Educational Theories: Skinner, Vygotsky and Bruner.

This essay has been written for assessment as part of the Foundation Degree in Education which is being taken at the University of Wales, Trinity St.Davids. 

The aim of this essay is to discuss three educational theorists and their theories. The theorists that will be discussed are B.F. Skinner and his behaviourist theory, Lev Vygotsky and his social constructivist theory and Jerome Brunner and his constructivist theory.

Educational theories and policies are constantly being analysed, developed and evaluated. Learning is after all one of the most important factors in human development and can be seen ‘as critical as breathing’ (Jarvis, Holford and Griffin, 2003). Education and how we learn has always been at the forefront of human development and the theories that have been developed over time now play an integral part of our educational practise and can be seen in classrooms throughout the world. The importance of these theories and their impact on education cannot be understated, the theorists that will be discussed in this essay have all had an impact on the strategies and policies that are used in our current educational system.

B.F. Skinner (1904-1990) was an American psychologist that played an integral part in the development of the behaviourism theory. He was influenced by the work of Ivan Pavlov and his classical conditioning theory as well as John B. Watson who can be credited as the founder of behaviourism (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020). Skinner studied and developed the idea of behaviourism also known as behavioural psychology, which is a learning theory based on behaviours being learned via a person’s interaction with their environment, this process is known as conditioning (McLeod, 2017). 

Skinner developed a theory that he called ‘operant conditioning’, he arrived at this theory from working with rats, he would study the rats in what would become known as a ‘Skinner box’. He placed the rats in the box and studied their behaviour, when a rat was first placed into the box, initially it would not move, however after a short period of time the rat would explore its surroundings and inadvertently move a lever which would release food into the box which the rat would eat. At first the rat will have moved the lever unknowing that it would release food, however after moving the lever and food arriving on further occasions it became clear that the rat was showing an understanding of how to access the food. Skinner would then remove the rat from the box for a period that would be long enough for the rat to become hungry again, the hungry rat would be returned to the box and immediately press the lever to release the food, at this point Skinner would deem that conditioning had taken place (McLeod, 2018). This way of conditioning has become known as positive reinforcement and it is a strategy employed throughout education as it is understood that ‘A child will repeat behaviour if they are rewarded’ (Welsh Government, 2012, p.7). 

Skinner not only discussed and evaluated positive reinforcement, he also investigated negative reinforcement and punishment as strategies to use when working with individuals. All these strategies had the same desired outcome, which is to achieve a specific type of behaviour, this was achieved with regards to negative reinforcement by removing an undesirable stimulus (Ackerman, 2020) for example ‘a child will be less likely to repeat a behaviour if sanctions are issued’ (Welsh Government, 2012) so if a child has an undesirable stimulus (sanction) in place, their behaviour will change to avoid or remove this stimulus. A punishment would also aim to result in a desired behaviour, however this strategy would be more about weakening a behaviour rather than strengthening a behaviour such as the previous strategies (Cherry, 2019), for example a parent may remove a favourite toy or pocket money from their child to punish an undesirable behaviour, with the aim of the child not repeating the undesirable behaviour (McLeod, 2018). These three strategies led Skinner to formulate ideas on behaviour modification, token economy and behaviour shaping, all of which have had an important impact on educational policy and guidance, however due to the constraints of a word count these will not be discussed in this essay. 

The next theory that will be discussed in this essay will be the social constructivism or sociocultural theory developed by Lev Vygotsky. Vygotsky believed that learning was maximised when a learner was in a social environment. Vygotsky believed that for an individual to learn effectively they required interactions with more knowledgeable others, such as parents, teachers, or more knowledgeable peers, from this belief he developed the zone of proximal development (Davies et al. 2017). Vygotsky felt that there were two distinct developmental levels, he called these the actual and proximal developmental stages. The actual developmental level is what the individual already knows and understands with the proximal development zone being what an individual could learn or develop with the assistance of a more knowledgeable other (Jarvis, Holford and Griffin, 2004). An example of this could be a parent taking their young child to the zoo, the child would recognise that each animal is different, however it is only with the guidance and information from the parent in naming and discussing the animals that the child fully understands that each animal has its own specific characteristics and therefore group. Vygotsky believed that without this input from, in this example the parent, the child would not be able to learn effectively, stating ‘what the child is able to do in collaboration today, he will be able to do independently tomorrow’ (1987, quoted in Kozulin et al. 2003) this theory has made a substantial impact on educational theory and is strongly linked with the scaffolding theory championed by Jerome Bruner which will be the final focus of this essay. 

Vygotsky’s work also led him to believe that there was a strong link between the development of language and thinking processes. He felt that younger children initially used speech to think out loud, as their development continued this language would then be internalised as the child developed their cognitive awareness and ability to understand mental concepts (firstdiscoverers, 2020). 

Bruner agreed with Vygotsky’s idea that a learner needed the guidance of an adult to assist with learning and agreed that the learner's social environment was key to development. Bruner began to develop his own constructivist approach and he claimed that ‘any subject can be taught effectively in some form at any stage of development’ (Bates, 2019, p.272). He believed that learners required ‘scaffolding’ to assist them in learning. This theory closely resembled Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development theory, however, it differs slightly as Bruner believed that although the learner would be heavily reliant on the support of a more knowledgeable other at the beginning of the learning process, as the learner gains understanding and knowledge the scaffolding is gradually reduced (Wheeler, 2014). 

Bruner discussed the need for learners to discover and construct their own knowledge rather than information be spoon fed from a teacher, hence the term constructivist approach (McLeod, 2019), he also discussed a theory called the three modes of representation; he strongly believed the ways in which we store information to memory could be separated into three groups. He described the initial group as enactive, which consisted of physical learning and this would take place from birth to toddler age, (although he did state that the three groups could intertwine with one another). The next group, which he called the iconic group, would use more visual information such as images, pictures and photographs, this he believed would take place up to approximately the age of six years old. Finally, the symbolic group which would consist of language, mathematical and musical symbols, which he believed would continue throughout our lives (McLeod, 2019). Using the above theories Bruner developed his concept of a spiral curriculum, this approach begins with the learner being introduced to a more simplistic version of idea, once this knowledge is solidified then the idea can be revisited at a more complex level, with the learners being encouraged to use their prior knowledge to develop their understanding. This approach could be repeated as often as needed until the learner has a full understanding of the idea (Bates, 2019). Bruner felt that it was important for the learners to develop the ability to solve their own problems and use their initiative to gain further understanding, emphasising that it was the skills that they gained that allowed them to become effective learners, essentially, learning to learn (First discoverers, 2020).

The importance of the theories developed by these theorists cannot be undervalued, all have had a positive impact on the way we learn, support and educate learners of all ages. Their knowledge and understanding of human development have helped develop the inclusive approach that we see in educational settings throughout the world today. This essay has only touched on the theories in the briefest of manors, to give the theorists the full credit that they deserve requires more than the parameters that this essay will allow, however, having the opportunity to continue to read and learn from these theorists is an exciting prospect and something that I know will help me develop both personally and professionally. 
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