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Abstract:
 Education in the thought of process philosophy is called process education which is defined as a process of reproducing creative social culture, cultivating people’s unique and complex events and activities, and promoting innovative construction. The intrinsic qualities of Process Education are organism, creativity, and integration, entailing connotations of creative education, integrative education, life education, ecology education, the subject of education, education process, education practice, and learning environment. Whitehead’s the Aims of Education and Cobb’s Process Theology are the master pieces of the idea of process education. 
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The idea of process education was created by British philosopher and mathematician A. N. Whitehead (1861-1947), the origin of which could be traced to progressive education of John Dewey. Whitehead’s thought of process education could be found mostly in his master work the Aims of Education of 1929 which includes six parts, namely the aims of education, the rhythm of education, the rhythmic claims of freedom and discipline, technical education and its relation to science and literature, the place of classics in education, and university and its functions. Whitehead’s thought of process education is commended as “New Education” by Chinese scholar Zhang Renjie (Zhang & Wang, 2002). Whitehead’s idea was inherited by John. B. Cobb, Jr. (1925- ), a renowned process philosopher and director of the Center for Process Studies, who had systematically discussed its intrinsic quality and connotations, and had verified the idea of process education through practicing it in some American schools (Li & Lu, 2005). Furthermore, David Griffin and Ronald Phipps of the Center for Process Studies also had conducted research on process education. In Nov. 1st, 2005, Professor Cobb was invited to attend the founding ceremony of the branch office of process education at Zhanjiang Normal University of the Center for Process Studies, during which he delivered a speech entitled “process education” to the teachers and students of School of Education Science at Zhanjiang Normal University, elaborating on Whitehead’s philosophy of process education systematically and specifically (Cobb, 2005). 

   China has paid great attention to research of process education regarding to China’s implementation of New Curriculum in her basic education during the past decade. The concepts of generating, innovation, interest, capacity, social real life, student-centeredness, subjectivity, integrative curriculum, process and method, emotion and attitude and values, inquiry, integrative activities, and experience, accord
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with the ideas of process education. Nonetheless, neither Whitehead nor Cobb gave a clear definition to process education and specify its connotations. The author contends that education in process philosophy is process education which is a new educational concept. The educational practice guided by process philosophy is process education practice. Process education is constructive post-modernism education idea, which is similar to constructivism but possesses its uniqueness. 

Perceiving Essence of Education through Process Education

   Whitehead’s process philosophy is also called organic philosophy. It has absorbed many achievements of natural science, e.g. Theory of Relativity and Theory of Quantum, Life Philosophy of Bergson, and Emergent Evolution of Alexander, claiming that the world is an integration of myriads of events, and a live process of creation and evolution. Events constitute the basic elements of the world, integrating time and space. The universe is the field of events. The events are correlated and fluid, namely, they exist for only a certain time and will not reappear. Whitehead deems that organism consists of primitive organism and complex organism. If we perceive atom and electron as primitive organism, then molecule is a complex organism comprising primitive organisms. The primitive organism is the smallest unit of the universe, which itself is an active tiny universe. Organism is not a kind of material substance, but a structure of activities that are creative evolutionary. There are two approaches of organism activities: vibrant space activity and vibrant organism deformation. The origin of the world is a process which in turn is reality. The world is not composed of myriads of substances and ideas, neither substance nor spirit, but various engaging and interactive events and activities. The universe is active and live mechanism constituted by interrelated events, not material substances (Li & Lu, 2005). Process exists within event and interdependence of events. The events are integrated into more comprehensive, mutually inclusive and influential community that could be viewed as organism closely correlated to life phenomena. Life phenomena demonstrate themselves as activities which introduce novelty (Whitehead, 2004). Accordingly, the intrinsic characteristic of organism is activity which presents itself as an ever creative evolutionary process. The creative evolution of the world is emergence of various existing matters in reality. The existence of matter is constituted via its emergence (Whitehead, 2004). The process of emergence is adventurous and creative, enjoyable and artful (Qu & Wang, 2004). This is the principle of process (Whitehead, 2004).  


Cobb pointed out that Whitehead found “physicists continued to use substantialist and individualist models in their efforts to explain the quanta into which their experiments had analyzed the atom. Both the model of ‘particle’ and the model of ‘wave’ presupposed substantial individuals” (Cobb, 2005). Whitehead then suggested that “the units of reality be understood, instead, as momentary integrations at each locus of the field in which the event occurred. Ultimately this field is the whole of what has been as it is relevant to what is taking place there. No substance, no ether, no pre-given space underlies the event” (Cobb, 2005). “Whitehead believed that human beings are ultimately composed of events. This is true of human bodies. We are made up not of material substances but of physical events….. These are all complexly related to one another and to their environment……animal bodies are so constituted that events throughout the body significantly influence, and are influenced by, those in the brain.  Also the myriads of neuronal events there give rise to a single, vastly richer, unified animal experience.  This experience is also an event……This integration involves much that is not present in any of the events that are integrated…...Integration always introduces novelty.  It is always an act of creativity.  We could also talk about the many differences among events at different levels……the whole movement of cosmic evolution as directed toward bringing differences into being, and especially new levels of organization capable of greater inclusiveness and intensity of experience” (Cobb, 2005).
   To conclude, process philosophy has three intrinsic features, namely organism, emergence and creation, and integration. It is a new perspective to study the essence of education through ontology and organicism of process philosophy. From the late1970s to the beginning of 1990s, most Chinese scholars investigated the essence of education in the perspectives of educational functions, e.g. regarding education as productivity, believing that education promotes social productivity through cultivating talents and enhancing people’s quality. Hence the essence of education is productivity. According to process philosophy, education is neither mental nor material; neither is it superstructure nor productivity and relation of production; It is neither science and culture nor art. What is the essence of education then? Inspired by process philosophy, the author describes the essence as process of continuous activities exclusively cultivating talents, reproducing and innovating social culture, promoting creative evolution of mankind, which is also the author’s tentative conceptual definition for “process education”. In process thinking, education is a live organism with events serving as its basic element. Hence, process education has three innate features of organism, creation and emergence, and integration as well. 

Connotations of Process Education

   In accord with the above study upon the essence of process education, the author delineates the connotations of process education as innovative education, integrative education, life education, ecology education, subject of education, the aims of education, the rhythm of education, learning environment. 

Innovative Education

    Based on Alexander’s Theory of Emergent Evolution, Whitehead proposed an emergent principle of world creative and evolutionary process, unveiling creativity during process of emergence and generation. The process principle determines the creativity of process education. Firstly, generating is creation. In the perspective of process philosophy, education is also an organism. Education events and activities such as curriculum design and implementation, taking class, teaching and learning activities, creation of learning environment, education evaluation, and education administration are organic cells of education, possessing emergence and creativity. Secondly, process transformation is creation. Education activity is a process of emergence and creation through upgrading from one phase to another and transforming from one process to another. Thirdly, transcendence is creation. Whitehead’s idea of innovative education is established on the basis of criticizing the petrified ideas of modern education, transcending the latter. Specifically, his idea is a criticism towards serious problems and ossified educational thoughts. He suggested breaking traditional education paradigm and the current education orders so as to realize innovation in teaching and learning. Moreover, he criticized the curriculum contents and knowledge ossification of the modern knowledge-centered education, as well as too many academic disciplines and isolation among disciplines. He advocated establishing a mode of intelligence-centered education by reducing curriculum and arranging and organizing education contents in the light of real life to achieve curriculum and knowledge innovations.  

Integrative Education 


Process education endorses the following seven kinds of integrative education. The first one is an integration of the phased school education and lifelong social education. Process philosophy views education events in a holistic perceive that education penetrates almost the whole life of each individual. The journey of life per se is actually the whole process of receiving education, including phased school education and various ways of social education. Put differently, school education is merely a part of holistic education throughout the whole process of people’s life, that is, any form of out of school continuing education is a part of the whole and holistic education in life. School education and continuing education are inseparable and organically integrated. The second is to integrate influential factors and environment in school education with those in social education. The education environment in school setting is just a component of the whole education environment. Education activities are results of mutual interactions and conciliations among every component of its surrounding environment and that there is no real education if there is no interaction with surrounding environment as various education factors have intrinsic connections and integration. The third one is an integration of general education and vocational education. Whitehead deemed that there are both differences and connections between general education and vocational education. “Center of special interests grows in general education curriculum. Similarly, discipline’s external associations help students emanate their thinking outwardly.” “Technical education is not sufficient without liberal arts education and there would be no liberal arts education without technical education….. education should cultivate talents of both comprehensive learning and technical skills” (Zhang, 2004, p.92). The fourth is an integration of general education and professional education. The fifth is an integration of nurturing curiosity and cultivating creative activities (inquiry, curiosity and questioning, research, summarization). Integrating curiosity and creative activities is similar to Confucius’ thoughts, namely interests and hobbies, integration of music learning and inspiration, thinking scrupulously, reflection, learning and reflecting, seeing and reflecting, consciously reflecting. The sixth one is an integration of interdisciplinary education, integrative knowledge (integrative curriculum) and integrative learning, conciliation and unification of general education and professional education, conciliation and unification of all disciplines, integrative education, interdisciplinary learning. This integration is essential because social problems in the real life are mostly complex and integrated problems, the solutions of which need integrative and interdisciplinary knowledge, not just knowledge in one single discipline, e.g. design of bridges and buildings. To solve these real life problems, we need to break the boundaries of various disciplines and conduct interdisciplinary learning and research. The last one is an integrative education of practical activities. 

Life Education 

Studies on process education originate in organism and life, or organism philosophy. Organism and life are correlated. “Life is deposited in the tissues of each single live cell and that of brain” (Whitehead, 2004). Taking education as organism, it is filled with life, and learners are the subject.

Whitehead accepted the life philosophy of Bergson and thus constructed his organism philosophy, and proposed education of life. British educationist Lindsay (1829-1952) said, what Whitehead pursued is “education ought to be of vitality” (Whitehead, 2004). “Process of intellectual development consists of numerous organic tissues of cells” (Whitehead, 2002). In his Aims of education, Whitehead emphasizes the vitality of education on many occasions, like “knowledge should be of vitality, never rigidify it”. I sketched the process of education from infant to the age of about sixteen and half, with focus on the rhythmic movement of life (Whitehead, 2002). The vitality of process education is manifested in the continuum of nurturing human beings. It involves warm caring, vivacious activities, zest of learning, and flourishing campus life. It bares great resemblance to the viewpoints of Lao Zi. In the past decade, scholars in China did numerous research on life education. Nowadays learners are gaining autonomy in classroom. Great achievements are made in the education of life intelligences, of wellbeing, and of physical and mental health. 

Ecology Education 

Process education highlights ecology education, which facilitates learners caring about nature and society, cherishing life, and getting out of ecological crisis. It promotes harmony and cooperation, coexistence between man and nature. It proposes ecology ethic and wisdom aiming at the harmony of man and nature (Zhang & Wang, 2002).

The subject of education

On the basis of organism philosophy, process educationists inquire the subjects of education from teacher-learner and intersubjective relation and communities. 

As far as I am concerned, relations in education include teacher-learner relation and that among learners, and the impetus of growth comes from the following contradictions of relations: 

a. Contradictions of teach-learner interaction constitute the impetus of education. Teachers represent the external cause, and learners represent internal cause, principal aspect of the contradictions. Learners’ growth is the ultimate goal of education, therefore, learners work as the subject.   

b. Inconsistence between learners’ actual level and fresh needs is the internal contradiction, from which generates the major impetus for development.

c. Contradictions between individual learner and his/her peers co-work with other factors in the educational context (Cobb, 2005).
In the history of education, J. F. Herbart and N. A. Kaiipob insist that teachers as the subject of education, in which learners revolve around teachers. It is the opposite for J. Dewey. He argues that learners should be the center of education and they ought to learn by doing in social context and real life situation. Process educationists inherit the viewpoints above and insist that any school event should focus on learners. They hold that education taking learners as the subject owing to Dewey’s ideas and the progressive movement (Cobb, 2005).  

Aims of Education

Process education aims at facilitating learners’ self-development. A.N. Whitehead argues, “learners are energetic and the aim of education is to promote their self-development” (Zhang & Wang, 2002). “Self-development is of great value” (Whitehead, 2003). He insists the instinct of development comes from within. “I discover because I do. Discipline comes from self-regulation and achievements the reward of initiative” (Whitehead, 2002). Cobb deems that teachers should view learners as individuals capable of independent thinking and encourage them expressing their own mind. Plato shares the same idea. It is what education for. Cobb explains that fresh experience should be drawn upon for the sake of development and new elements should be incorporated into learning and life experience. It indicates integration of activities of diverse level involving every single part of the body (Cobb, 2005). And the process of integration indicates innovation and self-development, in the light of which, we stress the development of learners’ intelligences and explore its process and principles. And we advocate liberal education with the hope of nurturing well-educated and harmonious individuals, who know and care and can do something. It is consistent with Plato’s reason, passion and desire (Fang, 2007). And it is agreeable with Confucius’s principles of elicitation, reflection, etc.

The Rhythm of Education

A. N. Whitehead advances three stages of the rhythm of education: romance, precision, and generalization. It indicates education should integrate curiosity and innovative activities and thus lead learners onto the journey of exploring problems communities. It is elaborated in the aims of education. The rhythm of education is practice in schools in China. 

In the light of the rhythm of education, teachers should focus on the following:

a. Propositions

Cobb says, a proposition is generally considered as facts that should be memorized. However, it is just an idea for us to think over. It is of vital importance for teachers to provide relevant ideas for further thinking. A proposition is an assumption, a kind of possibility. Teachers are supposed to motivate learners and they are to seek the truth themselves. “Their imagination is involved and developed during the process of active thinking and questioning” (Cobb, 2005). Prepositions are to be offered to encourage learners’ curiosity and interest. 

b. Solving actual problems

Solving actual problems denotes creativity. Cobb indicates solving actual problems should be incorporated into school system. Its significances are as follows: (1) with a clear purpose in mind, learners take the initiative; (2) learn practical knowledge in real life; (3) dedicate to the development of society; (4) enrich valuable learning experience; (5) develop cooperative spirit and other human virtues (Cobb, 2005).

c. Learning in practice

   In practice, learners are given opportunities to integrate what they have learned with creativity. The mission of school is to open access to verify what have been learned and help learners build up experiences than just learning from books. Learning from books should be integrated with social life and environment and applied to solve actual problems. Therefore learners are exposed to diverse viewpoints, which help broaden their mind and enrich their knowledge. 

Learning Environment

In his Process education, Cobb elaborates five types of learning environment. First, textbooks and classroom. Second, sensory organs and physical conditions. “Learners acquire experiences with sensory organs, which constitute first-hand learning environment” (Cobb, 2005). Autonomous learning bottoms upon particular knowledge from books, first-hand experiences, and physical conditions. Third, fellow community. Learners need to identify themselves as part of the fellow community and respect and support one other. Forth, educational institutions and social environment, which consists of educators, variety of people and events in society, from which individuals obtain the sense of belonging and responsibility. In such environment, individuals learn to be tolerant, and love to take responsibilities of the community, the nation, and the world (Cobb, 2005). Fifth, natural environment, in which individuals learn to cope with matters around them, to observe both the static and dynamic world in details, to get in touch with plants and animals, and to develop ecological interest and sense of belonging to the world of nature (Cobb, 2005). Thus, individuals tend to protect nature in social symbiosis. 

As far as I’m concerned, process education is developed systematically by Cobb, and scholars from the United States, China, Australia, India, and Poland. Process education written by Cobb is the representative work.
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