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“The failures of philosophy have come from a lack of confidence in the directive powers that inhere in experience, if men have but the wit and courage to follow them” (LW 1: 4-5)
Forgive me for beginning this paper a bit unconventionally, with some intellectual autobiography. I want to set some context for why this paper is subtitled “A New Look” and what I hope it achieves.
In 1994 and 1995, I published two papers based on my doctoral dissertation at the University of Chicago. The first was in Educational Theory and was entitled “Unique Potential: A Metaphor for John Dewey’s Later Conception of the Self”; and the second was in Studies in Philosophy and Education and was entitled “John Dewey’s Metaphysics and the Self.” In those papers I claimed that Dewey’s metaphysical speculations had profound implications for how we might think about moral theory and human development.  I used Dewey’s writings on metaphysics to describe a self that was, like all other existences, temporal, full of potential, having tendencies and qualities, a combination of stability and uncertainty or risk, having individual and social characteristics, an event with a history and beginnings and endings, logicible, and unique.  These characteristics led me to develop a metaphor for Dewey’s later conception of the self as “Unique Potential,” building on a concept that was elaborated most completely by David Norton but has been an archetypal notion through most of Western civilization. 
The papers received some attention from the rather select group of people who care about and value Dewey’s metaphysics, including SAAP members Jim Garrison and Raymond Boisvert, and my dissertation advisor, Philip Jackson.  At the time, I had high hopes for demonstrating that Dewey’s metaphysical explorations were not the “mistake” as they were characterized by Richard Rorty (1977, 68), but rather a brilliant and productive reconceptualization of what had been a revered if time-worn branch of philosophy.  I also argued that metaphysical ideas could actually provide scholars and practitioners with guidance in the development of educational systems that would more effectively support human development, although I left the real work of articulating such guiding principles for later. 
Unfortunately, things did not work out quite the way that I had intended in those early days after receiving my Ph.D.  My first post-doctoral job search landed me in an educational foundations position at an obscure midwestern public university where my primary responsibility was to determine whether the diverse students could read and write well enough to handle a major in education, and where I found myself increasingly pressured to revise even my graduate courses in the philosophy of education to focus less on philosophical issues and more on contemporary education.  My teaching load was 4 or 5 courses a semester, on fairly low pay, and I soon discovered that expertise in metaphysics was not a particular good way to market oneself as an educational consultant. So I began drifting more and more away from metaphysics and philosophy into the realms of curriculum improvement and—most remuneratively—instructional technology. 
After four years with only a modicum of scholarly productivity, I left my faculty position to assume an exciting job back at the University of Chicago helping the Chicago Public Schools with curriculum projects and teacher professional development related to technology. That led to a rather dramatic shift in the direction of my career, including the writing of a book on using the Web in teaching and learning, and my current position as faculty member in and director of the technology in education program at National-Louis University in Chicago.  The National College of Education is in many ways a very traditional college of education, with the interesting twist of a rich history of progressive and interdisciplinary perspectives. This position suits my diverse interests quite well, and I have recently been able to get back to some of my earlier scholarly interests in moral theory and human development. 
One exciting recent achievement for me was to publish a paper on the history of character education in America, in an exquisite and timely volume called Character Psychology and Character Education edited by Daniel Lapsley and Clark Power.  In that paper, I argue that the history of character education reveals a failure of educational psychology to construct a coherent view of the self and that continuing this failure means that “American public education will continue to flail about—moving at one time toward an emphasis on the child and at another to the subject—in the attempt to engage the student and create effective schools” (p. 196-197). I suggest that schools need “a better model of human development which can fill this gap in the philosophy of education” (p. 197).  One possible source of such a model would be psychology—although I have little confidence that anything both intelligible and inspiring will emerge soon given the fragmented nature of psychological discourse. A more likely source of such a model of the self is what might be termed philosophical psychology, a kind of hybrid approach to human development that describes Dewey’s approach in Human Nature and Conduct. 
I explored some of the implications of Dewey’s philosophical psychology in a presentation to the John Dewey Society in 1999 entitled “What Can Dewey’s Theory of Habit Teach Us about Drug Education?”  I argued that Dewey’s conception of the self provided a useful antidote to fundamentalist or absolutist approaches to morality, by emphasizing the possibilities of intelligence and choice to mould cultures and habits that conduce to personal growth and continual improvement in the human condition. I used his psychological ideas to develop a set of tentative principles of drug education—perhaps generalizable beyond that to moral education writ large—that could work in a society that rejects fixed or final ends and embraces Dewey’s vision for democratic participation in the shared construction of an open society. 
One question that arose for me out of my study of Dewey’s Human Nature and Conduct was whether my earlier examinations of his metaphysical explorations in Experience and Nature have anything useful to add to the model of the self developed in the more psychological work.  To put it bluntly, does Dewey’s metaphysics have anything useful to say about the development of the moral self that is not adequately comprehended through his psychology of human nature? 
The key concept in my earlier examinations of Dewey’s metaphysics was his attempt in Experience and Nature to identify the “generic traits manifested by existences of all kinds” (LW 1:308). I examined Dewey’s writings and developed a list of 40 proposed generic traits, which included two types of traits: (1) complementary pairs of traits such as “stability and precariousness, incompleteness and finishedness, repetition and irregularity, and association and individuality” and (3) qualities present in all existences such as temporality, tendency, and potentiality. I also discussed Dewey’s concept that all existences are events, with beginnings, histories, and endings, and his claim that “When the potential consequences [of an event] are important and repeated, they form the very nature and essence of a thing, its defining, identifying, and distinguishing form (LW 1:143). I used these ideas—together with a chronological narrative of ways that Dewey’s conception of the self evolved during his career—to describe his later, mature conception of the moral self as “unique potential,” not in the sense of a fixed essence or determinate capacity, but in the sense of a “a field of indeterminate (though not limitless) transactionality” (Calore 1989) within which a person has options for selecting possibilities and pathways that he or she thinks will lead toward the development of his or her ideal self.  I also suggested that the concept of “unique potential” could provide inspiration and motivation for the process of moral education, and that further work examining the aesthetic aspects of self-formation might prove fruitful. 
The most important critical reactions to these earlier speculations were from Ray Boisvert (1998) and Garrison. Boisvert had served as an initial inspiration for my attention to the generic traits, in his 1988 book Dewey’s Metaphysics. However, ten years later, Boisvert stepped away from this earlier approach, preferring an approach that resulted in fewer concepts and, he claimed, more power for informing cultural criticism. This later approach focused on what Boisvert called the prototypically real, or paradigmatic instances of what is real, which he identified for Dewey as two primary concepts:  “events” and “the “social.”  These two concepts, the later Boisvert argued, having the advantages of helping to distinguish Dewey’s philosophy from others, are found throughout Dewey’s philosophical opus, and serve the purpose of pulling together disparate investigations and conclusions into a coherent system of philosophy. However, Boisvert’s new emphasis fails to lead to much new insight into ways that metaphysics could inform a conception of the self. His elaboration of the significance of the concepts of “events” and “the social” becomes very quickly a restatement of the generic traits I had previously listed—suggesting that “events” and “the social” are, perhaps, just a different way of categorizing the generic traits than my division into the complementary pairs and other qualities. Also, since I had not simply focused on the generic traits but had also explicitly discussed the concept of an “event” and the ways in which individuals reflect or contain qualities of the social, I believe that Boisvert’s later enlightenment actually incorporates my approach, rather than rejecting it. Finally, while Boisvert suggests that his later formation would be more useful for cultural criticism than the generic traits, his 1998 article does nothing to demonstrate this promised value.    
Garrison (unpublished manuscript), on the other hand, has enthusiastically cited my work in several articles. Specifically, he has praised and adopted as his own the conception of the self of unique potential. Garrison helpfully reminding us that J.G. Herder had discussed similar ideas such as unique potential in the late 1800s and also that Dewey’s later revisions of his earlier conception of self-realization emphasize the centrality of choice in personal development. The centrality of choice brings our attention to the importance of a type of intelligence which Garrison characterizes as means-end reasoning. To put it simply, for a person to realize his unique potential, it is necessary for the individual to pay attention to both the ideal ends that are sought as well as the practical means by which such ends will be attained. Thus, the concept of unique potential must be conceived to include a sense of moral agency and responsibility. Garrison’s elaborations of the concept also suggest that a proper moral education in the kinds of reflective and directive activities that can help a person find personal and moral fulfillment.  
Another approach to looking at Dewey’s metaphysics is revealed by Philip Jackson, who focuses his attention not on the generic traits of existences but on the forms of experience. David Granger and I (2007) discuss his ideas about this in a chapter in a forthcoming festschrift on Jackson entitled A Life in Classrooms, edited by David Hansen, Mary Driscoll, and Rene Arcilla. In that chapter, I write:

Jackson's interest in Dewey's metaphysics never centered on the precise conclusions that Dewey draws about the nature of nature or, as he commonly calls it, the generic traits of existences. …  Rather, he was intrigued most directly by the question of why someone so explicitly devoted to empirical naturalism would even care to engage in such a high level of abstraction and generality. In other words, how is it possible for Dewey to combine a metaphysical orientation with a genuinely empirical method? And what is the payoff of serious empirical study at the highest level of generality? (Jackson 2002, 7). …
By 2002, Jackson arrived at what he judged to be a satisfactory understanding of what Dewey was seeking: a naturalistic sense of the potential meanings and purposes of human life. To reach this point, he focused on what Dewey had called the "forms of experience”—what Jackson preferred to describe as practices and behaviors that transcend the particular details of specific contexts to become almost archetypes of human striving to understand and to experience their full humanity. These forms are prephilosophical; that is to say, human experience comes to us prepackaged in such groupings [likely as a result of our immersion in a particular culture and language] The forms or groupings are crucial in that they provide the philosophical inquirer with much-needed leverage in deciding how to proceed in coming to understand the nature of experience in general. …
Jackson has identified several interlocking [forms or processes] that have this archetypal quality: science, art, democracy, morality, politics, education, and religion. These processes constitute means for individuals to grow—to transcend their present selves so as to more fully realize their potential selves.  The processes, seemingly by their very natures and despite often being co-opted for narrow instrumental ends, inexorably generate intelligence, community, and the possibility of freedom. They are, then, the preeminent tools of positive personal and social transformation….
The processes or practices selected by Jackson are, of course, the processes that Dewey himself came to see as worthy of intensive study -- not so much for what they are, again, but rather for the potentialities they offer for the improvement of personal and institutional habits….” (Jackson 2002, 101).
Jackson’s emphasis on the forms of experience is not contradictory to the approach taken by the earlier Boisvert and me, because Dewey seems to allow for both approaches.  One way to distinguish them is that looking at generic traits of existences places the emphasis on the qualities that all events share while the focus on forms of experience looks at the ways that events group themselves as they come prephilosophically.  
Jackson believes that the forms of experience are more useful than the generic traits because they allow for the differentiation of events and thus to the project of creating a “ground-map” of experience, showing the fundamental ways in which experience can be analyzed and thus understood.  This approach avoids the criticism that Boisvert applied to my list of generic traits—that the list seemed to expand endlessly and thus became meaningless—because the number of “forms” of experience is quite small, so that the map can be easily divided into a limited number of regions for exploration.
The approach to metaphysics that focuses on the forms of experience leads to some potential additions to the concept of unique potential arising out of the generic traits.   All persons share the forms of experience. One possible implication is that the selves have certain shared needs or desires for experiences which fit into these categories. We might say that the self will necessarily have religious, aesthetic, educational, scientific, political and democratic (participatory) experiences.  How should educators respond to this?
Seeing the self as a unique potential suggests that educators and others interested in human development should seek to provide diverse opportunities for the expression of potential, and avoid comparing different people in terms of their specific capacities for achieving predefined goals. Rather, each person’s potential should be treated as equally valuable, equally worthy of realization and fulfillment, and equally part of the democratic ideal of universal participation.  Experience is seen, on this view, as providing access to opportunities for the realization of the diverse variety of potentials possessed by any person or group of persons, On this view, experiences are privileged by their capacity for realizing the greatest number of the most valuable potentialities, and so educators are justified in emphasizing those experiences which result in the greatest amount of desired growth within a student population.
The emphasis on the forms of experience suggests that educators may be justified in focusing their efforts not so much on the realization of the potentials of diverse individuals, but rather on the realization of shared human capacities related to a limited set of experiential forms.  Immediately one is struck by the ways in which this approach might privilege a more traditional approach to curriculum centered on certain “core” subject areas.   If art, science, religion, education, politics, and democracy are essential shared forms of experience, then might they not become the core subject-matters of schooling, potentially replacing language arts, math, science, and social studies?
While I would very much like to take this discussion further and explore what might be the most surprising implication of this way of thinking about education, I will resist that temptation; first, because I am out of time; but second, because I know that Jackson is himself working on articulating this implication for an upcoming address at AERA in April.  This address may, I believe, represent the most important critical commentary on Dewey’s philosophy of education in a generation, coming as it does from a man uniquely qualified to discuss both Dewey’s metaphysics and educational philosophy more generally. I will give you one hint that may tantalize you: Jackson sees Dewey as regrettably throwing out the baby with the bathwater in his avowed drift away from Hegelian idealism, and Jackson believes that this drift away resulted in some significant mistakes in Dewey’s ideas about education.  For more on that, stay tuned. 
I will conclude by saying that Dewey’s emphasis in his early and middle educational writings on the responding to the native impulses of children for communication, expression, social interaction, and construction might need to be modified by more serious attention to the forms of experience and the ways in which those forms require attention in the school curriculum.  One guess is that an adequate educational theory that takes these forms into account will emphasize to a much greater degree than Dewey did the roles of rationality and acquisition of cultural traditions in an excellent education. Specifically, I believe we need to devote more attention to refining students’ capacities for means-end reasoning in making choices relevant to the realization of their unique potentials, and perhaps less attention to respecting individual differences. Children share, after all, common forms of experience, and must learn to live together in a common reality which places some demands equally upon all selves. 
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