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Educational Theorists: Have they left education a better place than they found it?
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My first experience in a Secondary school as an LSA, and a parent of a child with moderate learning difference, led me to an accidental career within education. There was I wanting to scoop up all the learners that needed help, and not leave the building until they were all supported and found all the strategies I could to help every individual need.
Although my intentions were purposeful, how would my stamina be, where did I start?
How did these kids get this far with many of them only now with an ALNCO and senior staff fighting their corner and supporting their caregivers?
I wondered, did the Theorists that I am learning of feel this way too?
 What factors motivated them to devout a lifetime of work to develop a theory that we have now known to be the holy grail that shapes and motivates how we design learning from the ground up?
Who is Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852)?
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Frobel the child
Friedrich Frobel may very well have thought the same on entering an educational institution, albeit by chance lead him to be a notable presence that shaped how our children learned from the bottom up. Born in 1782, and raised in Thuringia, Germany, Froebel's Mother passed away when he was 9 months old, leaving him to be raised by a stepmother.
Froebel was an unhappy child that felt lonely and recognised his shortcomings in academia. His lack of literacy and communication skills lead Frobel to nature and a love of all things outdoor and along with this, books. Froebel became an apprentice to a forester as a 15-year-old where he gathered information about varied species of plants, which in turn grew his love of books which grew his knowledge and desire to study (LeBlanc, 2012).
Why Pedagogy?
After a brief period in Frankfurt studying architecture, a fellow scholar persuaded Froebel to give up this career pursue a role in education. He was invited to teach in a school in Frankfurt and it was here that his foundations toward his theories were laid. The school he taught in followed the progressive works of Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827). Although he was influenced by many current educators, Pestalozzi mentored Froebel and he became a dominating influence in how his theories developed (David, Goouch and Powell, 2016).
Froebel's Theory
Froebel's theory is highly based on the value that play and participation (doing), are the catalyst to the learning experience. Learning through play, the value of being outdoors and close to nature and supported a then unconventional method. Heavily exposed to ideas that would teach about art, nature, design, and mathematics, supported growth with the learner reaching their full potential through exploring who they were and how they learned individually (Health and Research Funding, 2021). We now know Froebel's theories as “Kindergartens.”
Froebel opened his first school in 1816 in Germany that taught his own theories to support its learners. His philosophy comprised of four main components being (Pritchard, 2018).
· Free self-activity
· Creativity
· Social participation
· Motor Expression.
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 The curriculum endorsed the child's right to grow through supported play and discovery with the teacher's role being an observer and facilitator to grow the child's knowledge and problem solve through daily play and inquisition (David, Goouch and Powell, 2016). This philosophy also supported that this would lead the child to discipline themselves often and correct their own mistakes when participating in group play in a classroom environment.
Froebel's connection to God and his religious beliefs could be viewed as an active inductor which supported self-expression and growth through play. Although positioning Froeble’s theology in concrete evidence is not easy, his concept of the spirit is founded in his religion according to Professor Ron Best (2016). He believed that God was in everything we do in life and our existence is for the purpose of learning and we are all spiritually connected, suggesting we are to co-exist by learning together and accepting we are all different and so learn differently. Froebel's theory therefore suggests that we can all learn the same things but, may learn in individual ways and should be given the opportunities and vehicles to do so.
Froebel used a variety of play-based tools known as “Gifts,” to support all learning and development. Also, the use of songs and stories and playing games. 
Am I sounding familiar yet?
In these days children were often sent to work and not to school, Froebel emphasised the importance of family life and parents fulfilling an active role in their children's development and the importance of being loved to reach full potential, which can reflect his own lack of nurture in his younger years. He also acknowledged the Importance of the teacher at the centre of the learning process along with the parents/caregiver, knowing when to intervene when there should be guidance needed, again a vital piece of the puzzle when you think of his own barriers to learning and poor literacy skills, indicates how he may have used his own educational experiences for a greater good.
Froebel's teachings became increasingly popular, and students travelled to gain insight on his methods, and Kindergartens began to grow as others set them up themselves and the system became popular and grew internationally. However, due to Froebel theory that Women should be at the heart of the learning experience along with the child, and Froebel believed that this caused eyebrows to be raised among society.
The German government in disapproved of the use of women supervising kindergartens as females were not able in 1849 to have a political opinion. Shortly after this pioneering Kindergartens were banned. Sadly, by the time the government realised that this was a mistake and decided to reintroduce Kindergartens, Froebel had passed away......maybe of a broken heart! 
Frobel's educational theory is now identified as Constructivism and has continued to influence how we shape our education to this day and how we continue to improve and write our educational policies along with other influential theorists. 
Who is Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934)?
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Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky was born in 1896 in Russia to a middle-class Jewish family. Vygotsky's Father a banker and his mother a trained teacher.
His mother decided to leave the workforce and stay home to raise her 8 children with the intention of supporting them to the best possible standard of education. Jewish individuals are often known as studious, wealthy, and it is noteworthy that during days of anti-Semitism, not all the same educational opportunities were available to Jews in these times.
Originally a Medical student and then Law, Vygotsky enrolled in a private university for which he gained a degree in philosophy and history. Vygotsky followed in his mother's footsteps and went on to teach. He was deeply interested in theatre, literature and particularly Poetry, and the use of language structures (Aubrey and Riley,2019).
Why Pedagogy?
Vygotsky's most influential work followed his time studying psychology and went on to lecture and gained a professor status.
While, like Froebel, Vygotsky endorsed that a child develops and learns through play, but also that there were more underlaying influential factors that contributed to the learning process and that often how children learned, was part of their background. and not all children were blank canvases that could be nurtured a such.
Firstly, his philosophy was that children were primarily a product of their own social culture, (race, religion, home life and area they are raised) even before the educational or school-based factor. These ‘Cultural Tools’ exist to support our psychological wellbeing. These tools such as Symbols, numbers, pictures and most importantly language (Graf and Birch,2009). These such tools were widely influenced by the child's background and could be viewed as generational and passed on.
Vygotsky also believed that education is more that offering learners a set of skills and knowledge defined by a curriculum. He believed in the learning process being a creative process whereby the learner could think creatively, plan how to carry out the act of learning and follow it through, but more importantly be able to reflect and communicate what has been learned by competing the task to show that the process had been effective (Graf and Birch,2009).
Vygotsky rationalised the connection between language and thought and the process of talking to oneself as a child, and the notion that externalised language becomes internalised thought and shared with a more knowledgeable other (MKO). This being anyone who would be that, inside or outside the classroom. Any social interaction in any shared environment with differing outcomes or views can linguistically support a greater understanding of a situation or conversation, aiding to the child's metacognition.
Vygotsky identified phases of development in which the learner progressed and how these phases were supervised with a collaborative approach to learning (Pritchard, 2018), which we will look further into.
This theory, known as social constructivism, identifies the learner building on its knowledge by verbal reasoning, interaction and understanding the learning process.
Current educational policy is highly influenced by Vygotsky, more recently our own Curriculum for Wales (2018) which reflects the instruction for schools to on their social and cultural influences to design their own curriculums.
Vygotsky's career however was short-lived and passed away at only 37years of age from Tuberculosis (Stevens-Fulbrook,2021)
Theory to practice
Frobelian
Froebelian practice preached that children should learn by playing with educational toys along with absorbing the environment. This was seen as unorthodox back in the 1800s.
Froebel’s Kindergarten: The Origins of Early Childhood Education
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Not only the practice of drawing hyped Froeble, but the idea that kids learned by the physical manipulation of object (99 % Invisible, 2021).
Froebel's influences in his own learning as a young adult and his work-based experiences, helped shaped his principles for his philosophy of learning.
Whilst working with one the world's most highly regarded crystallographers in Berlin, triggered him to consider rethinking how he understood the world. Froebel now looked at the world in straight lines and geometric forms with the aid of crystal formations which he then envisaged as the building blocks of reality in reverse to the landscapes and horizons that we relate too as humans. This rational inspired “The Gifts” that Froebelian practice used in kindergartens.
The Gifts
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Froebel's gifts supported learners, by being given to the child in order.
These toys grew more complex one by one with the aim that the child would learn something different by way of each, when they became more complicated.
These were made of natural materials and the first gift, being a soft yarn ball, could be introduced as early as a 6-week baby. This could be then exchanged for a wooden ball and then a cube aimed at stimulating relationships and differences between shapes.
Then the use of a cylinder (ball and cube combined) would be a mind-blowing experience for the child.
Objects then were presented with sting attached and stimulated movement and kids quickly realised how shapes change into one another when they move.
Then came cubes that were made of smaller cubes to demonstrate how the object can be taken apart and put back together aiding physical and visual manipulations.
These gifts supported the higher order of “Occupations” (99 % Invisible, 2021)
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Occupations
The gifts were then seen to lead to occupations, the last step to the realisation that anything is possible.
The children were given blocks of clay that they quickly realised they could shape or form into anything. 
Froebel aided these seedlings to the thought that given the willpower, stamina and supervision, problems can be solved, and minds are limitless. In these times, this type of free thinking was frowned upon.
The use of songs nursery rhymes that we can slowly see disappearing from our society, were used to help build memory skills through repetition along with multisensory aids.
Teachers supervised these actions with the view that children were independent learners, learned at various levels and being self-motivated supported the learning process and the realisation that we all learn by our mistakes (99% Invisible, 2021) …..True words!!


Vygotskian
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Lev Vygotsy identified the concepts of how we identify, how much we could potentially grow a child's knowledge and what they are capable of through a term named Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Vygotsky's Theory of Cognitive Development in Social Relationships
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 rook,2021).
MKO
The role of the teacher, LSA, parents or even peers within the classroom, known as “MKO,” aka, More Knowledgeable Other. Loosely interpreted into hand holding exercise, where kids do not necessarily have the means to understand a concept as a lone ranger but need a little help from those around. With the wheels of cognition in full motion and a little help the learning takes place ... Paul Stevens-Fulbrook (2021), nods that the MKO is the first-hand way in which a kid can stretch their comprehension of something beyond their ability at that moment in time by using guidance and feedback!
Scaffolding
Scaffolding is the action that includes the role of the MKO.
This helps the learner on their journey through the ZPD.....sounds scientific!
Like the purpose of conventional scaffolding, as the job is complete, the scaffolding is gradually taken away and the learner is left with a new set of skills to demonstrate.....Ta Da!
Vygotsky believed that with the power of an interactive process, people were not always a product of their surroundings or social culture. Humans and especially children were equipped with the ability to share experiences and listen to things outside their own internal world and build on them.
His literal use of the benefit of thinking aloud, where some of us still get into trouble, was a carriage of Vygotskyan theory that leads us to be able to reason with ourselves and grasp concepts in the process of learning.
As a product of linguistic development, thought (including consciousness in its narrower sense of full self-awareness) was created socially (Stevens-Fulbrook, 2021)
ZPD
In a Nutshell, this identifies the passage educators can take to guide a child through concepts that they are capable of learning, but not attained at this moment in this time (Stevens-Fulb.
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Constructivism and Social Constructivism
(My Workspace and theirs)

It is ironic that the likes of Froebel and Vygotsky were contemporary in their times, yet we took so long to integrate theories into children's educational experiences.
Froebel's kindergarten now supports through early years through to curriculum such as Forrest Schools in secondary schools, where even the most challenging of children who find it difficult to concentrate or engage with their peers or a subject, come into their own in the outdoors. Children relish the opportunity and take ownership of their own learning when attending outdoor facilities that promote team building and connect with nature, rather than paper, pen, or a laptop. In Forrest school, kids use wood to make tools, use a flint and rock to make fire, use sticks to draw and construct pathways and other materials for learners that need wheelchair access.
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Children (also adults!), take pride in the clay pots they have constructed and baked and as teenagers, still cannot wait to show other staff members back and school and boast how they have helped their classmates.
Instead of all the amenities being purpose built, the learners work with their peers to build workstations and participate in crafts that seeks to promote a positive and collaborative mindset, improves engagement and awareness of the needs and abilities of others.
Along with teaching life skills, on Forrest school days, learners that may not attend school with a pen, will come prepared with all the essentials on day when you would look out of a classroom and be glad you are indoors as the elements are so extreme. Young people are excited of the prospect of learning new crafts and practicing acquired ones and the day really comes to life. It is an experience to see learners who are often deemed unteachable by a teacher that may not have read a Statement or and IDP, take their connection and education from Forrest school and take it back to the classroom and re-engage in areas they may not have been able to connect to before.
Back at school I recall a class I was once assigned too.
A newly qualified teacher telling me that his head of faculty had told him that the topic of Chernobyl was too “heavy” for his to process or engage.
The Learners response …....” I'm not doing that; I can't do it!.”
ZPD
 We went through weeks of reading, worksheets, questions, and research to begin. I thought we had truly had little chance of them comprehending it as they love social media and air pods. They asked so many questions and reluctantly watched a documentary on what had happened in the years since Chernobyl had occurred.
MKO
This teacher is the go-to person, that anyone with any woes, needs guidance or hand holding for anything such ….. is their person. Mr X then revealed that he had actually been to the Chernobyl site and explained the equipment that was needed to measure radiation to get around, and how they had volunteered in local projects there, to support the children and people.
Scaffolding
 It was a gentle hand holding process, but they were able to connect how terrible and frightening things must have been and offer empathy that they could not at the start of the project with the guidance of the myself and their cool teacher, but more importantly that people do not grow up on in the same cultures and social environments as they do, and how other kids experience different things in their childhoods.
They all completed a 15-slide presentation, unaided.
 Lots of the topics within our school also exist on a cross curriculum basis so they can pick up snippets of the topic within other subjects they learn. They can relate, engage, and become more independent in offering information when asked and are proud to do so as they get it!

Did these theorists leave us in a better place?
Education is always evolving, and theorists are still influencing how we make new policies, how we can put our learners at the heart of the learning process and with theoretical approaches, we know one size does not fit all and our practises can reflect.
Also, though these approaches we know it's never too late to go back to basics.
I believe it's safe to say they have left us in a far better place.
Not so sure?..... please read above once more.
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"Play is the highest expression of human development in childhood
for it alone is the free expression of what s in a child's soul."
- Friedrich Froebel (April 21, 1782)
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