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[bookmark: _GoBack]The purpose of this essay is to compare and evaluate three theorists linking them to practice and policy.  The three theorists that will be the central focus are B.F. Skinner, J. Piaget and L. Vygotsky. 
First put forward by Skinner, the behaviourist theory simply states, “that we repeat certain types of behaviour if we are rewarded in some way for showing them” (Tassoni et al. 1999, p. 122).  He referred to these rewards as ‘positive reinforcements’ and punishments as ‘negative reinforcements.’ Piaget was a constructivist theorist, he studied children’s intellectual development over a period of years.  He discovered that children’s answers to the intelligence tests that he set “followed a logical pattern based on answers drawn from their experiences.  He called their answers schemas” (Tassoni et al. 1999, p. 138).  He believed that children adapted their schemas as they learned new concepts and had new experiences.  This he called assimilation and accommodation.  The final theorist this essay will focus on will be Vygotsky.  Vygotsky and Piaget worked along similar lines, but Vygotsky’s work was largely unknown in in the West until it was translated from Russian in 1962.  Vygotsky placed much more emphasis on the role language played in the cognitive process.  He believed there was a “gap between what a child is currently able to do and what he has the potential to do” (Tassoni et al. 2002, p. 197).  This he referred to as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).  All these theories will be explored in more detail and linked to educational policies.
Skinner was very much influenced by Pavlov’s experiments on dogs, conditioning them to anticipate when their food was coming (Tassoni et al, 1999, p. 190).  Skinner also believed the best way to understand behaviour was to look at the causes of an action and its consequences.  This concept he called operant conditioning.  It is this operant conditioning that demonstrated the effect of positive and negative reinforcement.  For example, giving a child a reward of money for doing household chores will lead them to keep repeating that behaviour in order to keep receiving the reward.  Alternatively, negative reinforcement can be used to stop unpleasant or undesirable behaviour (Andrade, 2019).  In negative reinforcement, “a response or behaviour is strengthened by stopping, removing or avoiding a negative outcome” (Moran, 2019).  For example, putting on sun cream before going out on a sunny day to avoid getting sun burned.  It is important to recognise the difference between negative reinforcement and punishment.  “Negative reinforcement involves the removal of a negative condition to strengthen a behaviour whereas a punishment involves presenting or taking away to weaken behaviour” (Moran, 2019).
The behaviourist theory can also explain why children show unwanted behaviour.  For example, if a child is throwing a toy and a parent crosses the room to tell the child to stop throwing but then goes back to what they were doing, the child having got the attention of the parent, albeit in a negative way may then start throwing the toy again.  The pattern is repeated, the parent leaves what they were doing to pay attention to the child again.  The child has learnt by negative behaviour they can attract the parent’s attention thus being positively reinforced for undesirable behaviour (Tassoni et al, 1999, p. 123).
The timing of positive reinforcers is extremely important, if the child gets the reward quickly there is more of a chance of the behaviour being repeated.  Skinner also demonstrated in many experiments it is important not to give positive reinforcement every time a task is mastered.  “The secret to rapid and enduring learning is what Skinner termed an intermittent schedule of reinforcement” (Wood, 1998, p.3).  His experiments showed that the key to effective teaching or shaping behaviour, as he referred to it involves only the occasional reinforcement with the ultimate goal being to withdraw the reward as quickly as possible (Wood, 1998, p. 3).  When the positive reinforcement is not automatic and given every time, the behaviour is more likely to continue.  The child comes to understand that if they may or may not get a reward it is worth continuing just in case.  Unfortunately, there can be a downside to this intermittent reinforcement which can lead to persistent unwanted behaviour.  For example, a child cries for sweets and is given one, on the next three occasions they cry they are not given any but on the fifth occasion they cry they are given a treat they have learnt it might be worth crying.
Operant conditioning is a very powerful tool and can be used in an educational setting very effectively.  In school's positive reinforcement is used on a regular basis in the form of house points, stars, charts or staff attention.  For staff it is important to remember to “praise positive behaviour wherever possible, as pupils will also try to get their attention through undesirable behaviour.”  Any negative behaviour should be ignored, if possible and attention given to the well-behaved children (Burnham and Carter, 2004, p. 13).  It is important for this positive reinforcement to work that children are given positive experiences in schools by giving them praise and encouragement, enjoyable and manageable tasks (Burnham and Carter, 2004, p. 48).  In 2012 a Department of Education report, ‘Pupil behaviour in schools in England’ key strategies for effective classroom management included “reinforcing positive behaviour”.  The importance of maintaining good behaviour in a classroom is highlighted in this report “in secondary schools the figure for lost teaching time was fifty minutes per teacher per day”.
Piaget believed that children learn from action and exploring their own environment rather than learning from things happening to the them, for example giving praise.  As previously mentioned, he labelled learning experiences as assimilation and accommodation.  Assimilation occurs when a child realises an existing schema will fit into another situation.  For example, a child realising that more than one type of drink can be drunk from the same cup.  That child has assimilated this new idea.  “Accommodation occurs when a child develops a new schema because an existing one does not fit” (Tassoni et al, 1999, p. 138).  For example, a young child may have an existing schema for cats, she knows cats have four legs therefore believes all animals with four legs are cats, when she later learns lots of other animals also have four legs, she goes through a process of accommodation in which her existing schema changes (Cherry, 2019).
Piaget’s theory is based on the cognitive model and the idea that people “construct knowledge (as opposed to receiving it)” (Bates, 2019, p. 50).  He believed that every child will pass through different stages of learning which are broadly related to their age.  For example, at approximately eight months babies “develop the concept of object permanence – they look for hidden objects or cry if they cannot be seen”.  Piaget’s theory disagreed with Skinner in that by “acting on the world, the learner comes to discover how to control it” (Wood, 1998, p. 5).
Vygotsky, like Piaget believed that children “are active in their learning but place more importance on the role of play” and language in the cognitive process (Tassoni et al, 1999, p. 139).  He believed that during play while children copied the way adults behave, they are being prepared for future responsibilities. He referred to the process of learning as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).
      It is the distance between the actual development level as determined by independent problem         solving and the level of potential as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or       in collaboration with more capable peer (Vygotsky, 1979, p. 86).  
Vygotsky also believed by using the zone of proximal development we can not only monitor the “cycles and maturation processes that have already been completed but also those processes that are currently in a state of formation...the zone of proximal development permits us to delineate the child’s immediate future” (Vygotsky, 1979, p. 87). The application of ZPD or scaffolding is widely used in schools.  It is help given by “an adult, or capable other, which enables the child to solve problems or achieve given tasks that would have otherwise been beyond their level of competence” (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p. 67).
Although Piaget did not directly link his theories to education, he was extremely influential in developing teaching practices and educational policy.  A review of primary education in 1966, which led to the publication of the Plowden report was based strongly on Piaget’s theories.  “Discovery learning – the idea that children learn best through doing and actively exploring – was seen as central to the transformation of the primary school curriculum” (McLeod, 2018).  Vygotsky realised that play was a major factor in cognitive development and that “language and pretending are both symbolic tools for understanding the external world” (Goswami, 2015).
Both Piaget and Vygotsky believed children learn more “when they are actively involved, rather than passive listeners” and that “education works best when it “concentrates on thinking and understanding” than simply remembering facts and figures (Educational Broadcasting Corporation, 2004).  They both saw education as a two-way process where students should be at the very centre of that process.  This child-centred approach requires the child to actively participate in the classroom.  This is the very core of the new Welsh curriculum as set out in the Donaldson report ‘Successful Futures’, 2015.  The aim of this new curriculum, which will be rolled out in every Welsh school by 2022 is that every child will grow into “a capable, healthy, well-rounded individual who can thrive in the face of unknown future challenges” which is ultimately what we want for all our children.  
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