a community.?® These views will
be considered as established facts, that is, as long as people live together, they will
inevitably produce and develop certain commonherent -- behaviors, customs,
languages. On this point of view, the Community not only describes static populations,
but also presents a kind of human lifestyle and its common civilization results in this
process.

In fact, people living together inevitably be subject to the living area or space
limitations. Because of this, people may be familiar with each other by interacting
interactions, ensuring that they are interspersed with the integration of the people's
vision constitutes "common life." Community's basic feature is that there is a group
of people organized according to the region, and these people are different degrees
to root in which each other lives in an interdependent relationship.?” In general, the
community is concerned about the interaction and the common life between people
in a particular area.

2. Community based on values

Understandings of “community” have big imfluences from Classical Greece and Rome,
where ideas of community existed between tensions of the earthly and particular polis
and the universal and divinely ordered cosmos.?® Classical Greek understandings
assumed “community” was the highly exclusive political community of citizens??, and
that ideal would influence a great deal of future ideas. Classical Romans as well as
early Christians who inherited a great deal of the Classical Roman world, moved the
idea of “community” as something local and particular to something that would be a
universal order.3° The idea of a universal order implies “community” as something
ideal rather than actual, and a forming of bonds that does not require a state or
institution.3! Classical roots of community establish the term as something used to
invoke differnet and often contrdicting concepts that are both descriptive and
normative.

The community based on values reveals the mechanism that maintains the
continuation of the community, that is, the shared "meaning" system constructed by
members according to the moral or value standards formed by common
understanding, which ensures the compactness and persistence within the
community.The grouping of people without a clear identification of state or culture
implies the potential of limitless connection undone by organizing and state-building.
the arguments made by sociologists and moral philosophers until the late 20t century
involved the restoration of the values and practices of the past community into
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modern times rather than returning to a past.3? Later postmodern understandings of
community would define the term as vaguely connected to culture rather than politics.
The understanding of community as “cultural” rather than “political” provides space
for intercultural communication and understandings of community through culture.

III

Tunnis used the method of typology to propose the important dimension of
community.3® He distinguished two ideal types as community and society to analyze
the way of life of human groups, revealing that in addition to common territory,
community also needs some deeper and lasting commonality. That is, people's self-
evident common understanding in common life, and on this basis, a set of common
value orientations are constructed to form an intimate relationship of honor and
disgrace among members. This relationship is called ideological commonality.
Therefore, the commonality presented by a community based on values is some kind
of shared moral standards, values and identities. They constitute the system of
meaning that sustains the community.

Community is more of the moral value,®* and Greek nation-states are often regarded
as a model for community based on value. At that time, the nation-state not only
meant that a group of people lived together, but also pointed to a group lifestyle with
common interests and ethical orientation. They consciously shaped the common
beliefs and common values of the nation-state through various means such as
common blood and language, common sacrifices, and political habits.>> Plato saw the
city-state as a community that brought together all souls.3® The so-called soul refers
to knowledge and ability, embodied in political or ideological virtue. This spiritual
common factor gave birth to people's mutual identification and common
understanding in the life of the city-state.3”

The biggest conceptual difference between a community bases on values and a
community based on common life is that the community based on values is formed
through the relationship between its members—whether it is mechanical, loose, or
organic, tight, taking society and community as two groups with different attributes
through the relationship formed between members, thereby revealing the essence of
the relationship within the community. The community based on common life does
not consciously distinguish the society from the community, but rather studies the
relationship characteristics of a certain group from the external interaction of the
members.
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3. Imagined community

Narratives and understandings of community understand community as something
that exists both the past and the future. Whether it is a community based on shared
life or a community of values, both contain a presupposition that the community is an
objectively existing social group. But in both these cases, when we seek a community,
it is not so much that we find group relations and ways of life that have a certain
character, but that we want it to be community. We usually construct this community
for better survival and development, so as to explain the sense of identity or belonging
of its members in the community.38

Many studies have made us aware of the inventive nature of many of the traditions
of nationalism, especially the invention of the nation itself as a concept.?® As for the
nature of the Nation-state, Anderson explains more comprehensively and argues that
the nation-state is an "Imagined Community".*® In his view, the so-called emotion of
a nation's common sense is, merely the "imagination" that printed capitalism
repeatedly creates in a specific territory. Besides, a national tradition is a series of
"inventions" by western countries to consolidate the established political order after
the 1870s. The foundation of national identity is the existence of some so-called
"essentiality"”, and the process of identity is a fundamental constructing process in the
community.*! The truth is that the nation-state is not a natural occurrence, but
instead through an unchanging mass of people.*> Nor does any ethnic group have
pure blood and consistent culture. The reason why they accept national identity is that
in the specific time and space, the organisation of the nation-state has the function of
gathering the masses and keeping them safe. Therefore, national identity is
completely different from the traditional collective identity based on blood, ethnicity
even language, historical and cultural identity.*3

Although Smith does not oppose the nation-state as a kind of "state construction," he
argues that this "Imagined Community" is not entirely out of imagination and fiction.*
The origins of many nation-states tend to use the "ethnic" identity as a resource.
Moreover, the nature of the ethnic community is neither primitive nor entirely
subjective, but a combination of historical experiences and symbolic cultural activities,
such as languages, customs and religions.

Overall, it is obvious how diverse these papers seem, but they have touched a
common heartstring, that is, the nation-state is an imaginary community with political
authority and territorial sovereignty, based on the myth of national homogeneity and
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cultural identity.  Although the above-mentioned community connotation can
provide many characteristics of the community, their relationship with education is
not very clear. The concept of community proposed by Dewey is directly related to
education and carries out educational practice. So our research question is that how
should we understand the school as a community? And the second question is for
schools, what is the meaning of the attribute of community?

Dewey’s explanations of community

During his time at the University of Chicago, Dewey not only studied Pierce's
pragmatism, but also taught the philosophy of pragmatism.%® He argued that all
educational aims and purposes should be instrumental, and that thoughts and beliefs
are like hands, tools to cope with the environment.*’ Learning was not the
fragmented intellectual information provided by the course, but the knowledge
continuum of interactive, unforeseen activities. And knowledge and activity are
inseparable. 8 Therefore, education should help students express themselves
through social activities, coordinate their behaviours, and acquire the tools for success.

It would be difficult to distinguish between society and community.*® In Dewey's view,
if we focus on the social reality, rather than being limited to its inner meaning, then
we could see the diversity of society, not a unity. Society emphasizes the uncertainty
and freer role of community forces that take place in our daily interactions and
interpersonal encounters, in infinitely variable ways, involving both "good" and "bad"
groups. Community is Dewey's standard to measure the value of social lifestyle, which
reflects the characteristics of democratic society.

The age of the community in which man regulated and judged his own life by
reference to the embodiment of his ideals in the habits of the community to which
they belong has passed away, and society is now farther away from it.>® The two are
not necessarily formed because of geographical relations, nor for a common purpose.
Sometimes a book or a letter can make people thousands of miles apart to build a
closer relationship than the households who live in the same room. The various parts
of a machine cooperate to the greatest extent possible for a common purpose but
cannot be called a community. The community in society mainly includes the following
two characteristics®’: First, the community is not an ideal society that we imagine in
our minds that corresponds to the actual society. Dewey argued that this concept
should be based on the real society. Second, an ideal Community cannot just repeat
those characteristics found in the reality, but draw good points from the actual social
life, and use them to criticize the bad characteristics and propose improved
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methods.>?

Community is another expression of democratic society. The connotation of the
community also reflects the characteristics of a democratic society. Democracy, on
the one hand, has a greater number and variety of common interests, while at the
same time emphasizing awareness of the common interests as a factor of social
control. On the other hand, there is a freer interaction between the various groups in
society, through which social habits are changed. In Dewey's definition, democracy is
not only a form of government, but also a way of life. The concept of community is to
better explain the democratic society as a kind of lifestyle.

Dewey interprets Tonnies' distinction between society and community from another
perspective. In Toénnies' definition, community is a group relationship opposite to
society, that is, a communicative organism closely linked by traditional natural
emotions, and a complete unity of human will in a primitive or natural state. And the
society is understood as a mechanical aggregation and artefact.>®> But Dewey did not
take the typological approach to the community as the antithesis of society, he
acknowledged the complexity of society and community itself. From a holistic
perspective, a community is a form of democratic society with "participatory, material,
intellectual and aesthetic interests" and "many different and free contacts with other
forms of association".>* Rich in ethical tendencies and moral connotations, it can
effectively contain and cure the moral decline since the age of human industrialization.

Community needs to be realized through communication. Communities are neither
formed naturally in common life, nor are they formed spontaneously only through ties
such as common purpose. The community is not pre-established as an ideal existence,
and then all members need to obey the various norms or rules of the community.
"Cooperation" in this case does not guarantee the formation of a community in which
people work towards a common purpose, but which does not involve their relevant
interests. Because the purpose of cooperation is only related to a part of members,
the results cannot be shared. Therefore, only when all the participants have their own
concerns about the activity and can contribute to the decision of the activity, thereby
generating shared views and understanding, can a community be finally created.
Communication ensures that members have similar emotions and a common
understanding in the community.>®

A community maintains its development through constant self-renewal, and this self-
renewal relies on the educational growth of immature members of the group.”® The
social function of education is that the social group trains the immature members into
its own social model, that is, the socialization of the individual. And the quality of
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education is closely related to the value and lifestyle of society. Community, as a
democratic social way of life, in which various social interests not only penetrate each
other, but also actively demand progress and adjust habits, makes it more concerned
with systematic education than other social groups. Because a democratic society
must require all its members to have received such education, otherwise it cannot
become a democratic society or community. It emphasizes the participation of all
members and denies the imposition of external authority, which also means that
members' inclinations and interests in resources that participate in the common good
must be relied upon in lieu of external authority. And this interest can only be formed
through education.>’

Therefore, Dewey insisted that the school was the first and foremost a social
institution. And education was a social experience, and schools were only a part of
social life made up of multiple institutions. As an organizational institution, a school
was an intermediary between families and other social organizations and should play
a role of natural transit