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Abstract 

This paper attempts to describe how John Dewey and Homer Lane might 
have discussed problems about educational theories and practices. The 
author uses a fictional dialogue between the spirits of Dewey and Lane as a 
means to explain some of the major disagreements that are hinted at in the 
works of these two men. It is argued that Dewey and Lane disagreed about 
how to answer basic educational problems such as, "Should students be 
allowed to be personally responsible for deciding their own school curri­
culum?" 

John Dewey and Homer Lane: The "Odd Couple" Among 
Educational Theorists 

Only those unfamilar with Dewey ' s work can believe that he rejects the active role of the teacher in planning 
the classroom experience by properly organized subject matters . The teacher must have , he writes, "a 
positive and leading share in the direction of the activities of the classroom community." 

Sidney Hook 

Homer Tyrell Lane ... was, as he phrased it , "on the side of the child ." It meant . . . trusting children to 
grow in their own way without any pressure from outside , save that of communal self-government. It meant 
putting learning in its place - below living. 

A.S. Neill 

Preliminary Remarks on Schooling and Responsibility 

John Dewey and Homer Lane are indeed an odd pair of educational theorists . 1 Whereas both of 
these American educational reformers developed some of their more important ideas during the first 
two decades of this century, Lane and his work have not been noticed by most professional historians 
and philosophers of education. On the other hand , it would indeed be a very strange contemporary 
educational scholar who did not know about Dewey and his efforts related to schooling in 
democratic societies. And yet, during the same decade in which Dewey wrote his now famous 
Democracy and Education , Homer Lane was developing his peculiar educational views while he 
was the superintendent of a reform school in England . Although A.S. Neill and some of Lane 's other 
devoted disciples consider Lane's work at the Little Commonwealth reform school to be extremely 
important for understanding Lane's educational philosophy, little has been written about Lane's 
thoughts on schooling . Unfortunately , Lane was not a scholar and during his short life of nearly fifty 
years he spent a small amount of his time as a writer; the only book which bears Lane's name was 
published posthumously by a few of his students. 2 

Lane's only book is called Talks to Parents and Teachers; this book appeared in print in 1928 after 
Lane had been dead for about three years. Moreover, Lane' s book , which is a collection of some of 
his lecture notes, can in no way be compared to Dewey's monumental work Democracy and 
Education. Lane was not a good writer and his one book lacks organization , a clearly defined theme, 
and any sense of the historical roots of the problems which are discussed . But Dewey 's writings 
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almost always had superb organization and a sense of the historical underpinnings of a problem 
situation . Thus , it is wrong to assume that Lane and Dewey are intel lectual equals, but they both 
were educational theorists who wished to create new ideas about how to organ ize schools. 

When Lane 's book appeared in print Dewey was nearly seventy years old ; by this time in hi s li fe 
Dewey was firmly establ ished as an internationall y famo us American philosopher. It would have 
indeed been unusual for Dewey to have even heard of Lane or his obscure book on educational 
matters. Regrettably, Lane 's work has not been recognized as intellectually worthwhile by most 
twentieth century educational theorists. But with the growing popularity of A.S. Neill ' s work at hi s 
school Summerhill , Lane 's educational views may yet receive some attention . 3 As it turns out , Neill 
always remained a devoted adm irer of Lane; in hi s autobiography , which was published in 197 1, 
Nei ll sa id the following about Lane: 

The tragedy of Lane' s li fe was his being associated with social scandal, rather than be ing renowned for the 
great work he did wi th problem children . Scandal cannot kill a man's work forever , but it can ruin his life. 4 

It is wrong to say that Lane developed an educat ional philosophy in the same sense that Dewey 
did . At best , Lane ' s work gives hints about his thoughts on schooling and the educational process . 
But in spite of the tremendous ambigui ty associated with Lane' s educational th inking, it appears that 
his ideas are significantly different from Dewcy 's educational theories. Spec ifically , Lane and 
Dewey seem to disagree about how to answer a question such as, "Shou ld students be all owed to be 
personally responsible for deciding their own school cuniculum?" This question, which I will refer 
to as the educational problem of student responsibility, was answered in the affirmative by Lane . In 
regard to student responsibilities in a school Lane once said: 

The relationship between teacher and child should be pure democracy - the child should not be on the 
defensive, but should be free to ask all questions. . self-government must be given, both in the team play of 
games and still more in team play made possible for work. . We must give responsibility for , say, history 
and get the class to discuss the sy llabus and the allotment of time to the parts of it, and to assume 
responsibility for gett ing through it. 5 

The above quote, and others like it , have led me to conclude that Lane would offer an affi rmative 
answer to the educational problem of student responsibi lity. In addi tion, Lane 's answer to this 
problem led him to endorse an educational policy such as the fo llowing: All school members, 
students included , are fa ll ible authorities who should be personally responsible for deciding their 
own school activities and many of the policies that govern a school. This statement, which I will 
label the policy of personal responsibility, was never clearly argued for or stated in the scattered 
writings of Homer Lane. Nevertheless, throughout this essay it will be my claim that the policy of 
personal responsibility is an idea that can be infened from Lane 's ideas on schooling. Also , I will 
label an educational program that endorses the policy of personal responsibility a self-governing 
school. 6 Moreover, the endorsement of the policy of personal responsibility makes the learning of 
academic subjects optional; at a self-governing school such as Summerhill students decide if they 
wish to attend classes and teachers are not responsible for determining what students learn during the 
school day. 7 

Despite Dewey 's desire to give students some responsibility for deciding what goes on in a 
school, it seems that he wanted teachers to have a primary role in the determination of the school 
cuniculum. In regard to how Dewey viewed the responsibi lities of teachers, it is worthwhile to note 
that he once said the fol lowing: 

Unless a given experience leads out into a fie ld previously unfam iliar no problems arise, wh ile problems are 
the stimulus to thinking. . it is part of the educators responsibility to see equally to two things: First, that the 
problem grows out of the conditions of the experience being had in the present, and that it is within the range 
of the capac ity of students; and secondly , that it is such that it arouses in the learner an active quest for 
information and for production of new ideas. 8 



The Jourrwl o{ Eclucmiorwl Thcmyht. Vol. 16. No. 3. Dccc111hcr J9H2 183 

Dewey wrote the above remarks in his well -known book Experience and Education which was 

first published in 1938. By this time Dewey had been writing about educational problems for over 
four decades; although his ideas developed through the years, it seems that Dewey always main­

tained that professional educators should be the ones who were primarily responsible for determin­
ing what is learned in schoo l. For Dewey, the teacher was a behind-the-scenes authority who should 
help students learn those ideas and values which society considered to be important. As early as 
1902, in hi s essay 'The Child and the Curriculum ," Dewey was arg uing for the notion that teachers 

should be responsible for determining school activities when he said: 
the value of the fo rmulated wealth of knowledge Iha! makes up the course of study is 1ha1 ii may enable the 
educator 10 determine the environment of the ch ild . and thus. by indirection, 10 direct. Its primary value, it s 
primary indication, is for the teacher . not for the child. II says to the teacher; Such an<l ,uch are the capaci ties. 
the fulfillmcn1s , in truth and beauty and bchavior. open to these children. Now see 10 it 1ha1 day by day the 
conditions arc such that their own activities move inevitably in this direction . toward such culmination of 
themselves. 9 

Since Dewey was such a prolific writer during ;his long life of ninety-three years, it is difficult to 

use two small quotes as an indication about how he might answer a complex question such as, 
"S hould students be allowed to be personally responsible for deciding their own curriculum?" 
However, it docs seem that throughout his educational works Dewey consistently thought that a 
problem such as the one on student responsibility should be answered negatively. Moreover, unlike 
Lane, Dewey probably would not wish to endorse the policy of personal responsibility. Thus, it 
should be obvious that there are significant differences between Lane's educat ional views and those 
of Dewey. In a sense, both Dewey and Lane arc the founding fathers of two distinct twentieth 
century educat ional reform movements. Dewey , of course, is the founder of the progressive 
educational reform movement wh ich includes people such as William H. Kilpatrick, Sidney Hook, 
and Jerome Bruner. On the other hand , Lane is the father of the reform movement that includes A.S. 

Neill, Paul Goodman, and a number of lesser known individuals. 

No doubt, there arc many significant differences between the educational views of Dewcy's and 
Lane's followers. But at this time so little is known about Lane 's work that it is both foolish and 
intellectually irrespons ible to claim that Lane 's solution to the educational problem of student 
responsibi lity should be preferred to Dewcy ' s solution to this problem. What is now needed is a 
beginning understanding of the debate that Dewey and Lane might have had if Lane had been an 
educational philosopher who understood the value of intellectual confrontat ions . Unfortunately, 
Lane was an insecure, self-destructive, and extremely independent person who was unable to 
discuss his ideas with anyone who disagreed with him. 10 Unlike Dewey, who had the courage to 
have intellectual confrontations with such g iant minds as Bertrand Russell , Lane never understood 
the value of having dialogues about alternative so lutions to problems. 11 

What we now need is an understanding of some of the issues and problems which divide 
educational theorists such as Dewey and Lane. Whereas Lane· s achievements will never be able to 
claim the historical or intellectual s ignificance of Dewey's monumental work, it is possible to make 

some conjectures about what these men might say in an interview with a contemporary educational 
theorist who is familiar with both of their works. Thus, in order to begin the process of contrasting 
the educational views of Dewey and Lane , I have often had imaginary meetings with the ghosts of 
these two men . The time is past midnight and I am in my study alone. This is what happens in my 
fantasy. 

II. A Fantasy 

Swartz: ls that you again Homer? When are you going to leave me alone so I can get some rest? 
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Lane's Ghost: Swartz, why don' t you stop writing about educational reforms and do something 
worthwhile like start a self-governing school? 

Swartz: I have told you over and over again that the world does not need another self-governing 
school in order to create a social movement for these educational alternati ves . What is needed now is 
a better theoretical understanding of these schools . Your disciple and friend A .S . Neill ran a 
self-go vern ing school for over a half a century and most Western educational institutions have not 
been affected by his example . Al so, like you, Neill did not adequately explain the theoretical aspects 
of his views on education. 12 Thus, in the last few years, I have tried to demonstrate that self­
governing schools are viable educational alternatives which have their historical roots in the work of 
Socrates as he is described in Plato's Apology. In addition, I have tried to argue that the liberal 
political philosophies of people such as Karl Popper, Bertrand Russell , and John Stuart Mill can help 
us unders tand the theoretical bas is of a self-governing educational philosophy. 

(At thi s point in my fantasy the ghost of John Dewey appears .) 

Dewey's Ghost: Professor Swartz, why have you spent so much of your time writing about a 
self-governing educational philosophy? 

Swartz: Oh, Professor Dewey, I am so fla ttered that you have come to visit me again . As for your 
question about my interest in self-governing schools, it is not easy fo r me to summarize my many 
reasons for try ing to understand the educational philosophy behind these schools. Nevertheless, I 
can say that my interest in self-governing schools is not a pass ing fancy; ever since my days as a high 
school student in the early I 960's I have been interested in fi nding out how educational programs 
might provide students with the opportunity to have a greater say-so in determining what an 
individual learns in a school. As it turns out , I have come to the surpris ing conclusion that adults are 
far too ignorant to determine what all students should learn . And as I see matters one of the greatest 
evils of most contemporary educational programs is that they have given adults far too much power 
to control the lives of children. Although I realize that adults have an extremely important 
contribution to make in relationship to the education of young people, l have argued that teachers, as 
well as students, should be viewed as fa llible social authorities. Moreover, I have claimed that the 
policy of personal responsibility allows students to have an effective way of checking the potential 
misuse of a teacher' s authority. Following the liberal political philosophers such as John Stuart Mill , 
I have tried to develop educational policies that make it possible to check all social authorities. 

Oewey's Ghost: Swartz, you are going much too fas t and what you are saying here needs to be 
explained in great detail. And from what you have said here it seems to me that your ideas will lead to 
irresponsible actions on the part of teachers. I wish to point out that I was for having educational 
programs that allowed children to have a great deal of freedom; in my book Experience and 
Education I explained that freedom in education should be more than just the freedom to move 
physically around the classroom. But your views seems to suggest that schools should give students 
the option of not learn ing academic subjects . Now that is going much too far ! In many of my books I 
tried to remind people that my educational philosophy demanded that teachers indirectly guide 
students to learn those academic skills and ideas that are necessary for maintaining democratic 
societies and institutions. 

Swartz: I have read your chapter on freedom in Experience and Education many times. But you do 
not seem to emphasize the fa llibility of teachers and educators as much as I consider to be necessary 
and des irable . In regard to developing a fa llibilistic educational perspective, I have come to the 
conclusion that you should have emphasized the fa llibility of educational authorities somewhat more 
than you did . 
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Dewey' s Ghost: What you are saying here about how to develop a fallibilistic philosophy that is 
different from mine needs much explanation and elaboration. Whereas I am sure that we disagree 
with one another about many issues associated with schooling, I think it is important for every 
generation of scholars to rethink the relationship between democracy and education . I hope you keep 
up your work and I wish you luck in developing an educational philosophy that surpasses the one I 
spent a lifetime trying to explain. 

(At this point Lane's ghost interrupts Dewey.) 

Lane's Ghost: John, why do you always try to get young people to write more and more about their 
educational philosophies. Theory and thinking are unimportant- its only actions that matter. The 
best thing an educational reformer can do is to start a school. People should not clutter up their minds 
with too much academic rigmarol. What we need are more experimental schools like the ones I 
started in the United States and England. 

Dewey' s ·Ghost: Who is this man? Doesn ' t he know I was one of the most action oriented , 
philosophers of my generation? Is this man so ill informed that he does not know about the 
Laboratory School I started at the University of Chicago in 1896? 

Swartz: Oh, Professor Dewey , this man here is Homer Lane. Homer was an educational reformer 
during the first quarter of this century, but he did not write much and he never could hold a job for 
very long. And furthermore, although some say that Homer heard you speak once or twice, he 
probably never studied your educational writings because he was extremely independent and he 
wanted to start his own educational reform movement. 

Dewey 's Ghost: Doesn ' t this Mr. Lane know that it is helpful to study the work of one's 
contemporaries and predecessors? Does Mr. Lane think that it makes sense for all people to 
rediscover everything for themselves without the help of others? 

Swartz: A major problem with Homer's written work is that many people have found that they do 
not understand the little he has done . 14 Also, the primary reason I became interested in Homer's 
ideas is that he is one of the few twentieth century educational reformers who saw the need to gre<1tly 
diminish the amount of power and authority given to tea~,hers and other adult educational experts. 

Dewey's Ghost: So what you are trying to do is suggest that Lane's experimental schools can be 
seen as historical examples of self-governing educational programs. 

Swartz: That ' s it, Professor Dewey! You see , I began my work in the philosophy of education 
after I read your book Experience and Education in an undergraduate sociology of education course. 
However, the more I studied your numerous written essays, the more I saw that I did not agree with 
you about the idea that it is reasonable for teachers to encourage children to use inductive principles 
as a means to verify that scientific ideas are warranted by experience. On the contrary, after reading 
Karl Popper's views on the scientific method, I decided that his falsificationist methodology was 
more satisfactory than your inductivist methodology . And furthermore, I slowly began to see that 
Popper's work hinted at the development of a liberal educational philosophy that emphasized the 
fallibility of knowledge a bit more than your pragmatic educational philosophy . I really don't think I 
have the time to explain in detail the difference between your ideas and Popper's, but let me 
conclude my discussion on fallibilism and the scientific method with the following quote from 
Popper: 

Falsificationists (the group of fallibilists to which I belong) believe ... that we have also discovered a 
way to realize the old ideal of distinguishing rational science from various forms of superstition, in spite 
of the breakdown of the original inductivist of justificationist programme. We hold ... that the 
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rationality of science lies . . in the critical approach - in an attitude which. of course. involves the 
critica l use, among other arguments, of empirical evidence (espec ially in refutations) ... We are not 
interested in establishing scientific theori es as secure , or certai n, or probable. Conscious of our fallib ility 
we are onl y interested in criti cizing them and testing them, in the hope of finding out where we are 
mistaken; of learn ing from our mistakes; and , if we are lucky, of proceeding to better theories. 15 

(At thi s point Lane's ghost enters the conversation in a state of anger.) 

Lane 's Ghost: Swartz, I have been sitting quiet for a long time and I must say that I am quite upset 
with you . Thi s guy Popper you have been writing about has used my ideas without giving me the 
credit I deserve . As for Popper 's ideas about learning from mistakes, I advocated such a learn ing 
theory in my lec tures when I said the fo llow ing: 

. in my opinion . . the duty of the parent ... is thi s: To encourage all experiments of the child and 
assist him in reaching such conclusions as he will adopt as hi s own, so that he may , by the process of 
elimination, discard futi le and false ideals. 16 

Swartz: Now Homer, don ' t you start up with one of your tall tales! Popper did not steal your ideas 
because as far as I know he has never heard of you. Popper studied with Alfred Ad ler in the early 
I 920's and both Adler and you suggested that mistakes were important fo r learning. 17 Also , 
Professor Dewey here has emphasized the importance of mi stakes in the learning process, but it 
seems to me that Popper is one of the few philosophers who wish to claim that mistakes and 
refutations are a central part of learning, rather than a pre lim inary step in the learning process. 18 

Moreover , like the rest of us, Popper was affected by the "climate of opini on·• of his day and no one 
can claim to be the originator of the idea that we " learn from our mi stakes". This is a cliche or slogan 
that has very little intellectual significance; what is important is the meaning or interpretation one 
gives to the notion of learn ing from mistakes. 19 

Dewey 's Ghost: Popper's ideas about learning from mistakes don ' t sound too di ffe rent from some 
of my views on learning. In addition, if you read my educational essays again you wi ll see that I am 
for allowing a bit more self-government than I think you have given me credit fo r. 

Swartz: I agree with you Professor Dewey that there are some similarities with your views on 
inquiry and those of Popper. Nevertheless, fo llowing both you and Popper, I think that much can be 
gained by contrasting alternative and competing ideas. Furthermore, the differences between 
Popper 's philosophy and your's are important enough to lead to very di ffere nt educational problems 
and policies. Remember, you believed that induction and pragmatic truth are important fo r under­
standing sc ience and Popper has not incorporated the ideas of induction and pragmatic truth in his 
philosophy of sc ience . On the contrary , Popper 's noninductivist ph ilosophy of science suggests that 
fal sification and the quest fo r absolute truth are important for understanding growth of sc ienti fic 
knowledge. 20 And finally, as for Lane's ideas about self-government being consistent with your 
educational philosophy , it is impo11ant to note that the self-governing educational philosophy that 
has evolved from Lane's work suggests that schools should make the learning of academic subjects 
optional and it may be the case that some students might dec ide not to learn conventional subjects. 21 

Dewey 's Ghost: Once again I must remind you that I think some of Lane's veiws sound very 
irresponsible to me . Is it possible that Mr. Lane was unaware of the fact that children in a democracy 
must be taught certain basic skills and information if we are to sustain and maintain a democratic 
society? 

Swartz: I must remind you once more that Homer did not write too much and he never adequately 
explained his ideas . But don' t you think there is something extremely intriguing about creating 
schools that are liberal democratic communities which view students and teachers as soc ial and 
political equals? If it can be shown that these schools can become effec tive learning situations, then 
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perhaps democratic soc1et1es such as the United States and Canada will allow for some self­
governing schools on an experimental basis. 

Dewey 's Ghost: 1 am sure you know I was for educational experimentation , but such experi­
mentation is a dangerous business and it has to be done in a responsible manner by responsible 
people. In regard to educational experimentation , I once wrote the following: 

A series of constantly multiplying careful reports on conditions which experience has shown in actual cases 
to be favorable and unfavorable to learning would revolutionize the whole subject of educational method .. 
It requires candor and sincerity to keep track of failures as well as successes and to estimate the relative 
degree of success obtained . It requires trained and acute observation to note the indications of progress in 
learning, and even more to detect their causes ... Yet the progress of a science of education depends upon 
the systematic accumulation of just this sort of material . . Solution of the problem of discovering the cause 
of learning is an endless process. 22 

Swartz: That quote of yours about recording failures as well as successes is excellent and perhaps 
you are more of a fallibilist than I once thought. However, I wish to point out here that educational 
reform, as with scientific experimentation, may take many unexpected turns. Specifically, in the 
"endless process" of trying to discover the causes of learning, some educators may decide that the 
ideas associated with self-governing schools are reasonable . Of course , I do not claim to be a 
prophet, but if educators do begin to study the historical roots of ideas like the policy of personal 
responsibility, then Homer Lane ' s educational experiments may provide us with some important 
information about how to organize a school. 

Dewey ' s Ghost: What I want to emphasize before I leave is that you must be very careful with how 
you go about trying to reform education. Sometimes our dreams turn into nightmares and education­
al reformers may end up doing more harm than good if their ideas are indeed used in our schools . 

Swartz: I agree wholeheartedly with you that social reformers have to be very careful when they 
use innovative ideas in the real world. One of the major aims ofmy academic research program is to 
try to explain that at least in theory it is possible to imagine that meaningful learning can take place in 
self-governing schools. I once wrote an essay called, "Responsibility, Reading , and Schooling" 
which explains how students in a self-governing school might learn to read. 23 

Dewey's Ghost: It is good to see that you are trying to work out your ideas in detail. Also, 1 am 
pleased to hear that you have spent some of your time writing about the teaching and learning of such 
important skills as reading . But from what you have said so far it appears to me that you have your 
work cut out for you . It is very difficult to start educational reform movements ; although I was fairly 
successful in my day, I do not think I had a great impact on the way most children are educated . But I 
did work hard and I enjoyed my work very much. 

(At this moment Dewey's ghost fades into the woodwork and I am left in the room with only the 
ghost of Lane.) 

Swartz: Homer, when are you going to learn to behave yourself? It was so kind of Professor 
Dewey to come visit me. I'm sure he has more important people to talk to besides us . 

Lane' s Ghost: Listen, Swartz, I am a busy man too, and it's not every day that the distinguished 
ghost of Homer Lane comes to visit you . By the way , when are you going to write that essay about 
me which you have been talking about for so long? 

Swartz: I think I remember that you once said it was silly to write about educational theories and 
experiments. 

Lane' s Ghost: Well, if the essays are about me, then perhaps they will be worthwhile . You know I 
was given bad press reviews in my day and people never understood my genius or greatness .24 If I 
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were you Swartz, I would write about Homer Lane and the great things he did in his lifetime. Tell 
your readers the famous gold watch story-that one always got my audience going. I like that story 
a lot and it was a favorite of mine . It goes like ... 

Swartz: Yes , I know that story about how you helped to reform one of your students by giving him 
the opportunity to break your lovely gold watch. Everyone who has ever written about you mentions 
that story. 25 I am surprised so many people seem to believe that you could reform a person overnight 
by giving him the opportunity to vent his anger. I am not saying you lied when you told that gold 
watch story, but you know you had quite a reputation for "coloring" the truth .26 Moreover, I can 
imagine that some delinquent children would have smashed your lovely watch to smithereens. You 
know, it really is ludicrous to try to build an entire philosophy of education from one encounter with 
a student. As far as I am concerned you would have been better off if you had done some serious 
studying, rather than going around England and the United States telling your silly stories. 

Lane's Ghost: My stories were not silly and they helped to explain my educational philosophy. 
For example, the gold watch story illustrates my important idea that teachers and adults have to be 
"on the side of children."27 That is , adults have to let children know that we want to help them rather 
than harm them . 1 always said that a major problem with most schools is that they are run by fear. I 
always advocated that adults should act as one of the "gang. "28 It is only when children see that 
adults are their equals that they will be willing to listen to what we have to say. 

Swartz: Homer, I must confess that I have never felt that I had a good understanding of your idea 
that teachers should be "on the side of their students." The more I hear about this idea the more 
confusing it appears to me . And this idea about adults joining the "gang" sound ridiculous to me . I 
think you should never have used such words as "gang." That word is really quite explosive and it 
helped to make people think you were some kind of anarchist; you should have emphasized that all 
your schools were working liberal democratic communities which were governed by rules and 
regulations that the students and the teachers jointly created. 

Lane's Ghost: I never said children should be allowed to do anything they wish. All of the schools 
I was associated with had some rules. And Neill's school Summerhill followed in this tradition by 
having a very sophisticated legal system which made all school members accountable for their 
actions . 29 But I still say that teachers and adults must be one of the gang in order to let children know 
we love them. 

Swartz: There you go again with that gang stuff. As I see matters, adults should not join the 
"gang" as you suggest, but they should respect a child's right to be a child. In other words , schools 
would be better places if they did not pressure children to grow up so quickly . I think we need to have 
schools that allow children to learn at their own rate the things which they consider to be important. 
But even though I endorse the idea that children should be allowed to act like children, it does not 
follow that adults should also act like a child in order to show young people that we are - as you say 
- "on their side ." I really wish you would have explained your ideas in a better way. 

Lane's Ghost: Swartz, you are like the rest of them. Even Neill used to try to tell me how to run my 
life and do my work. I did what I had to do and if the truth be known I enjoyed my life immensely . Of 
course , I made some mistakes, but who doesn ' t make mistakes? 

Swartz: I apologize for trying to tell you how you should have run your life; although I wish you 
had done your work in a different manner, I must admit I am pleased that you did make some efforts 
to bring about educational reforms . You know, I owe a great deal to you . 



The Journal of Educational Thought, Vol. 16, No. 3. December /982 189 

Lane's Ghost: That's better. My time is running out now, but I'll visit you again soon. Take care 

and don't forget to tell the gold watch story . 

(At this moment my fantasy ends and I am left in my study with my books and the other material 

objects of the real world.) 

Ill. A Concluding Remark 

My fantasy about an encounter between Dewey and Lane helps us see that there are a number of 

significant differences between Dewey's educational philosophy and the ideas hinted at in the work 

of Homer Lane; my intent here has not been to offer convincing arguments which would explain why 

Lane's views on self-governing schools may be reasonable and perhaps even an improvement upon 

Dewey's educational philosophy. What I have tried to do here is not settle a debate, but instead 

demonstrate that a debate exists in regard to whether or not democratic societies should have some 

schools that are liberal democratic institutions which would allow students to be personally 

responsible for determining their own learning activities. If I have done nothing more than to arouse 

interest in contrasting Lane's views on schooling with those of Dewey's, then this essay has indeed 

been successful. 
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